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Office 97 combines the ease of intelligent applications with the power of the intranet.


Why did we change the file formats in Office 97?


Microsoft Office 97 represents over three years of intensive design, development and testing effort, providing organizations and end users with a whole new level of productivity tools for creating, analyzing and viewing information. Office 97 introduces a broad set of new features ranging from Visual Basic® for Applications, which is optimized for developers, to file compression, which is used universally by all Office users. These new features provide Office users with great value, but require new methods for storing data with the file. However, new features and any resulting file format changes have to be balanced with the proper tools to help users share information and convert documents as they migrate to the latest version of Office. This whitepaper discusses a few of the key features and technologies across Office 97 that drove file format changes and how Microsoft is helping organizations address new file format issues. This will be followed with a discussion of how Office 97 is equipped to minimize future file format migration issues.


Shared Code & Features across Office 97


Microsoft Office 97 now shares more than 50 percent of its code across the suite, resulting in improved performance, better integration and consistency across the suite. Shared features, like OfficeArt and new Command Bars, allow users to efficiently accomplish tasks by not having to re-learn new tools within each application, and offer more efficient resource usage. Here are a few examples of shared features in Office 97 that required enhancement to the file formats:


Office Art: Previous versions of Office offered at least five non-integrated, limited functionality, drawing tools. Now, Office 97 includes Office Art, an integrated set of drawing tools for creating a wide variety of shapes, image textures, 3-D shading, flow charts, call-outs, text boxes, and improved WordArt. These features are all designed with the same easy to use functionality throughout the Office 97 applications. This requires a standard method for rendering and editing graphics images across the suite to enable the user to transfer graphics between apps. While the definition graphics storage was uniformly changed in the new file format, it was done so in a way that would allow graceful integration with graphics in future versions. This means that Office 97 will be able to interpret the next generation of Office's graphics without any additional code. 


Visual Basic for Applications: In the same way as the sweeping Office Art integration across Office 97, the file formats needed to be enhanced to accommodate the unified usage of Visual Basic for Applications. Visual Basic for Applications is now the standard programming language offered in Word, PowerPoint, Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Access. The new Visual Basic for Applications format in Office 97 provides users with a collection of shared editing and debugging tools, integrated forms, support for ActiveX™ controls, and consistent object model implementation across the entire suite. These tools provide developers with a powerful platform for developing Office-based solutions. 


Image Compression: Office 97 uses new image compression technology, which can compress "raster" (pixel-by-pixel) graphics up to 50 percent of their original size by utilizing the public .PNG (Portable Network Graphics) format. The .PNG format is a "lossless" graphics format, which retains full picture data and integrity when compressed. All Office 97 graphics are saved in this format, with the exception of .JPG. Office 97 now has native .JPG support, allowing .JPG files to be decompressed on the fly but stored in their compressed format. This new graphics compression formats means that graphics intensive documents and presentations take up less hard disk space than before.


Internet Technologies: Office 97 now provides built-in support for Internet technologies such as hyperlinking, publishing to the Internet/Intranet, and searching and navigation. Each hyperlink in Office 97 requires additional properties (URL information) to be stored with the text or object, which was previously not recorded. This allows easy hyperlinking to the Internet/intranet as well as between Office 97 applications, such as creating an active hyperlink from a Word 97 document to a Microsoft Excel 97 spreadsheet. In that scenario, the Web toolbar is used to navigate between the linked document and the spreadsheet, using functionality similar to standard web browsers. The benefit of the added Internet technology in Microsoft Office 97 is that users get the power of the web in the productivity applications they use every day.


UNICODE: Microsoft Excel 97 and Word 97 files are now stored in UNICODE. This means is that data in those applications is stored in a single character set that references all of the characters in the world, in any language. The benefit to the user is that this multiple code page support allows you to have multiple languages and character sets in one document.


Enhanced Encryption: Office 97 now has a more secure encryption format for read-protected documents and spreadsheets in Word 97 and Microsoft Excel 97. This added security means that your files are protected against unwanted viewing or alterations. This is done using the RC4 technology, which offers significantly greater security over previous versions of Word and Microsoft Excel. 


Word 97 Features 


File Versioning: With Versioning, users can go back in time and see who made what changes to a document on various dates. To enable this document management feature, Microsoft Word 97 needed to store additional information in the new format about how data changed over time. The File Versioning feature is based on the incremental file save model, otherwise known as Fast Saves. Throughout the document saving and collaboration process, the users’ change information is not discarded with each save, but is instead documented in various "checkpoints". These checkpoints explicitly record the user information such as their changes, and how they relate to the original document.


Table Drawing, Vertical Text & Vertical Cell Merge: The new Table Drawing feature allows users to quickly draw and merge cells of a table to easily produce professional looking tables. This feature was first introduced in the Japanese version of Word 95, and then incorporated into the Word 97 file format. To enable this feature, Microsoft Word 97 needed to store additional information including new cell related properties on formatted text, columns and rows. For example, the requirement of a uniform number of columns and rows and a 31-column limit has been removed, enabling users to create more complex tables. 


Bullets and Numbering: The bullets and numbering feature is commonly used for simple lists in many documents. However, there are many advanced users in the legal and engineering professions that require very powerful, yet flexible bullets and numbering functionality. In order to provide a single solution for this spectrum of user needs, the bullets and numbering feature was completely redesigned from the ground up. 


Microsoft Excel 97 Features 


Shared Workbooks: Multiple users now have the ability to open and edit the same spreadsheet, at the same time. To enable this great collaboration feature, every shared workbook contains a "log file", which tracks where data changed, when it was changed, and who changed it. 


Richer Formatting Options: Microsoft Excel 97 offers new cell formatting options, which give users a finer degree of control over the appearance of their worksheets. For example, text in individual cells can now be rotated or indented and multiple cells can be merged either horizontally or vertically. To accommodate these features, the new file format must store additional information about the degree of rotation and depth of indentation, in addition to information about fill, border, font name, size, and color for each cell.


PowerPoint 97 Features


Incremental Loading and Saving of Presentations: PowerPoint 97 can open presentations much faster than older versions and requires less memory for large presentations. With incremental loading, PowerPoint 97 only loads the first few slides before letting the users start working on the presentation, and additional slides are loaded as necessary. Incremental loading is accomplished in the new file format by organizing the data for each slide into separate streams inside the file. Thus, to load and draw the first slide, PowerPoint 97 only has to read one of these streams instead of the whole file. Incremental saving is done similarly. If the user changes only the third slide, PowerPoint 97 will only update that stream in the file instead of the whole file. This reduces saving time for users so they can continue working on the presentation.


AutoRecovery of Presentations: Due to the improved and more efficient file format, PowerPoint 97 can also provide automatic recovery of unsaved files. PowerPoint 97 automatically saves a copy of the presentation periodically and the user can recover their presentation if they were unable to save it. The new file format allows fast saves and this makes AutoRecovery very fast and transparent to the user.


Graphics Handling: PowerPoint 97’s new file format embraces the Internet standards of JPEG and GIF and treats them as native graphics formats. PowerPoint 97 stores these images natively in the file and can render them directly to the screen. This means users will see smaller file sizes and better image quality. PowerPoint 97’s new file format is also more efficient at reusing the same graphic throughout a presentation by only storing the graphic in the file once. 


Sharing Files with Previous Versions of Office


Microsoft understands that most companies cannot upgrade to Office 97 overnight. For this reason, support and Helpdesk personnel may face issues with running multiple versions of Microsoft Office during the migration. However, Microsoft spent considerable time anticipating these issues and provides several solutions including Default Save As, installable file converters, file viewers, dual file formats and batch file converters. Each is described in the following:


Default Save As: Users of Word, Microsoft Excel and PowerPoint can save their documents as previous version file formats or even in the formats of competitive products. To make this process even easier, Office 97 provides users with the new Default Save feature to automatically save files in a specified version. Through the Tools/Options Dialog box in each application, users can select a previous file format, say Microsoft Excel 5.0/95, as the default format to save all files. The Default Save format can also be set for all users automatically by administrators using System Policies.


Installable File Import Converters: The second option for viewing an Office 97 file is to open that file directly in the previous application, using a file converter. For example, a Word 6.0 or 95 user can use an installable file converter to open a Word 97 document, but not save in the Word 97 format. Note that not all Word 97 features will be supported in previous versions. A file converter is currently available for Word and will ship for PowerPoint in Q2 1997. Previous versions of Microsoft Excel and Microsoft Access do not provide support for installable file converters. However, both applications provide other mechanisms for users to easily share files.


File Viewers: Microsoft provides file viewers that enable users who do not have Microsoft Office to view and print Office 97 documents. Microsoft will release Viewers for Word (Q1 1997), Microsoft Excel (Q2 1997), and PowerPoint (Q2 1997). The Viewers will be available at no charge on http://www.microsoft.com/office/, and can be distributed freely. 


Dual File Formats: Microsoft Excel and PowerPoint introduce a new file format that allows the information from both the version 97 and previous version to be saved into one file. The dual file format allows previous Office users to open and work with the files, while it maintains features new to the Office 97 applications. This combined file format is designed specifically for companies that are gradually migrating to Microsoft Office 97.


Batch Converters: Finally, once the entire company is upgraded to Office 97, users or even administrators may want to take advantage of another tool available to help complete the migration. Batch file converters are available for Word, Microsoft Excel and PowerPoint and will convert entire directories of files to Office 97 format. This will save time and the hassle of converting each file one at a time as needed. 


Minimizing Future File Format Issues


Microsoft’s long-term goal is to develop file formats that remain the same, even as new features are added. However, as future file formats changes are introduced, Microsoft Office 97 is already equipped with tools to handle them. Each Office 97 application is enabled to configure itself automatically to respond to new situations with no administrative intervention! System Policies can be used to point an Office 97 application directly to a server location, where it can download the necessary converter and open the previously unrecognized file automatically. (See also the "Using Windows System Policies to Administer Office 97" Whitepaper for more details, found on the deployment page of the Office 97 migration site at http://www.microsoft.com/office/migration/


For More Information


Please see the links below for related information and resources:


Microsoft Office 97 Resource Kit: http://www.microsoft.com/Office/ORK/


Office 97 Migration: http://www.microsoft.com/office/migration/


Converting Macros: http://www.microsoft.com/officedev/features/migrate.htm/


Developing Office Solutions: http://www.microsoft.com/officedev/


Online Office Support: http://www.microsoft.com/MSOfficeSupport/


Knowledge Base: http://www.microsoft.com/kb/
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