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Figure 12-2: Simple Spreadsheet Portal example

A Spreadsheet Portal has a portal page that assumes the role of the Presentation
Layer. This layer is graphically driven. Notice the Up/Down arrow button in the
sample Spreadsheet Portal (Figure 12-2). Clicking the arrows on this button allows
you to cycle through and select the specific company data you desire.

The Portal page itself really has no idea how or where the data is coming from.
To get this information, it looks to the Organizer (Figure 12-3).

Figure 12-3: An Organizer map allows you to select which items 
in your reports will flow into the Portal page.

The Report List identifies various named regions in your spreadsheet.
Report_Part_1 corresponds to the top-left corner of the financial data for
Company A. The Description fields listing the names, Company A, B, and C, are
purely a cosmetic convenience so that you can quickly view each of the names to
which the Report List refers. The spinner control button appearing on this page is
the same as the one for the Portal page. As you click the up and down arrows, the
Report Sequence number is adjusted. The changing of this sequence number adjusts
the Report to Show. Listing 12-1 provides the formula for this.
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Listing 12-1

=OFFSET(ReportSection1,Section1SeqNo,0)

The Organizer simply identifies the name of the information requested from the
Portal page. Think of your Organizer as a table of contents for your spreadsheet.

The Portal page takes the name listed within this table of contents and uses the
Excel INDIRECT function to reference the actual cell represented by that name. If
you’re retrieving just a single value, then you don’t need to go though this crazi-
ness to get a single number. However, if you want to get all the data over a range
of cells, such as a whole financial report, then this framework makes a lot of sense.

THE BENEFITS
For the moment, forget about the Internet- and Web-enabling aspects of your
spreadsheet. Consider the following scenario: You work in a “new ventures” group
at a bank and are conducting the due diligence for potential portfolio companies.
You are working with the data for 45 or so companies and preparing 45 spread-
sheets.

During one of the conference calls, several V.P.s, all of whom like your prepared
spreadsheets, would like to see them done differently (for example, they’d like you
to prepare a financial ratio such as Profit Margin [net income / sales] and use a bar
chart instead of the 3D line chart you already have).

If you’ve prepared 45 separate spreadsheets, chances are you’ll be busy for the
next couple of days reworking them. However, if you use a Spreadsheet Portal, you
need adjust only the Portal Interface, and you’re done. Thankfully, because you’re
using the Spreadsheet Portal, you have little to do other than to print the reports
and spend your time further analyzing the data to determine which company
should make it to the next round of financing.

I should point out that with a Spreadsheet Portal you can also take advantage of
Web connectivity to automatically retrieve up-to-the minute data.

Whatever the case may be, a Spreadsheet Portal gives you the advantage of
streamlined efficiency and a uniform interface for a wide selection of data.

Complex Spreadsheet Portals
Complex and larger Spreadsheet Portals broaden the definition and elevate the
capabilities of a Spreadsheet Portal by several notches. To be effective, the
Spreadsheet Portal must be facile with managing data.

The data I am speaking about is online Web data that is continually changing
over time. The data is found on Web servers, database servers, and who knows how
many other sources. Decision analysis no longer takes place over the course of
weeks or days, but in Internet time. These accelerated demands place increasing
reliance on the ability of technology to adjust to minute-by-minute changes in
data.
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Interactive participation in an evolving survey
For a concrete example of continuously changing circumstances, imagine a com-
munity of people who work collectively on a worldwide basis, participating in a
survey for which feedback is nearly instantaneous. Such an interactive survey
might be similar to Figure 12-4. Here, the items in the drop-down lists as well as
the questions are all updated whenever someone clicks the Connect button. Based
on the participant’s responses, blanket messages or specifically targeted messages
can be placed into the interactive survey.

Figure 12-4: A Spreadsheet Portal as an evolving interactive survey

A couple of other things in Figure 12-4 are worth noting. To begin with, an
Excel HYPERLINK function at the top-left corner of the interactive survey is deter-
mined dynamically. When old versions of the spreadsheet are detected, links to a
current version can be instantly inserted here.

Basically, the content and delivery of information in the form of a spreadsheet
can be personalized, making this framework a true portal service. Unlike a browser-
based version, the Spreadsheet Portal has the ability to integrate any and all of
Excel’s calculation and graphing capabilities. Because the spreadsheet is Web-
enabled, users can also extend the portal interface of their spreadsheets to connect
to additional data sources.

Another interesting feature of this Spreadsheet Portal is that the process of
retrieving data is synonymous with the process of supplying information, thereby
making bi-directional communication effective and efficient.

I encourage you to try out this Spreadsheet Portal (open the file ch12-02Evolving
Survey.xls on the CD-ROM with this book). 
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