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Does Microsoft Excel (and other Spreadsheets) Have a Future ?

That’s a question which should create a great deal of discussion.

What – the end of Excel ?

Why ?

What will we do without it ?

Literally millions of Businesses rely daily on Microsoft’s Excel (in varying versions and on varying Operating Systems) for what is called ‘Business Intelligence’ –BI for short.

The type of functions used include 

· Data manipulation

· Data visualisation

· Presentation graphics

· Forecasting        --  can you think of others ?

Excel spreadsheets have become the means of reporting. The (fairly) well known Pivot tables are a form of data analysis.

Excel spreadsheets have been with us for many years (but it wasn’t the first). According to Microsoft, there are 150 million business users who use Excel.

So why would there be a discernible move to limit the use of Excel for Business Intelligence, or to replace it with  ‘specialised’ Business Intelligence software ?

According to Philip Russom, who is an analyst at Forrester Research, much of the resistance to Excel comes from users who have access to a Business Intelligence platform – a sophisticated tool which you will meet again in these lectures. Frequently, Excel data is exported to this platform, and it is manipulated it to create new calculated values, data is reordered, and the result is then presented (visualised) by formatting and charts. 

This is generally known as ‘value added’ data.

However, there is a danger that the base Excel data in the new ‘result’ form may bear little resemblance to the data in the Business Intelligence software which other users rely on for their analyses.

Apparently, there have been instances where users have presented or have relied on ‘their’ Excel extracted data from a BI package – and the presentation and the content are not identical.  The term for this conundrum is ‘duelling spreadsheets’ even though the source was the same.

This is not productive – it is (or can be) divisive and cannot be tolerated in a Company.  

There should be just one ‘source of accurate data’ and data warehouses are seen as being this source. The alternative apparently is confusing and acrimonious meetings and poor of inaccurate decision making.

Consider this : when data is exported to Excel, that data becomes static, and the data set becomes a spreadsheet silo.  The data is (mostly) on a person’s hard drive (or perhaps DVD) and is disconnected from other ‘more current’ data of the Company (or Enterprise).  Enterprise data represents, in the best circumstance, the ‘current position’. 

Enterprise data will change, and user must be aware of these changes, and export them also. A classic case of this is Monash’s Student Enrolment System, where ‘the numbers’ can change from minute to minute.

Down loading (or exporting) is both time consuming and offers an opportunity for errors.

The terms applied to these conditions are ‘data quality’ and ‘data integrity’ – which you will hear more about in the database lecture.

Generally, exporting to Excel is a one-way trip. There is probably no way that a user could return ‘manipulated Excel data’ to the Business Intelligence data so that others could become aware of it, and use the ‘up to date’ values.

This probably sounds terrible, but quite frequently Excel data is passed onto other member of the Company, and they could also alter the data set – and create other possibly confusing or incorrect analyses.

Data Warehouses offer, or seem to offer, a ‘solution’ – there is the one source of all data to all users, and there is control over the distribution of data – particularly where it could be ‘sensitive’ – have you heard of any instances of this lately ? – there is a Federal election coming up soon, and that is a wonderful opportunity for ‘leaked’ information – particularly if that will embarrass the opposing party.

However, what would be your reaction if there was a decree that Excel was not to be made available ? Would you feel that your productivity and creativity, not to mention investigative ability, were threatened ?

Why should people with skills and creativity in Company Departments such as Finance, Accounting, Sales, Production, Administration lose access to a tool which enhances their productivity and gives them an opportunity for Management development ?

Possibly not a great move ?

Perhaps a better approach is to consider that Excel should be a Company wide tool instead of it being a ‘personal user’ facility  and thus effectively create a ‘loop’.  This would place Excel as a reporting medium – possibly with templates. 

There are advantages in this strategy, the most notable being Excel data would be ‘refreshed’ from the Company data warehouse, the data would be of high integrity, and there is a single source of supply of data. Personal productivity and creativity would not be challenged.

A further advantage would be the capability of the Excel point of contact to feed data back into the data warehouse – in other words to make new or updated data available to others in the organisation.  At the same time, Excel’s capabilities of formatting, formula application and development, graphs, would be retained.

So what is holding up this process ?  Simply, Business Intelligence systems do not (or very few do) communicate with Excel – they use the BI software media. There is little or no collaboration – and this would need to be changed.

Many Business Users need Business Intelligence data. Other Business users need to have the capabilities of Excel. 

Perhaps it is time that there was serious effort in the supplier vendors to address this.

PS. Informatica Poweranalyser 4.0 is a BI tool which is used in the context of the above discussion.

There is a technology ‘Map Intelligence’ which addresses complex mappings – far outreaching the pie chart which for many years has been the visualization tool for ‘complex’ data representation. However, recent mapping models, such as the Cube, have reached beyond the capabilities of pie charts to present multidimensional data.

You can get an impression of the ‘Map Intelligence’ capabilities at www.forgr.com.au

