SBM =4

The Source for Business Owners

ST LOUIS I I

Business

Monthly

VOL. 16, ISSUE XI

DECEMBER 2003

Microsoft Office 2003—Should | Upgrade?

by Wendy Gauntt

Tell me you haven't heard this before. I'm
talking about Microsoft’s new ads, suggesting
that therecently rel eased Office2003will make
youtheofficehero. Oh, yeah, beenthere, done
that.

Skeptical ? Wonderingwhat Microsoft’ sdone
for you lately? Well, after careful review and
persona experience, I’'m hereto tell you -that
Bill Gatesand Co. havebeenworking hard, and
they’ve come up with some useful new tools
and features. If any of the following informa-
tion appealsto you, an upgrade may be worth-
while.

What'sNew

Microsoft Office has added two new pro-
grams to its office suite—InfoPath and
OneNote. They’ vealsomadedramaticchanges
toOutlook. Thefamiliar favorites, Word, Excel,
and PowerPoint, as well as the lesser-known
Publisher, Access, Visio, and FrontPage, have
all been improved and enhanced since Office
XP, but the differences in these programs are
lessremarkable.

Let'slook at the new programs.
InfoPath

InfoPath is atool that helps businesses bet-
ter manage their data. It aims to simplify the
process of datacollection with easy creation of
customized forms. Anything you fill out on
paper today—expense reports, client project
data, sales forecasts, employee assessments,
you name it—can be moved into an electronic
form with thistool.

Compared to database programs, InfoPath
makes basi ¢ data collection quite simple; how-
ever, if your data needs to be processed, ma-
nipulated, compared, or otherwise managed,
you will need additional tools. InfoPathisbest
for datathat can be captured asalist. Oncea
formiscreated, dataentry ismoreintuitivethan
with Excel. However, complex datastructures,

such as sdles information that is linked to
customersand products, will requirethe power
of a database.

OneNote

OneNote is an intriguing new application
that will appeal to compulsive note-takers, be-
cause you can start typing—or writing—-any-
where on the page. It has tabs at the top
reminiscent of apaper binder, and you can add
asmany pageswithin each section asyou need.

Unlikeapaper binder, itisextremely flexible.
Notes can be moved around, turned into to-
dos, sorted, and reorganized with afew mouse
clicks. A clever feature is the ability to email
OneNote documents as HTML-formatted
emails, so that you can shareinformation even
with others regardless of whether they own
OneNote.

Outlook

Outlook’s updates alone may be worth the
cost of an upgrade for heavy email users.
Research found that the old email preview
pane, intendedtohelpyou browseemailsfaster,
was very difficult to use because of the short,
wideshapeand small size—you couldn’treally
see much of a preview. Microsoft has rede-
signed the main email view to include alarger,
page-shaped preview pane, which really does
make email processing easier. 1t took meafew
minutesto adjust tothenew look, andit took me
afew moreminutesto figure out how to sort my
email theway | wanted, but at thispoint | would
feel crippled if | had to go back to a previous
version.

Another welcome feature: Outlook now has
a built-in spam filter. It has significantly re-
duced the amount of spam | receive, and it is
fairly accurate. | check the spam folder occa
sionally to make sureno “real” email has been
eliminated, arisk you facewith any spamfilter;
in the few cases that real mail has dlipped in
spam, | update Outlook by adding the sender to
the preferred sender list so that it won’t happen

again.

Another useful feature is the ability to mark
emailswith acolor-coded flag. By right-click-
ing an email message, you assign a color flag.
Youdecidethecolor code; for example, | usered
flags to indicate messages that need to be
processed immediately, and blue flags mark
documentsto read at alater time. You may be
surprised to know that thisisn’t anew feature,
but it isnow far more convenient than it wasin
previous versions.

One surprise was the lack of picturesin my
emails. As one of Microsoft's new safety
controls, Outlook does not download pictures
in email unless you tell it to do so. Thisis
another effective spam and virus protection
measure. It iseasy to override this setting for
emails that you know are safe, by adding the
sender’s name to your preferred sender list.
The protection this feature provides is well
worth afew extraclicks here and there.

Other Considerations

If your computer isstill running Windows 98
(or something older), you will not be able to
upgrade without buying a new computer. Of-
fice2003isonly compatiblewith Windows2000
and Windows XP. Thegood hews? Oneof the
cheapest ways to purchase Office is to buy it
pre-installed on a new computer. The other
good news? If you are running an operating
system that old, you can spend |essthan $1000
to buy a new computer running Windows XP
and Office2003 at aspeed 5-20timesfaster than
the computer you currently own.

If you need five or more copies of Office,
check into Microsoft’s volume licensing pro-
gram to keep your costs down.

My Recommendation

If youareattractedtoany of Office2003'snew
features, if you processasignificant amount of
email, or if you have acomputer morethan four
years old, the new version of Officeiswortha
look. You can find more information at http://
office.microsoft.com.
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But if the new features don’'t apply to you,
and you are content with your current version
of Office, an upgrade probably isn’t worth the
time and expense. Besides, while you are
making up your mind to upgrade, rest assured
Bill and his team are aready cooking up the
next version, due in 2005. Just wait until you
see the new search feature they're creating!

Onelast suggestion: no matter what version
you own, keep it up-to-date with the latest
security patches and bug fixes, at http://
office.microsoft.com/productupdates.

Wendy Gauntt, (wendy@cioservices
llc.com) president of CIO Services, LLC,
helps businesses achieve greater success
through targeted use of computer tech-
nology.
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