Just Say No to
Spreadsheets

O

By Bob Lucke, Caribou Software Inc.
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Logging companies use spread-
sheets for many uses, including
tracking load tickets, paying log

haulers, calculating land owner  The downfall of spreadsheets is
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brain contains the structure and
sequence of steps required to
manage the worksheet. Any-
one who has had to decipher a
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complex spreadsheet created by
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(1)  Pay-
ment Errors.

Bad cell refer-
ences. Errors in formulas. Jum-
bled data from bad sorting. Lost

data. Errors in pay not only
have significant financial effects;
they are also embarrassing and
can irreparably harm your com-
pany’s reputation. The people
that work for you need to have
confidence that they are being
paid correctly.

(2) Time. Perhaps the great-
est liability with complex spread-
sheets is the hidden cost of
wasting valuable time and re-
sources. Wasting your own time
— or your office staff's time —
constantly re-keying, validating,
manipulating, and consolidating
data is time that could be much
better spent in managing your
company’s operations. Admit it
— you would much rather be out-
side in the woods than in some
stuffy office figuring out why a
spreadsheet doesn't tie to the
GL.

(3) “Lost” Reporting & Analy-
sis. So you’ve finished this
week’s contractor pay. You now
want to calculate your costs for
a specific job over several
weeks. Or suppose you want to
check your production against
the cruise for each of your cur-
rent jobs — and you have multi-

ple jobs in progress. Or sup-

pose you want to compare your
accrued revenue against your

latest mill settlements. Or sup-
pose you want to match up your
employees’ hours by logging
phase for each active job. It's
not that you can’t use spread-
sheets for these tasks; it's that
the work involved in doing these
tasks on a regular basis is so
large that these tasks are simply
skipped altogether. The data
are all there, but are not used
effectively.

Don't get me wrong, | think
spreadsheets are great under
certain circumstances. They are
transparent:.  you can easily
check the calculations in any
cell and you can trace any cal-
culation to its source data. They
can handle intricate calculations.
They are easy to use. The
problem, of course, is that these
advantages have made people
so comfortable with worksheets
that inertia sets in. They are
reluctant to give up that which
they know and with which they
are familiar. For many, it is hard
to resist the temptation to build a
new spreadsheet for every con-
ceivable application. The haz-
ard in this approach is that when
your only tool is a hammer, eve-
ry problem looks like a nail. The
end result is a common situation
where spreadsheets are all too
often used (or misused) for ap-
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plications beyond their capabili-
ties.

There are Alternatives

Over the last several years, a
number of specialized software
programs have been developed
for the logging industry. In gen-
eral, these programs serve to
bridge the gaps between Excel
worksheets and standard ac-
counting packages. These
packages are designed to han-
dle the business rules that are
specific to logging contractors,
yet are designed around a core
database, such as Microsoft

“It’s not that you can't
use spreadsheets for
analytic reporting; it'’s
that the work involved
in doing the reporting
on a regular basis is
So large that it is
simply skipped alto-
gether.”

Access or SQL Server.

What does a database applica-
tion have that Excel does not?

Database applications have sev-
eral virtues that provide huge
advantages over Excel.

(1) Single point of entry. Data
in a database is stored in a sin-
gle place, but can be used for
multiple purposes. For exam-
ple, load tickets are stored in
only one place, but can be used
to create contractor settlements
or do production reporting. The
single point of entry avoids the
copying or re-keying of data and
its associated pitfalls. In a data-
base, if a load ticket is changed,
that change is reflected in all
places where that ticket is used.



Thus, you can have literally hun-
dreds of reports or statements
that draw on the exact same
load data.

(2) Data Validation and Cas-
cading Updates. In a data-

‘Database applica-
tions have several
virtues that provide
huge advantages
over Excel.”

base application, validation lists
are created in advance of data
entry. For example, in a data-
base application you would set
up a list of valid species, say
PINE, OAK and POPLAR.
Then, when tickets are entered,
one of these valid species must
be used -- there is zero toler-
ance for typos or creative
spelling. A load ticket will not be
admitted to the database unless
all entries are valid.

The benefits to this approach
extend further. Let's say you
have entered 800 load tickets,
but then decide that you really
want to use the term ‘RED OAK’
instead of just ‘OAK’. In a data-
base application, you simply go
to the validation list for species
and change the word ‘OAK’ to
‘RED OAK’. This one change
will automatically update all your
load tickets that have a species
of ‘OAK’ — you do not have to
sort and copy hundreds of rows
in a spreadsheet.

(3) Scalability. All data is
stored in the same database file.
For example, all load tickets,
employee hours, cruise data,
payment schedules, etc. are all
stored in the same file. There
is no proliferation of worksheet
files. Moreover, the data stor-
age in a database is practically

unlimited; you can have thou-
sands of load ticket records in
the same database. In working
with these thousands of records,
the actual program selects only
those records needed for its
immediate purpose, unlike Excel
which loads up all your data at
once.

This scalability allows you to
store multiple years’ of data in
one place and provides a basis
for all types of reporting. Writing
reports that slice and dice the
data in different dimensions is a
breeze. For example, you can
produce production statistics, by
tract or job, in one report; you
can then turn around and sum-
marize your pay, by contractor
or landowner, simply by running
another report. In addition, ex-
tending your application to han-
dle new reports or additional
functionality, such as overload
tracking, is very often a simple
task. Once the data are stored
in a database, making use of
them for any other purpose is
usually straightforward and inex-
pensive.

(4) Automation. A database
program works the same way all
the time, as compared to
spreadsheets that often require
significant human interaction.
For example, in looking up an
applicable pay rate, a program
always returns the same pay
rate based on the attributes of
the load (species, product, desti-
nation mill, etc.). In a spread-
sheet application, users often
manually select the correct rate
to apply, opening up a window
for human error to creep in.

Return on Investment

So what's the downside of a
database application? | can
name two: functionality and
cost. Obviously, if a database
application still leaves large
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gaps between your business
rules and its functionality, it is
not likely to be appropriate. For
example, if you need the appli-
cation to handle time cards and
it does not, then clearly there is
a major shortfall in functionality.
At this point the cost of the ap-
plication is usually irrelevant.

Once you are satisfied that a
database application has most
of your required functionality,
the next issue is to determine its
cost and benefits. The costs of
adopting a new application are
twofold: (1) the out-of-pocket
costs for licensing the applica-
tion and (2) your own costs of
getting trained up.

The cost of licensing an applica-
tion varies by software vendor.
For the sake of argument, let's
assume a logging-specific appli-
cation costs $6,000. In our ex-
perience, it takes a new user
around 25 hours to become re-
ally proficient with the software.
If we assign a value of $20/
Hour, the implicit cost of the us-
er's time is $500, yielding a total
cost of around $6,500. On its
face, this appears relatively ex-
pensive compared to Excel or
QuickBooks.

“The pay-back period
based on these simple
calculations is less
than two years — cer-
tainly making it an at-
tractive investment.”

But, what are the benefits?
Again, based on our experience,
users should expect to gain
around 4 hours a week purely in
time savings. This translates
into roughly 200 hours for the
year and is an annual savings of
$4,000 (again based on the $20/
Hour pay rate). The pay-back



period based on these simple
calculations is less than two
years — certainly making it an
attractive investment.

If this simple calculation is not
compelling by itself, bear in
mind that the benefits from a
database application exceed
just those in straight time sav-
ings. The value of reduced er-
rors is not readily quantifiable,
but certainly can be considera-
ble. Moreover, the business
efficiencies gained from en-
hanced reporting and analysis
depend on each company’s spe-
cific circumstances and in many
cases can be much more valua-
ble than the time savings.

Spreadsheets Still Have Their
Day In The Sun

Not all data applications will cov-
er all of your business needs. It
is my experience that many log-
gers have
special busi-
ness rules or
reporting
needs that
cannot be
handled by
any  given
software
package. In
these cases
Excel and
other
spreadsheet
applications
still have a major complemen-
tary role to play.

The key is integration. You
must be able to draw upon the
data in the database application
and use it as you see fit in your
spreadsheet application. Any
database program worth its salt
should provide the ability to
copy-and-paste data from the
database application to a
spreadsheet or at least allow
you to export (and then import)

your data. For example, you
should be able to copy-and-
paste a selection of load tickets
from a database application into
your own spreadsheet.

One drawback with cutting-and-
pasting between a database
application and Excel is that the
data loses its integrity. That is,
if the database is changed after
a copy-and-paste, the spread-
sheet data are no longer con-
sistent with the source data, and
you have to copy-and-paste all
over again. One solution to this
problem is a little-used (and
somewhat complex) function in
Excel that allows you to set up a
database ‘query’ and import da-
ta directly from an Access or
SQL Server database. A query
is a set of instructions to the
database that defines a set of
records to retrieve. For exam-

ple, a query might select all load
tickets from a given tract or job

delivered to a certain mill over a
certain date range. This query
can be stored with the work-
sheet and be refreshed at any
time, thereby allowing your
worksheet data to remain con-
sistent with your database data.
One safety feature with this que-
ry approach is that the data are
‘read-only’ meaning the spread-
sheet user cannot alter the data,
but he or she can always obtain
the most recent data from the
database.

Integrating your worksheets with
your database application allows
you to combine the best of both
worlds: you can retain the flexi-
bility of Excel and the ability to
define your own reports or set
up your own analyses, but still
retain the data integrity of a da-
tabase application.

The moral of the story is that
you don’t always have to say no
to spreadsheets — you just need
to know when to say no.

“The moral of the story
is that you don’t al-
ways have to say no to
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just need to know
when to say no.”
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