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Spreadsheets – good and evil 
 
John Dagleish, regional information manager at Currie & Brown, examines the development 
of the spreadsheet and details the usefulness of the dashboard.  
 
The advent of the personal computer heralded a fundamental change in the use of data. 

Suddenly, people could readily manipulate data to suit their own requirements, rather than 

being restricted to a receipt of standard reports provided by a centralised Computer 

Department. The personal computer ‘killer applications’ in those early days were the 

spreadsheet (VisiCalc, SuperCalc, Lotus 1-2-3), the word processor (WordStar, 

WordPerfect) and the desktop database (dBase, FoxPro). 

Nowhere was this newfound power exploited more than with the spreadsheet. While each of 

these applications was designed for a specific range of tasks, the spreadsheet is by far the 

most versatile of the three, able to perform not only tasks within its own domain, but many 

from the other two also. An application initially conceived for sensitivity (‘what-if’) analysis 

rapidly expanded to support all kinds of data processing and reporting tasks. Over time, the 

addition of programming language support and pseudo database functionality allowed the 

spreadsheet to support ever more complex and critical business processes. Ingenious ways 

were devised to get around the data limitations and inherent single-user nature of the 

application, frequently resulting in a behemoth of a spreadsheet or interlinked series of 

spreadsheets. Often conceived and developed by a passionate enthusiast, these 

spreadsheets would eventually be inherited by others who feared to modify them in case 

they stopped working. 

 

Fast forward to today and the power of the spreadsheet has increased exponentially. 

Microsoft Excel (more correctly, the xVelocity engine hidden behind the scenes) provides 

extended functionality to support data sets extending to hundreds of millions of records 

(though it is questionable how usable this is on the average desktop computer!). Database-

type relationship modelling further expands the potential. Power Pivot functionality adds yet 

another means of analysing the data. 
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This is all within an application that is acutely susceptible to human error. Reports emerge of 

hugely expensive mistakes over extended periods because of undetected erroneous logic or 

formulas introduced by the model creator. But that is perhaps the tip of the iceberg. Other 

errors, even when detected, remain undisclosed due to the potential reputational or other 

damage that may be caused (think financial services).  

Attempts to instil greater rigour into what is often one of an organisation’s most valuable 

assets have resulted in the introduction of data warehouses, marts and lakes where data is 

cleansed, structured appropriately for ease of use and stored in an accessible local or cloud 

location. Then it is downloaded into a spreadsheet model for manipulation as self-service 

business intelligence (BI) with the spreadsheet model prone to similar potential errors 

described above! 

At the other extreme, disparate business systems are often ‘integrated’ by extracting the data 

from each and uploading into a master spreadsheet where relationships between the data 

sets are re-established in pursuit of ‘integrated’ reporting. 

The evolutionary progression from the mega spreadsheet report is to the dashboard. Drawn 

from the experience with cars, aircraft and process control plants, the metaphor implies that 

the operation of the business or project can be monitored continuously, and real-time 

decisions can be made to instantly change speed, direction or some other business-critical 

factor! Often produced using the rich visuals native to the spreadsheet, the trend is now 

towards dedicated tools such as Power BI. Power BI uses the same underlying technology 

as the xVelocity engine within Excel. It also often uses data imported from (potentially 

flawed) spreadsheets. Finally, it adds another programming language called DAX where 

users can potentially introduce (even more) errors. 



 
Features  

 

Power BI provides an even more extensive and sophisticated library of visualisations to 

transform data into something more readily understood (or that is the intention, whether or 

not it is achieved). But just as spreadsheet model errors may lead to imparting incorrect 

information, so can inappropriate selection of visualisations. This may also vary from person 

to person as visual interpretation is far more individual in nature than the difference between 

one number and another. 

Dashboards should perhaps be assessed using a maturity model using levels where we 

assess how much we LIKE them: 

L Looks A work of art with a multitude of visualisation types and 
colours.  

I Information Actually conveys useful information. 

K Knowledge Provides something not directly discernible from the 
information. In a project controls setting, this might be 
where an analytical model calculates an estimated 
completion date for the project based on the historical 
delays to date (as opposed to the usual calculation 
which simply adds the days remaining in the schedule 
to the current date). 

E Empowerment Provides significant support to the decision-making 
process (similar to their value in the car, aircraft and 
process control scenarios mentioned above).  

 

A huge number of dashboards appear not to progress beyond the first level. Achieving the 

second level would perhaps be considered a rather successful implementation currently. 

Level three would attract ‘best in class’ status and level four is largely aspirational. 

Without doubt, the power and sophistication of the spreadsheet has increased at a hugely 

exponential rate over the last 30-plus years. At the same time, the fundamental rule from the 

first days of the computer still applies: Garbage in, garbage out.  

 


