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…no other vendor has any 
collaborative capabilities for 
sharing spreadsheets and we 
are similarly unaware of any 
other product that can provide 
the automated conversion of 
spreadsheets that is provided 
within eXpresso.
Philip Howard
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Fast facts

The market for spreadsheet management 
solutions is broadly split into four areas: 
monitoring tools, which audit what anybody 
does to any spreadsheet at any time; control 
and compliance tools that extend monitoring 
to include security and management of who is 
allowed to do what; auditor’s tools that allow 
you to compare spreadsheets, detect errors in 
formulae, find out where data came from and 
so on; and automation tools that provide 
controlled development environments for 
creating new spreadsheet applications (but 
only new applications—no facilities are 
provided for existing spreadsheets). 

eXpresso falls into the monitoring, control and 
compliance categories though it also has the 
ability to compare spreadsheets. However, 
where it differs from other products in the 
spreadsheet management market is that it 
provides on-line, real-time collaborative 
capabilities for the use and management of 
spreadsheets. In addition, it is the first product 
in this sector (as far as we know) to be offered 
as a service.

Key findings

In the opinion of Bloor Research the following 
represent the key facts of which prospective 
users should be aware:

eXpresso controls all relevant spreadsheets •	
through a secure, centralised database and 
the user interfaces with Excel through a 
web browser.

eXpresso does not provide facilities for •	
discovering existing spreadsheets so you 
will need to tell the software which 
spreadsheets to upload. There are also no 
facilities provided for assessing the risks 
associated with any existing spreadsheets.

Full version control and an audit trail •	
(including detailed cell history reports) are 
provided.

By default, all spreadsheets are locked for •	
use against everybody except the ‘owner’. 
However, the owner can invite contacts to 
share a spreadsheet with the owner 
applying relevant locking criteria down to 
cell level.

Using eXpresso, shared users of a •	
spreadsheet can exchange notes and there 
is also an on-line chat facility. There is also 
an alerting capability, which means that you 
can get the software to automatically send 
you a notification when a relevant event, 
such as a cell change, occurs.

There are no workflow capabilities in the •	
product and nor are there any specific 
facilities for designing approval processes. 
However, we are pleased to hear that these 
capabilities are on the product roadmap for 
a future release.

There is an automated facility to convert •	
spreadsheets from one format into another. 
This will be particularly useful when you 
exchange information with third parties via 
spreadsheets. We have not seen any other 
product with this capability.

The bottom line

While there are certainly facilities in other 
products that eXpresso lacks, this is perhaps 
not surprising in a first release. More to the 
point, there are significant capabilities in 
eXpresso that other offerings do not have. In 
particular, no other vendor (at least that we 
are aware of) has any collaborative 
capabilities for sharing spreadsheets and we 
are similarly unaware of any other product 
that can provide the automated conversion of 
spreadsheets that is provided within eXpresso.

So, there are technical benefits, as well as 
drawbacks, to the eXpresso offering. That is 
almost beside the point. The big advantage 
that eXpresso offers is that it is available as a 
service à la Salesforce.com. Given that leading 
control and compliance tools typically cost six 
to seven figures for enterprise-wide 
implementation, the ability to implement 
eXpresso for a much lower monthly charge 
and on an incremental basis is potentially 
compelling. Moreover, it is the only vendor in 
this market to have such an offering at 
present. As a result, we believe that eXpresso 
has the potential to become a major player in 
this market within a very short period of time.
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Background information

eXpresso is a new Software as a Service 
(SaaS) offering from SmartDB Corporation, 
which was founded in the mid nineties and is 
privately owned with venture capital backing. 
The company has historically specialised in 
data integration (particularly, in the early days, 
on ETL—extract, transform and load) for 
Oracle environments. Today, its leading 
product is SmartDB Workbench, which 
provides a variety of tools for developing, 
testing and deploying adapters that can be 
used to integrate Oracle with other 
environments, especially legacy mainframe 
environments. The company also markets a 
suite of pre-built ‘intelligent’ adapters and a 
special-purpose environment for companies 
wanting to migrate from PeopleSoft to Oracle 
environments.

The company is US-based and uses 
distributors in Europe. It has customers in 20 
countries.

SmartDB web addresses
www.smartdbcorp.com

Product availability

eXpresso is in its first release (June 2007) 
although the platform it has been built upon is 
actually three years old as it was originally 
designed for another project. eXpresso is 
available both as a service (SaaS) and via an 
enterprise license, though the company’s 
main focus is on the SaaS offering.

The product works with versions of Microsoft 
Excel from Excel 2000 onwards and requires 
the use of an Oracle database for the 
enterprise version (it will be transparent to 
SaaS users). In theory the product should run 
on top of any relational database so the 
company will consider porting it to, say, SQL 
server or DB2 if there is sufficient demand at 
the enterprise licence level.

The company plans to add comparable 
facilities for managing and sharing Word 
documents and PowerPoint presentations, at 
some point in the future. 

eXpresso
Vendor information
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Product information

Product description

eXpresso is a product that treats Excel 
spreadsheets as a corporate resource, 
bringing them under management control in 
order to provide the security that is lacking in 
Excel itself and adding control and compliance 
capabilities. In addition, and unlike all the 
other enterprise spreadsheet management 
products that we have seen, eXpresso adds 
collaborative capabilities for shared working 
with spreadsheets. As has been stated, the 
software as a service model is the one that 
eXpresso is targeting and this report will focus 
on the facilities provided when using this 
approach though the enterprise version of the 
product will not be significantly different: it 
simply means that you will be self-hosting the 
environment.

Architecture

The architecture of eXpresso is both similar 
to, and significantly different from, the other 
spreadsheet management control and 
compliance tools that are available on the 
market. This is because all of the other 
vendors centralise spreadsheets around a 
content or document management system of 
some sort, which may be proprietary or it may 
be Microsoft SharePoint 2007 or, in one case, 
Documentum. eXpresso, on the other hand, 
centralises on an Oracle database, as 
illustrated in Figure 1, which shows the 
architecture of the product.

Whereas conventional approaches to 
spreadsheet management simply store Excel 
documents as Excel documents, eXpresso 
decomposes them and stores all the various 
elements of the spreadsheet (data, formulae, 
macros, formatting, cell references and so 
forth) within relational tables inside an Oracle 
database. In addition, spreadsheet images are 
stored as BLOBs (binary large objects) are 
also stored within the database. This means 
that all the security, management, auditing 
and so forth that is available within the 
database can be directly applied to 
spreadsheets and the elements within them.

At run-time, spreadsheets are presented to 
users through the eXpresso interface via their 
web browser, with the various tabular data 
being re-transformed back into spreadsheets 
data. There is, of course, an overhead involved 
in this transformation process, which is 
performed by the Abstractor shown in Figure 
1 (and for which various patents are pending), 
but this should not be noticeable to the end 
user as it will be small compared to any 
delays that may occur in the browser.

Using eXpresso

The first thing that you do when you want to 
use eXpresso is to log on (with conventional 
security applied so that only authorised users 
have access to eXpresso spreadsheets) and 
then you will be presented with the ‘My 
Spreadsheets’ page, as illustrated in Figure 2. 
This shows the user’s (secure) Excel 
spreadsheets together with the File Name, 
details of when it was initially uploaded and 
most recently updated and how, whether this 
spreadsheet is locked, who it is shared with, 
and the various collaboration tools that 
support alerts (which you can set as required; 
for example, whenever a change is made to a 
cell), chat, the exchange of notes and so forth. 
There are also shortcuts to cell tracking (for 
which you can produce history reports), 
comparison capabilities (to compare two 
spreadsheets or versions of the same 
spreadsheet—see later), tags (which can be 
used to filter the spreadsheets shown so that 
you can look at just those spreadsheets 
pertaining to a particular task), file sharing 
and upload and download facilities.

The other notable point about this screen that 
needs to be discussed is the conversions tab. 
This is provided so that you can convert 
spreadsheets from one format into another. 
This is important when you want to use 

Figure 1: Architecture of eXpresso

Figure 2: ‘My Spreadsheets’ page
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spreadsheets to integrate with third party 
organisations such as Salesforce.com or DHL. 
The problem, of course, is that these companies 
expect spreadsheet data in a particular format 
but that format may not be suitable for use 
inside your own organisation. What eXpresso 
can do, through the use of its Abstractor 
transformation technology, is to automate the 
conversion of your spreadsheet format to 
theirs. 

Once you open a spreadsheet, the eXpresso Edit 
Screen appears, as shown in Figure 3. As can 
be seen, this is precisely a Microsoft Excel 
interface, which has been implemented by 
means of Microsoft Web Components. 

Going beyond this, the major feature of 
eXpresso that distinguishes it from competitive 
products is its collaboration capabilities and 
Figure 4 shows a part of the functionality 
provided, illustrating how the spreadsheet 
‘owner’ can share selected files with other 
users, define access control rights (see later) 
and attach messages.

Note that this sharing obviates the need to 
email spreadsheets to collaborators, which is 
inherently dangerous and insecure. Instead, 
anyone you share a spreadsheet with must also 
be authorised by the eXpresso system. A 
secondary benefit is that this approach 
facilitates remote working since you can simply 
retrieve spreadsheets by connecting to the 
system via the Internet. For off-line working 
there is a check-out (download) capability that 
will provide automated synchronisation once 
you log back in and upload the spreadsheet you 
have been working on.

Control and compliance

As already indicated, security is applied directly 
by eXpresso and spreadsheet owners can apply 
relevant access controls to those that they 
share spreadsheets with. These controls can be 
set to read-only or to provide write access and 
individual controls can be applied to cells, 
ranges, columns, rows and so forth.

On the compliance side, as mentioned, a 
complete cell level history is maintained so that 
you can track all changes to a spreadsheet: who 
made a change, when, from what values to 
those values, and so on.

eXpresso
Product information

However, what eXpresso does not have (and 
this is hardly surprising in a first release) is the 
ability to discover existing spreadsheets and 
automatically load them into the eXpresso 
environment. Further, it does not have any 
facilities for assessing the risk associated with 
any particular spreadsheet, either because of 
its potential impact on the business or because 
of the size and complexity of the spreadsheet. 
Such functionality is important as it enables a 
measurement of the most important 
spreadsheets to take under management 
control. However, this typically requires the use 
of Auditor’s tools and these can be had 
relatively inexpensively from third parties.

Figure 3: The Edit screen in eXpresso

Figure 4: Setting Collaboration preferences
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That said, eXpresso does offer spreadsheet 
comparison capabilities, as shown in Figure 5, 
which allows you to compare two different 
spreadsheets or versions of the same 
spreadsheet. Note both the colour coding and 
the reference at the bottom that we are here 
comparing all cells. As alternatives you can 
compare ranges, rows, columns and formulae.

Finally, one other significant aspect of control 
and compliance that eXpresso does not provide 
is workflow or some means of defining approval 
processes and the segregation of duties: that is, 
a formal process by which the owner, 
developer, tester and auditor of a spreadsheet 
have formalised roles prior to the spreadsheet 
going into production. However, this capability 
has been identified as a key new feature by the 
vendor and will be added in an upcoming 
release of eXpresso.

Summary

At present, eXpresso is the only SaaS vendor in 
this marketplace and we believe that software 
as a service makes sense for spreadsheet 
management. However, it is likely that other 
suppliers will move to compete with eXpresso, 
particularly if it is as successful as we expect. 
Assuming that to be the case then SmartDB 
needs to make the most of the time window 
(whatever that may be) that it has before other 
SaaS offerings appear. This is both a technical 
consideration (it needs to add further 
functionality that it is currently lacking) and a 
marketing one, in the sense that it needs to 
rapidly build significant market momentum. If it 
can achieve these goals then the product’s 
future should be a bright one.

Figure 5: Comparing spreadsheets in eXpresso



Bloor Research overview

Bloor Research has spent the last decade 
developing what is recognised as Europe’s 
leading independent IT research organisation. 
With its core research activities underpinning 
a range of services, from research and 
consulting to events and publishing, Bloor 
Research is committed to turning knowledge 
into client value across all of its products 
and engagements. Our objectives are:

Save clients’ time by providing comparison •	
and analysis that is clear and succinct.

Update clients’ expertise, enabling •	
them to have a clear understanding 
of IT issues and facts and validate 
existing technology strategies.

Bring an independent perspective, •	
minimising the inherent risks of product 
selection and decision-making.

Communicate our visionary •	
perspective of the future of IT.

Founded in 1989, Bloor Research is one of 
the world’s leading IT research, analysis 
and consultancy organisations—distributing 
research and analysis to IT user and vendor 
organisations throughout the world via 
online subscriptions, tailored research 
services and consultancy projects.
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by any method whatsoever without the 
prior consent of Bloor Research.

Due to the nature of this material, numerous 
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