PHOTOGRAPHY: WALTER CHRYNWSKI / ILLUSTRATION: KEITH LO BUE / CONSTRUCTION: CLAUDIA TELLER

‘ COVER STORY

The vast Lotus aftermarket
provides software to make the
spreadsheet you have do just

about anything you want. This

overview covers 21 add-ins
that make 7-2-3, Release 2.2,
a sharper tool for

crunching numbers.

Building
The Perfect
Spreadsheet

by Craig Stinson

’ f features tables were reliable predictors of In ad-dition, Excel
market success, Lotus 1-2-3, Release 2.2, holds out the increas-
would be a product in deep trouble these days. ingly credible prospect
Borland’s Quattro Pro and Microsoft Excel, of smooth integration
to name only two of /-2-3’s strongest com- with myriad applica-

petitors, offer more-versatile file linking, vastly tions by way of the

superior graphics, better publishing features, a Microsoft Windows Dynamic Data Exchange
richer environment in which to develop macro- (DDE) protocol.

driven applications, the ability to access and In measurements of spreadsheet prowess, the
manipulate external data tables, and tools for world’s most popular application lags behind.
annotating and auditing worksheet logic. Yet in one particularly critical measurement
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it shines: /-2-3, Release 2.2, continues to
outsell its competitors by more than two
to one.

A major factor in /-2-3’s leadership is
the gigantic Lotus aftermarket of soft-
ware that enhances /-2-3"s performance.
This evaluation covers 21 financial, fore-
casting, optimizing, and utility add-ins
that run within /-2-3 and make it a better
spreadsheet.

GRAVITATIONAL FORCES

Inertia is certainly part of the reason for
1-2-3’s enduring preeminence. Upgrades
and product switches are extremely dis-
ruptive and costly. When you have years
of training and a metric ton of worksheets,
templates, graphs, and macros invested in
a product, it takes a compelling argument
to make you want to move. So far, no
one—not even Lotus itself with Syniphony,
1-2-3, Release 3, or /-2-3/G—has made
that argument convincing.

Enter add-ins. By enhancing /-2-3
exclusively and specifically, add-ins al-
low you to build on the investment you’ve
already made. Aftermarket services natu-
rally accrete to the strongest gravitational
force and thereby increase its attractive
power. The 1991 edition of the Lotus En-
hancement Products Directory (available
in May from Lotus Development Corp.,
Cambridge, Mass.; 800-343-5414) lists
nearly 500 third-party support products
for 1-2-3, plus several hundred consulting
services, training firms, and books.

Introduced by Lotus in 1987, the add-
in concept has been widely imitated. So
far only /-2-3, Version 2.01 (along with
its file-compatible successor, Release 2.2)
has had enough gravitational pull to cre-
ate a market of third-party products.
Borland’s Quattro and Quattro Pro were
designed to accommodate add-ins, but a
toolkit with which to develop them never
materialized. To date, the only add-ins
to appear have been Borland’s own
Transcript (a backup facility) and Menu
Builder (a utility for customizing the menu
tree). The recently shipped Excel 3.0 in-
cludes add-in capability and comes
bundled with a raft of Microsoft accesso-
ries (including an optimizer that’s func-
tionally identical to Frontline Systems’
What-If Solver). It remains to be seen,
however, if a third-party add-in market
will develop for Excel.

THE ADD-IN ADVANTAGE
A major segment of the aftermarket is
made up of add-ins that cover a wide
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LOTUS 1-2-3 ADD-INS

spectrum—from generic services such as
word processing and worksheet annota-
tion, to highly specific vertical-market
applications such as electrical estimating
for the construction industry. What they
all have in common is that they augment
the power of /-2-3 in specific, focused
ways, allowing users to upgrade selec-
tively and as needed.

Suppose you covet the formatting
power of Excel but don’t want to move to
Microsoft Windows. No problem: Simply
attach Funk Software’s Alflways or PC
Publishing’s Impress to 1-2-3. Neither
add-in makes boardroom beauty quite as
accessible as Excel 3.0, but both come
close enough. Do you want your spread-
sheet to perform nonlinear optimization,
but feel reluctant to switch operating sys-
tems and adopt /-2-3/G? Check out Front-
line Systems’ What-If Solver. While its
reporting capability is less extensive than
that of /-2-3/G’s built-in Solver, it handles
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the same kind of problems—right inside
your Release 2.2 worksheet. You say back-
ground printing would let you get more
work done, but you’re not willing to take
on Release 3 just for that? Take a look at
P.D.Queue. This add-in from Funk Soft-
ware is less adept than Release 3 atreport-
ing printer errors, but it can manage a
background queue of 99 print jobs.

Not only do add-ins save you the trouble
of switching spreadsheet programs (and
possibly spreadsheet vendors), but in most
cases they’ll also spare you the expense
of upgrading your hardware. Excel,
1-2-3/G, and 1-2-3, Release 3.1, all re-
quire significant amounts of extended
memory in addition to 640K of conven-
tional memory and an 80286 or more-
advanced processor. Most add-ins do just
fine in 640K. The amount of memory they
use (in many cases 100K or less) reduces
the memory available for your worksheets,
but if your favorite add-in leaves your
larger worksheets gasping for RAM, you
can simply detach it. With an add-in, you
getanenhanced versionof /-2-3 when the
memory cost is affordable; when it isn’t,
you can go back to unadorned Release 2.

Lotus has tried vigorously to promote
add-in development for its advanced DOS
spreadsheet, /-2-3, Release 3.1. In an effort
to build bridges between all its advanced
applications, present and future, Lotus
created a new high-level programming
language in parallel with its development
of Release 3. The Lotus Programming
Language (LPL), unveiled in the Lotus
Add-in Toolkit for Release 3, is explained
in the sidebar ** A Tour of the Lotus Add-
In Toolkit.”

Unfortunately, the first release of the
Toolkit required the use of LPL, while
virtually all Release 2 add-ins are written
in C or assembly language. This meant
that developers had to recode their prod-
ucts from scratch to make them available
to Release 3. With market acceptance of
Release 3 in some doubt to begin with,
developers were in no rush to commit
time and talent. A recent upgrade of the
Release 3 toolkit that permits the use of C
and assembler routines may stimulate the
river to flow, but to date only a handful of
Release 3 add-ins exist.

LIVING WITH LOTUS TODAY

Meanwhile, the market for Release 2 add-
ins continues to flourish, but its character
has changed considerably since the last
PC Magazinereview devoted to this topic
(“*Living with Lotus,’” January 26, 1988).



