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Staff may love them, but an Excel package on every desk means many versions of the
corporate truth. The answer is smarter business intelligence, says RON CONDON

his March, the UKY Office of Govern-
ment Commerce was forced o delay the
launch of a slick new red-mpe-busting
procurement programme when it discow-
ered an errorina spreadsheet. Companies
applying to become accredived suppliers
were told: "Unfortanately, [we are| not, as
we had hoped, ina position 1o accept your
tender ar this wme, This is becanse an
errae in the original evalmadon spread-
sheer has been identified, necessitaring
re-searing of all tenders For this project. .,
This error has been correcred and this has
caused 3 wmall number of changes o the ariginal award decigion.’

In June 2003, TransAlw, a Canadian power penerator, innounced that
it had spotted a $24 millioa hole in its accounts, enmsed by what i chief
exsutive Stive Smyder described as a ‘simple derical erros!

The company had sccidentally underbid in 2 contract t supply New
York's electricity, and the comtracs could not be reversed. Snyder ad =i
ted thar the companys computer spreadaheet contained errors that lisd
umsbermined the bics,

The first of these spreadsheet errors was merely very embarrassing,
the second was both embarrasing and exremely expensive, They are
the stuff of management nighmmares, shining examples of the kind of
dara dissseer ter which vendors of business intellipenes software allude
when exhorting you v buy their products. Standasdise your dam, goes
the pitch, und these kind of basic errors simply can't happen.

Bart the staff on the ground sl love thebr spreadsheets, and one peo-
gram — Mierosedt Fxcel - in pardcular, Excel sits on around 300 million
personal computers around the world, and s so well liked that what
started a5 2 handy little program for doing the expenses and deparmmen-
ml budgers s bring put to work on the kind of high-evel strategie
eusnber-cranching ivwas never really intended w pecform, Excel is now

widely wsed to model real-life business problems and the results ab-
tained are relied on for making critical decisons.

In's a very nisky business - the people who write the spreadsheets may
be experts in hedge fond management or risk analysis, bur they are not
computer programmers. They ars usnally in 2 burny v get the answers
they need, so they rend 1o skirt round some of the horing practices of the
Pﬂl\fﬁ!i-ﬂ“' TT world —such as resting vour code before wse.

In a perfecr world, such analysis would be folfilled by the mose esab-
Iished vendors of husiness intelligence (BI) systems such s Cognos,
Hypesion and Business Ofbjects. Tndeed, they and other BI companies
spent years evangelising abour the concept of 2 ‘dngle version of the
math’ - the dara warehouse. The argument was, and still is, thae the
warehouse hobds the one wrue pictoee of how the company is doing, and
should be the source material for any reports, modelling ar decisions
mken by the business. But people in need of o quick numbers check that
they can uss now have flocked o spres dshess in droves.

'Uisers should never have been given spreadshests on their desks b,
unforunately, we can't go back now," says Alys Woodwarnd, an analyst
with research company Ovum. Teople built applications in Exeel be-
cause the 1" department could not give them what they wanted in time.*

That’s not vo say that the data warehouse model doesn't work — same
implemenmtions have been very sucoeseful in identifring trends and, for
example, supporting retadl lovalty schemes like Teseos Clubcard,

Bue Bl wals rarely manags o penerae boyond 15% w 20% of
decision-makers in organiations, parthr becsese of their high cose, but
abso because they are-often comple to learn

The ether deswhback of the dam warehonse model is the reas-siew
tmirror' picture it provides w wsers. Da is wsually fed in from rans-
action sysoems atthe end of the working day and then fed in toupdate the
dats warchouss for analysis the next merning. ‘The warehouse data is
kept separate to avoid analysis work disrupting or slowing down the
bread-znd-burter systems of the husiness.

Thatbasic design was created some years ago, But like the noral fellow
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in the old joke wha replies, when asked for directions, "Well, T wouldn't
start from here', some people are now viewing the cumbersome dara
warshousing madel in the sane way.

“The izt warehouse is justa system of record; itis oo diffieult o keep
up-to-dare,’ soys Charles Micholls, a vereran of the B warld and chiel
executive of SeeWhy Software. “We wouldn't start from here. The data
warehouses we use today, which rabe a snapshor from live systems, doso
o avosd damaging the performance of those ransaction aystens. B re-
ports are just reference doouments, They acrive too bate 1o be wseful”

Allison Whitkwy, a consuliant with Diagonal Congsultng, agrees. “Typi-
cally, BI has Leen rearward-looking and nes very timely. People spend
95 % of the dme getting hold of the daw, maldng sure it is the correct
data, rather than analysmg it w support decision-making.

Thechallenge for BLis o reach ourinm the onganisation and help the
other 8% 00 85% of people 1o make the right decisions, rather than just
thee privileged wp managers, The indusiry calls this “operational BI” and

has adupeed several methods to achieve it. For some BI vendors, it &
encagh to ger the system o generats e-mails to wsers with reports eail-
ored oo their needs.

But S Whys Micholls arguees that with wday's cheap comparers, it i
pessible, and more effective, to process volunses of dats in real -rime so
that they can be soted on Inunediandy. This'event-driven processing”, as
bse ealls ie, ‘doesn’s pst el vom how many ting of beans }H:-III‘-'E sold, but
also how many you should have sold given that its now Spm ona Friday,'

Instead of giving reports 1o shop workers who winld not read them
anyway, be says, “you have a constandy updated fight departure board
at the door from the stockroom w the sabe faor showing “thess are the
items that are owt af stock®.!

He has also purt his theeries into practice, helping Dispen stresmline
deliveties of Guinness from Dublin to the U8, Before =|.:||:-|-|ring his S5
tem, he says, the company had been in ‘spreadshect mayhem', em
ploying people to copy data from rassport wehstes to keep track of

THOMAS SILVEY
STRAIGHTENS OUT
CASH MANAGEMENT

Like marry & small family firm, Bristal-based
oil-fuel supplier Thomas Sivey once managed
te get along nicely withewt taking budgets too
sericusly. But the company had expandsd
beyond its core business to includs fillng
stations and oil depots for commercial and
domestic custormers. Turnover was up to £36
rmilian, but with ol prices swinging wildy, the
firrn reecled 10 get a tghter hold en budgets,

The arrival of finandal cantroller Mark
‘Wandward (right] last Nevember proved a
tatalbyst far change, ‘They used to do budgets
on an anrual basis, although two years ags
they didn't bother, and last yeer they wene
comgaleted several months Late!

Woodward found himself trying to manage
the business through 38 linked Excel
spreadsheets, Td have shot rmyself if we'd
carried an that way, be recalls.

Instead, he called in a few B vendors and
adrmita he chose the cheapest guate from
Surey-hased bca Software, for a centralised
planining system thal would bring a consistency
of data across the business, while allowing the
data to be analysad in Excel.

Inca Planning took just four weeks to go live,
and Woodward says he now has much better
control “We can understand and act upen the
imnpact of chanpes in ol prices in minates. This
wowld have been impossible using our ald
systern,’ be adds. "Cur next challenge is to ga
from monthly PEL o a daily cashilow. Cash
rmanagement ks key in this business,

He admets that he struggled with getting the
cormpany owners to approve the £9,500
Irvestment, but says they have baen won
reund. He expects it to pay for itself in less
than a year - cutstanding value for maney,




deliveries and fewer than §0% of deliveries arriving in the US on time,

Using several years’ historical daca as a reference, the system tracks
each event in the delivery and raises an alert when anything slips. The
resultis chat 8% of US deliveries now arrive on time, The beer s fresh-
er, they have less siock in the channel, and they have mioee contral.

But what aboue all the companies thar have budle dats warshouses?
They still necd to get the best from their imvestments, and that means
driving usage right through the organisation. Many are realising that
this increasingly involves finding an accommeodation with Fxeel users.

Tt is important w distinguish Excel as front-end ol from Exeel as
engine,' says Frank Buytendifk, vice-president for cosporate strategy
and Bl specialest with Hyperion. *As an engine, Excel is really bad — it is
playing with fire, particalarly if you sre a publicly traded company:’

And chis eould end up being the most potent argument for killing off
a lot ol speeadshects. As Ovam’s Woodward says, many companies have
large lomg-standing spreadshests thar seem wo work well bt which no-
one really understands. In other words, they eannot be sudited.

The trend, therefore, is to keep data centrally and o ler Excel fans
have their wish by downloading the information m play with, Most of
the Bl vendors have now resigned themselves to living with Excel.

And they need 1w maove fist - Microsoft has noticed the wend irself
and is threatening to eat the BI firms® lunch next year with the launch
of Office 2007, This will inroduce much tighter integragon of
Microsoft’s SQL Server databrase with Excel, and therefore makes it eas-
ier for companies to eontrel spreadshest usage,

Tocapivall, there’ another technology that could sill further changes
the face of BI: the search engine, Most of us have quickhy come to use
search engines (wsually Google) for even the muost trivial of enquiries -

whowon the FA Cupin 19547 Who sang Awrerfaen Pie} No more combb-
ing through reference books — the answer is there in an instanr.

With so much company information now lying in unstrecuved foem
= in doouments, e-mails, online feeds, sound clips — we need a new way
af gerting towhat we need, And a spreadsheet will not do it.

Recognising the need, many of the established BI vendors have
formed parnerships with Google and other search engine providers 1o
apen up unstructured data for intfermet-stple searching across 2 com-
pany’s internal servers. This developmenr is likely to fuel much of the

‘As an engine, Excel is really
bad: it's playing with fire if you
are a publicly traded company’

interest and growth in BLin the near future. Business intelligence - and
its hright young cousin, corporate perfofmance management - nesds wo
g beyond the bread-and-burmer of raw numbers. To keep ndding value,
it must build sensitive anabytical antennae to pick up changes and rends
that may affect the business = sach as adverse stock market comment
ar unfvourable reviews, The search engine capacity 1o answer un-
premedifated questions offers the bestway o get thar level ﬂfﬂ.ﬁ:ﬁ]—hﬂil}'.

For the moment, though, the spreadshest seerms to have won i bat-
tle for survival as the business person’ fevourite ool for 2nalysing and
madelling dats. Like fast cars, spreadshects may be dangerons and cause
theodd crash, but we Dve them too much to lez go. me



