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     This paper examines the use of MicroSoft Office Tools (particularly the Excel spreadsheet program). As with all human activities, we tend to think in terms that we are used to. Only when a problem presents itself that doesn’t easily yield to know methods, do we begin to seek new ways of solving the new problem. In the areas of the physical sciences, when new experiments are performed for which the existing equations don’t adequately explain, then a new formulation of those equations is at hand. 
    However, this is rarely the case in business (which has come to represent what it is to be a success in modern life; even a scientific breakthrough is always judged as how successful it is in the marketplace). And as such, the tried-and-true methods of the business world have become codified in a turn-key, one-size fits all kind of thinking and the primary vehicle for that process/existence is/are the MicroSoft Office Suite. 

   Let’s take the simple example from mathematics of:

Y = 1/x 
In terms of finite mathematics (the only kind that the business model recognizes) we might create the following excel worksheet:
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This presents a good case of how linear thinking (which is most often what simple models give us) can be misapplied to a problem. In this case, as x becomes large, the curve tends to flatten out, and in fact does approach a flat line. However, no matter what adjustments are made the non-linear nature of the function will never exactly fit a straight line. 

       The problem occurs when we start thinking of the finite number of graphs shown here as the actual function. Whenever a problem is moved from the infinitely varying world of pure mathematics into the finite boundaries of a model then there will always be some errors in representation. And these won’t just be due to truncation errors of rounding to a certain number of digits – this will always be the case. But, the actual behavior of the functions themselves will being to vary. This becomes particularly a problem in the case of projections. This sort of thinking might work well, when the next quarter’s results come out and then the model can be modified by adding or subtracting a correction value. However, in terms of long term projections (even when based on large amounts of historical data) , the likelihood is that the projected numbers simply will be wrong. 
    The fallacy here is that all of the nicely drawn and formatted charts seem to reassuringly tell us that our thinking is correct and that our model is correct. What then is needed is a deeper level of understanding of the underlying nature of the data itself and more importantly the way that the data is actually behaving. In most cases, it will be found that to a first approximation it is behaving in a linear and predictable fashion, but upon closer examination, the data most often will exhibit distinctly non-linear and often chaotic behavior. And further, that variables that seem to be of no significance to the model are in fact responsible for definite trends within the model. This is the real problem with using such slick, off-the-shelf tools to investigate systems of far greater complexity than their primary behavior would seem to warrant. The illusion of control provided by the simple models is in fact a lie. Worst of all, is the illusion that past performance will give a good indication of future performance. In most cases, there are of course trends (and even ones that can be predicted; eg, seasonal variations). But, this does not mean that by “fudge factoring” these corrections in, that we have any real understanding of the model or the data which is being used to create that model. 
       The alternative is of course to undertake a detailed analysis of the problem at a much deeper level. This can be done using more powerful tools such as MatLab, MathCad, etc. Of course, this will involve learning a bit more than just entering trend data and pressing a couple of keys to graph the data. Needless to say, the same argument can be advanced to discuss processing scientific or engineering data and models.
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