
FOCUS ON 
FILEMAN 

Welcome to this inaugural col­
umn. We are especially 
pleased to have the opportu­

nity to keep you informed of events 
and techniques which focus on File­
Man. This column will vary in con­
tent from issue to issue, but it is our 
objective to keep you interested and 
to heighten your skills and curiosity 
about our product. 

To kick off, it seems best to give a bit 
of background and to let you know 
what is happening today. Then in sub­
sequent issues we can get technical. 

First, we want to clarify that we will 
be discussing VA FileMan. There 
seem to be increasing varieties of 
FileMan (surely a signal of success). 
VA FileMan is a product of the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs. It is 
a nonproprietary database manage­
ment system available either via the 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 
or through the M Technology Associ­
ation. Either way, it's a bargain. No­
tice that we will occasionally just call 
it FileMan, but don't be confused­
we always mean VA FileMan! 

As a database management system, 
FileMan is the environment upon 
which all of the V A's Decentralized 
Hospital Computer Program (DHCP) 
applications depend. As a generic 
tool, FileMan supports the definition 
and manipulation of many forms of 
database structures, including rela­
tional, hierarchical, and object-ori­
ented. And, even though FileMan is 
a relatively mature product, ongoing 
structural development continues to 
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support current and emerging data­
base management standards, interop­
erability, availability, and flexibility. 

Version 19 Is Still 
the Latest 
The current release is version 19, 
which introduced the long-awaited 
support for screen-oriented data en­
try. Two modules address this sup­
port. With ScreenMan, developers 
design forms for input and display 
screens. Data within a form are man­
aged and updated as transactions ( and 
are expected to be truly transactional 
as the M standard adopts transaction 
processing). With Screen Editor, us­
ers edit word-processing data with 
cursor and function keys. This editor 
is a second native editor for FileMan 
and complements the previously ex­
isting line editor. 

FileMan version 19 also includes new 
tools for checking the structure of data 
dictionaries, merging data, checking 
M code for compliance with the VA' s 
programming standards ( to ensure 
portability), documenting the cross 
references online, and many more 
features. 

Next Release: 
Version 20 
Version 19 was released just a few 
months ago. Close on its heels is ver­
sion 20 with a targeted release for the 
spring of 1993. Version 20 concen­
trates on archiving and exporting data 
from FileMan files. This release will 
enhance the archival features first re-

leased with version 18 in 1990. Ver­
sion 20 will include a new archival 
method, which will support the cre­
ation of an archival that can be main­
tained online in a data structure. The 
data structure is fully compatible with 
other FileMan d,ata dictionaries and 
thus can be searched and queried as 
any other file. Developers can use this 
archival method as a general extrac­
tion tool as well because of its generic 
function design. Data extracted via 
version 20 will be independent of 
source/reference files with all 
pointers, variable pointers, computed 
and set-valued fields being resolved to 
their external values as they are 
moved into the extract/archive file(s). 

Another primary feature of version 20 
is the ability to e'tport data to a foreign 
file. This can be done today, but it 
generally takes an expert user of File­
Man. Moreover, the expert also must 
be knowledgeable about the foreign 
format requirements of the target en­
vironment (e.g., LOTUS, EXCEL, 
SAS). Using the options provided 
with VA FileMan V.20, any user will 
be able to select fields and simply de­
clare the target environment and File­
Man will format automatically. 

As you can imagine, we are very ex­
cited about VA FileMan version 20 ! 

Other Enhancements 
on the Way 
In addition to developing version 20, 
the VA FileMan team has numerous 
other active projects. We are working 
on enhancements to ScreenMan, in-

February 1993 



eluding a forms-design tool to ease 
the design and format of a screen-dis­
play layout. The print module is "un­
der the microscope" with develop­
ment of a new output option to 
increase the flexibility and perfor­
mance of data searches and reporting. 
We are also overhauling FileMan' s 
package export tool DIFROM to im­
prove the flexibility and performance 
of installing FileMan-based applica­
tions. 

It is also time to undertake a strategic 
analysis of VA FileMan, comparing it 
to commercial products and to current 
database management system re­
search. We are working closely with 
academic consultants to ensure that 
VA FileMan benefits (and we benefit) 
from the wealth of experience and in­
formation within the university envi­
ronment. 

Share Your Ideas 
To repeat, this column does not have 
a rigid format. With each issue, the 
depth of technical discussion will 
vary. We want to use this column to 
communicate with our ever-increas­
ing community of users. If you have 
a topic or question you would like 
us to address, please don't hesitate 
to let us know. You can forward 
your ideas to the mail group FILE­
MAN on the VA's FORUM system, 
or drop us a note at the San Fran­
cisco Information Systems Center, 
301 Howard Street, Suite 600, San 
Francisco, CA 94105 (attention of 
Maureen Hoye). We look forward 
to hearing from you! ❖ 

The authors work at the VA' s San Francisco 
Information Systems Center, where Dr. 
Pfeil is the associate director of develop­
ment. In addition, Dr. Pfeil is a member of 
the M Technology Association's Board of 
Directors. She holds a doctorate in medical 
information science. 

February 1993 

Coming in the April issue of 

M Computing ... 

Database Orchestration 

Connecting with the 
Outside World 

High-level Languages 

and MORE ... 

Is Ma Team Player? 

Need MUMPS or MIIS 
Programming Support1 

Sentient' s experienced MUMPS and MIIS consulting 
programmers can help you with the following: 

► New application development 

► Software maintenance and enhancement 

► Performance improvement 

► MIIS to MUMPS conversion 

► Mini to PC or any hardware platform conversion 

With over ten years of experience, Sentient is 
a recognized expert in developing large networks 

using DataTree, Micronetics, and InterSystems. 

SENTIENT 
SYSTEMS 

10410 N. KensinKton Parkway 
Kensington, MC5 20895-2939 

Call Ginger Mylander at (800)966-9419 or (301)929-7600. 
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