Intuit’s upgrade battle

Firm works hard to persuade
computer users to buy improved
Quicken / Simson L. Garfinkel

FEW WEEKS AGO I
got a letter in the mail
from Intuit. The makers
of Quicken, the world’s

most popular

program for managing home fi-
manices, had just released the 1997

version of its program for Win-
‘dows and Macintosh computers.
The upgrade boasted a whole host
of new features that, I was prom-
jsed, would mzke Quiicken even
easier to use and mere fim ai. the
same time, Sirce | depend upon

" Quicken to keep track of my
checking aceount and credit cards,
1 immediately picked np the
phone, called the eompany’s 800
number and ordered the new
program. 1 am an cbedient user,

. after all. Quieken 7 for Macintosh

arrived less than 2 week later,

Bi}r wife wasn't happy. The
version we have works fine, she
said. We don‘tneed a new one.
And there, neatly summarized, is
probably the kiggest problem In-
tuit faces: complacency.

Simply put, Intuit ison a
treadmill. Each year, the com-
pany’s programmers work
feverishly to ereate newversions
of Quicken for Mac and Windews.
" Unlike Intuit’s Turbo Tax,

" which must be upgraded each

year to comply with the changing
tax code, there’s nio compelling

reasons why earlier versions of
Quicken won't adequately track
my finances. As 3 result, Intnit
has tomake it worth my while if it
wants me te pay for an upgrade to
Quicken 4 or 5 ¢r 6. :

Getting users to upgrade is In-
wit’s lifeblood. If people stopped
buying upgrades, the company
would die. _

Sois the 344 upgrade worth it?

' Well, Intuit certainly has made

the program eaaier to use. Quick-
en 7 does lots of things that
Quicken 6 should have done. It
has & more streamlined ook and
better printing capahilities, and is
more easily customized.

Ore way that Infuit figures out
what zew features to build into ifs
produsts is by tmming to its users
themselves.

“We get thousands of rustom-
er suggestions every year,” says
Steve Grey, group product man-
ager for the Mazintosh version of
Quickan. “We go through every
single one of them, We caleporize
them based on the ares of the
product and the type of improve-
ment. We prioritize them, based

. on frequeney of use, breadth of
. appeal and what will have a broad

Wshﬁnﬁ“h:m
stremmlined look and Is wote easily
castomized.

impact.”

But the search for improve-
ments doesn’t stop there. The
problem is that vsers don't always
know what they want. So Intuit
has set up a useability test lab on
its campus. There’s a roomwith a
computar, a.copy of Quicken and a
one-way mirror. Programmers -
working on next year’s version sit
down ard watch paid subjests try
to do eammon tasks, like balane-
ing their checkbooks or entering~.
mntual funds into the program.

fore the rest of us do.

Anather big source of im- -
provements comes from Intuit’s

_technical support team. If a lot of

people are ealling in with 2 par-
ticular problem, Intait tries to
modify the program to make the
problem po away. One of the new
improvements in the 1997 version
of Quicken are prerecordéd mov-

ies that play from the CD-ROM
each time you try something new,
like balancing your checkboak.
The typical movie & five minutes
Jong and walks you through the
process — giving you much of the
‘information that you could get
from reading the manual.

“What we found in our useabi-
lity lab was that ‘training’ is the
most effective when people en-
counter the tagks for the first
time, rather than doing upfront
tutorials,” Grey said.

" Intuit's main goal with Quick-"
en is to brogden the product’s
appeal. The company is trying to

. attract new users who aren't so
_The lab also tests new features be- €

cerned about categorizing ev-
ery expense, and who just want to
pay theirbills and avoid sver-

~ drafting their checking accounts.

For me, the only new feature '
that really matters is the abiiity to

 easily transfer information ba-

tween the Mac and Windows
versions of Quicken. That’s be-
cause. switeh back and forth -
betweeh\W"mdows smd Macat
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least twice a year,

But Intuit’s biggest push right
now Is looking for ways to inte-
grate on-line services into its
program. The new Quickencan
get quotes on your siocks andmu-
fual funds over the Internet. And
the new Quicken can download
your bank statement from more
hanks, including Bank of Boston,
znd many more credit-card com-
panies. Besides automatically ~
getting the date and amount of 5
each transaction, Quicken canusu-
zlly get the name of the payeess .
well. In many cases, the system
can automatically erfer the trans-
sction in its proper eategory.

“Clearly where our company is .

- going is touse technology to drive '{

manual data entry to zero,” savs
Grey.

Eventually Quicken might
automatically collectall of your -
nonthiy bills - gas, electrie, phone .
and cable billg, and svén newspa-
per subseription charges — display. -
them on your screen and pay
them electronieally.

Of course, it will zake Intuit
years to get to that level of aulo-
matiot:. Inthe meaniime, the
company will happily sell you a .
rew version of Quicken every year
tntil then,

Grey says Intuit is gearingup
for Macintosh Quicken 8 (and
Quicken 7 on Windows) right now.
8o if you want to see a new fes-
ture added, check out the
company’s Web site at
kttny/Awww.intuit.com and make
your voice heard.

Technotogy writer Simson L.
Garfinkel con be reached of
plugged-ini@simsonet



