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WITH thousands of programs on the market The
Micro User can review very few of the products that
might take your faney. Consequenty 1 am devoting
this month’s columa to the subject of reviewing
business software for yourselves.

‘While accepting that no shop allows one to borrow a
program for the 6 to 10 hours of testing which a major
system such as this month’s product requires, certain
questions must still be satisfactorily answered every
time you feel tempted to take out your chequebook.
They are:

@ Is the task appropriate for a micro?
® How long will it take to install and master the
system?

® How much will the system cost — both directly and .

indirectly?
® How reliable will the system be?

After examining each of these in turn we will look at
an unusual product to see them in actual practice.

The BBC Micro is a first rate micro, but we must
remember its original purpose. It was not designed to
be the most user friendly, most cost effective, most
capable or most anything computer available — with
one exception. I could suggest at least five examples of
products which are significantly better than the BBC
Micro for each of the parameters listed above.

The exception is that Acorn aimed to maximise the
market potential and therefore made the BBC Micro
suitable for the widest variety of applications.
Consequently in designing the most flexible machine
available at that time the BBC Micro became all things
to all men.

Such flexibility makes many users believe it capable
of tackling most commercial tasks. This is only
partially correct, since there are systems 1 would
hesitate to place on any micro and there are systems
which are better suited to other micros.

‘What is more, further doubts have nothing to do
with the speed, disc handling, keyboard or basic design
of a BBC Micro but are based on the organisations
using it.

Consequently when examining business software the
first thing I have to decide is not whether it is
performing its designated task well, but rather whether
this task is worth bothering with. Although my
rmaglvm;s can stem from a variety of sources there are
four main ones:
® Too many systems are marketed ‘which require
several hours to set up and are used for only a few
minutes a month. The effort to convert to micro is just
not worthwhile, It is also easy to forget that a system
which is infrequently used, and then only briefly,
requires extra operation time due to lack of familiarity.
@ Other tasks are unsuitable for businesses with a
manager who is the only computer operator. Tasks
such as cheque reconciliation can be delayed a couple
of weeks in order that holidays may be enjoyed,

Taking a long
hard look
at software

though if nobody else can run the payroll the weekly
staff will not wish you an enjoyable fortnight on the
Algarve.

® Many systems, particularly stock and financial, are
converted from larger, more powerful micros and the
BBC Micro is not up to the task. The advent of the
Master series may make this less of a problem.

@ Occasionally tasks seem like a good idea, but in
practice are rarely kept up to date once the novelty
wears off. Some diary or personal memo systems fall
into this class,

Using these criteria it is easy to understand why 1
can not recommend cvery user friendly, slick and
reliable program sent for review.

Every firm develops its own way of working. A
family concern founded by one’s grandfather will not
handle its buying the same way as one set-up a couple
of years ago by a manager investing his redundancy
pay-off. Consequently a purchasing program which is
ideal for the former may be unsuitable for the latter.
This has nothing to do with bugs, file sizes, unreliability
and the like. It is solely due to each firm’s ownuons

Converting to a computerised system requires a
delicate compromise. On the one hand, while every
opportunity should be taken to optimise the systems
used the novice computer manager must resist
wholesale changes unless pressing reasons exist why
these must be undertaken.

Put another way the businessman still needs to

‘spend his time managing the organisation, not wasting

it becoming a hacker. Consequently the system chosen
should become part of the working practice with the
minimum of disruption. This may well cause
elimination from any shortlist of many fine products.

On the other hand the computer system chosen must
stay in place for at least three years and preferably for
five, unless the nature of the organisation undergoes
major changes. Therefore it must not be such a perfect
fit that there is no stretch available to accommodate the
growth you hope to enjoy during this period.

A couple of years ago I came across a frightening set
of figures. Although applying to mainframe computers
two of them should still be kept in mind.

Firstly, the total cost of a computer system will be
double the cost of the hardware once the cost of
programs, training, ancilliary equipment, materials and
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so on are included in the final bill.

Secondly, if an organisation relies on a computer
system it will ultimately cost the equivalent of 40 per
cent of the annual turnover to replace all the data were
it to be lost. !

It is casy to be misled by the sales patter into
thinking that only a couple of hours will be required
before enjoying the software’s benefits. This may be no
more than marketing licence or it may be true. Even
assuming that the Trades Descriptions Act is not being
shredded many organisations will require far longer
due to its being better suited to different commercial

ures.

Remember that assuming you rate your time at only
£6 an hour and it takes a very reasonable 20 hours to
computerise the manual system you will have invested
the equivalent of a disc drive.

On the other hand cheap-skating the preparation,
particularly back-up procedures, could cause you to
fall foul of the second figure. This is why I now never
develop systems which permit an exit before back-ups
are taken. Granted losing all the data is the very worst
case possible, nevertheless there are few companies
that could survive such a total loss and all will be
embarrassed by even a partial loss.

Consequently 1 am not concerned whether some
package costs £10 to £15 more than its competitors
since the actual program is a relatively trivial part of
the total potential outlay.

It may surprise you that the reliability of the system
comes lowest in my order of precedence, but the reason
is simple. You cannot have failed to read in recent
months that a considerable number of systems have
been withdrawn from the market until their bugs were
fixed, Some of them cost £700. Most of these gremlins
were minor and occurred only in unusual
circumstances, but even so they demonstrate the
pressures facing software houses.

If they delay marketing while more testing is carried

out their competitars not only steal a march but the

development costs rise with no real guarantee that
every bug has been eliminated. There is nothing like a
20,000 user base to take programs into backwaters
which the designers never envisaged

Accepting only 99.9 per cent reliability is in fact no
cause for undue concern. Providing one does not try to
shoe horn an inappropriate program into an
organisation — as this greatly increases the likelihood of
visiting previously uncharted waters — there is little risk
since the better software houses will not risk their
credibility by marketing grossly unreliable software.

‘Furthermore they respond very rapidly to any
anomalies one discovers.

The question of reliability is therefore much more a
question of an organisation’s ability to use the facilities
the programmers coded rather than worrying whether
this code is correct. This brings us peatly back to the
prime question: Is the product right for your needs?

If you apply these principles you will not make any
costly mistakes. The following review will serve as an
excellent example of their use.

System Delta
passes all the
tests — and
then some

Product: System Delta
Price: £64.95 (inc. VAT)
Supplier: Minerva S) , 69 Sidwell Street, Exeter,

Devon EX4 6PH. Tel: 0392 37756

THE average calculations used in business are within
most people’s mental arthmetic abifity, being Httle
more than simple manipulation of two numbers. While
it is certainly true that the majority of organisations
have to perform large numbers of such caleulations it is
equally undeniable that if that was all a computer could
carry out most would do better employing a
school-leaver with CSE maths and an HB pencil.

Processor speed, Basic instruction set, character set
and keyboard layout including function keys and the
peripherals available are all vital micro performance
criteria, but far more important to the businessman is
its file handling. I therefore tend to look at the data
storage, retrieval and manipulation of a computer more
closely than any other of its performance
characteristics. Consequently anything which
improves the data handling performance of your
computer must be attractive.

The first of my criteria — Is the task right for a
micro? — may be completely reversed by the addition of
improved filing because this is normally the weakest
clement in any micro’s performance. Money spent on
System Delta, which achieves this highly desirable
objective, could become one of the most cost effective
investments you have ever laid out, by enabling it to
handle previously impossible tasks.

System Delta, from Minerva Systems, may be used
in one of two ways, since its heart is a 16k ROM giving
over 80 extra disc, file and record handling commands.

At its most basic level you may use a file handling
package which Minerva calls Card Index. It is to be
applauded for a nice line in understatement as most
other software houses would be advertising it as an
all-singing, all-dancing database offering a full range of
data handling facilities.

Many users will find that Card Index is all they will
ever require, since it was only when I began to
experiment with the most outlandish and exotic record
designs my imagination could devise that I
occasionally found a limitation. For the average
depit-credit-plonk membership or househoid appli-
cgtion this database ranks with the begt, providing
every facility that is ever likely to be needed.

At its most sophisticated level System Delta can be
used by systems developers to produce applications

—>

] Micro User June 1988







From Page 7
you automatically. In short, the person who finds this
package’s limits a problem should not be using a BBC
Micro. -

Adding all the times for the separate stages together
1 would definitely give System Delta a pass mark. How
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well it passes depends on the size of the filing task — the
bigger the application the higher my rating.

The question of how much the system will cost is
again dependent upon the use to which it is put. At
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The data manipulation screen

£64.95 Card Index is very competitively priced. Even a
further £19.95 for the Reference Guide, a 160+ page
book for the System Designer which describes the extra
data handling commands that the ROM allows, does
not change this view.

The true cost will however be considerably higher. It
will depend upon how much you charge for your own
time, and yet conversely this is where the greatest
savings could occur. Using the full features of System
Delta or even just the Card Index to get the application
precisely matched to the requirements may take 40
man hours, but the eventual operational savings could
be very significant. Once again System Delta gains a
pass, although it should be clearly understood that if
you have only a minimal application this does become
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On the final point of reliability it passes. Since
patching a ROM with a bug is virtually impossible ~
replacement being the only practical possibility — flaws
become even more critical in systems such as this.
Consequently. part df the reasoning being my testing
with extravagant data designs was to visit as many
backwaters as possible.

The only funnies I discovered were soon traced to
operational errors while familiarising myself with the
system. Had I spent more time with the tutorial disc
these would not have occurred.

Several points should now be evident. The main one
is that having set four stringent criteria against which
eny software should be judged I must unreservedly
recommend a product which so clearly passed them all.
Nevertheless there are other issues which make this
recommendation even stronger.

The first is the question of speed. This could only be
adequately tested by producing a huge file and then
manipulating it. Not wishing to squander my life in
boring data entry I wrote a tiny program to load 1000
random records into a typical file. The speed with
which they could be retrieved or sorted was first class.

The second is the matter of flexibility. This did not
form part of my key conditions since even if a piece of
software is extremely rigid it might still fit your
organisation like a glove.

Naturally I looked at the product very much from
the viewpoint of commercial applications, and yet it
must be clear by now that since System Delta can be
regarded as a major enhancement to the disc handling
of a BBC Micro since it is suitable for any disc-based
application, whether scientific, commercial, math-
ematical, sociological or whatever,

Finally a word of caution. It is pure coincidence that
the product I used to highlight the consideration when
selecting software proved one of the finest I have met.

Looking over the shop sheives and remembering
systems I have had the misfortune to encounter suggest
you prepare yourself for the sad fact that 50 to 70 per
cent will fail on at least one of them. Fortunately the
BBC Micro is one of the better endowed machines as
far as software is concerned, so this still leaves a large
quantity of good, reliable and appropriate software for
your organisation.

Jo Stork
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