Philipson column for 6 May 2003 
About three years ago I wrote about a small Australian company called Econsult, which has developed an impressive product called SuperModeller.

SuperModeller is a financial modelling tool. It allows companies to develop and manage budgets, run what-if analyses, and set up detailed financial reporting systems. Most people use spreadsheets – which nowadays pretty well means Microsoft Excel – for this sort of work, but spreadsheets have many problems.
They have an enormous amount of power, and it is possible to build very sophisticated systems with them. But they fall down badly when it comes ensuring internal consistency. Spreadsheets are essentially computer programming languages, but they are being used by people who are not computer programmers.
Many studies show that most large spreadsheets are full of errors. There is a large body of evidence from universities, accounting firms and consultants that consistently shows that any speadsheet bigger than a few dozen rows or columns is almost certain to contain mistakes in logic, and therefore in data.

These mistakes are virtually impossible to fix. One leading study showed that even experienced spreadsheet authors consistently make mistakes, and that they find it impossible to explain their spreadsheets to others. Very few have documented logic, and as the originators move on to other jobs or other companies they leave behind important code that no-one understands.
One of the main problems is that most spreadsheet development is informal, and is undertaken by people with no formal training in the sorts of programming disciplines taken for granted with other types of programs. Because the basic concept of a spreadsheet is so simple, and because the power of the spreadsheet is so alluring to those that know no other way, very complex applications are being developed haphazardly by amateur programmers.

SuperModeller solves these problems. It is not an end-user product, though the applications that use it are. It is a financial modeling tool that in the last few years has started to achieve some of the international success it deserves. Established users include Boeing, Dick Smith Electronics, Rabbit Photo and the Yalara Resort. Econsult's web site (wwwsupermodeller.com.au) lists these and many other users, with many testimonials to the product’s capabilities. New users in the last year include Swiss pharmaceutical company Serono (the owner was the recent winner of the America's Cup), the Australian Catholic University, and Valcorp, the Lavazza coffee people.

Econsult has been able to grow solidly over the past few years, at a time when most companies in the IT industry have been having a pretty hard time of it. Director Michael Ronai ascribes the company’s growth to the development of a standardised “corporate model”, which allows any organisation to incorporate its own financial data into a template that allows them to test the effects of what-ifs from operational data all the way through to their forecast cash flow and balance sheet.

“The application allows you to produce budgets rapidly in a controlled environment and to be certain that these are soundly based, internally consistent and added up,” he says. ”We can easily integrate SuperModeller with existing systems and extract the necessary financial information, then produce standardised or tailored management and board reports each month, quickly and accurately, from top to bottom.”
I’m always pleased see Australian companies do well. This is especially so with Econsult, because I’ve been watching these guys for ten years or more, and it has not been an easy road. The concept of financial modelling tools predates the invention of the spreadsheet nearly a quarter of a century ago, and most people thought that the spreadsheet had rendered the technology obsolete. SuperModeller’s success shows that this is not so.

The company is now well established in Australia. Econsult has now set its sights on Europe and North America. In the meantime, It is solidifying its position with a range of new relationships, including a distribution deal with Ultradata, another successful Australian software house. Ultradata is very strong in the credit union and building society sector, and is about to release a major new product based on SuperModeller.

“The product is a margin modelling facility,” explains Ronai. “These types of financial institutions have hundreds of thousands of borrowing and lending accounts, each with its own projected profit and loss, cash flow and balance sheet, and with budgeting and forecasting for their labour costs, capital expenditure and operating expenses incorporated. SuperModeller can manage them all, and consolidate them in a way simply not possible with spreadsheets.”
Econsult has negotiated a reseller agreement with Systems Union, the leading British financial software company, and also has a strong foothold in South Africa, through a well-established reseller in that country.

Econsult will be exhibiting at SuperModeller at the CeBIT show in Sydney this week. If you’re going there, and if your organisation needs better financial analysis, or if you would just like to see how a smart little Australian software company is doing well at taking on the big guys, they’re probably worth a visit.
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