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What’s the Best Office Suite and Do You Need It?
Although WordStar was a key player in the early days of personal computers, it 

was defeated by the more robust WordPerfect in the mid-1980s and the market 

has belonged to Microsoft since about 2000. Change may be coming.

Microsoft Office, now called Micro-
soft 365, owns the office suite market. 
For now. Word, Excel, PowerPoint, and 
Access have enjoyed a 20-year run at 
the top, and it’s unlikely that writers 
and editors will abandon Microsoft 
365 anytime soon. The same is true 
for enterprises because inertia is hard 
to resist. Home and small business 
users may be harder to retain.

As large corporations began to 
install mainframe computers, an adage 
emerged: Nobody ever gets fired for 
buying IBM. That was true even though 
some people should have been fired 
for buying IBM. Even in the early days 
there was competition; Honeywell, 
Burroughs, NCR, Remington Rand, and 
others produced computers that would 
have been better fits for some tasks 
in some industries. IBM had mastered 
the FUD factor: Fear, uncertainty, and 
doubt.

Microsoft: Best Choice?
Microsoft is in nearly the same position today 
and the new adage could be Nobody ever 
gets fired for buying Microsoft. 

Microsoft offers system manage-
ment tools that can be used by less 
experienced IT operators. Linux and 
Unix systems are more customizable 
and require considerably more knowl-
edge. This is not to demean the talents 
of those who run Microsoft systems, 

but only to acknowledge that not all 
members of a Microsoft IT team need 
the same knowledge, experience, and 
pay grade as the manager does.

Any enterprise that is tied to Micro-
soft Windows will almost certainly 
use the Microsoft 365 office suite. But 
home users, small businesses, and 
home offices could easily convert to 
one of the other office suites.

Might WordPerfect be the once and 
future king? Doubtful. Perhaps OpenOf-
fice or LibreOffice? Unlikely despite 
powerful features and free availability.

Microsoft 365 is actually a compel-
ling bargain. Businesses pay $6 to $22 
per month per user and home users 
get an even better deal—$100 per year 
for two to six family members or $70 
per year for a single user.

Not everyone needs the full office 
suite, though. Those who need just a 
word processor could choose Google 

Docs or even the free online version 
of Microsoft 365. Some features of the 
full version will be missing, but the free 
applications are adequate for many 
people.

I wrote this article in Word and stored 
the file on the local computer for later 
use in Adobe InDesign, but I could just 
as easily have written it in any other 
word processor, a text editor, or one 
of the online services. I could have 
stored the document on Google Drive 
or Microsoft OneDrive. Online storage 
offers the advantage of making docu-
ments available to my other computers, 
tablets, and even a phone.

Irony Alert
Wait long enough and the past repeats itself. 
Those who are unfamiliar with the past will 
think it’s new.

In 1982, I was the advertising-
marketing-PR-graphics person for a 
company that provided timesharing 
services on their Digital Equipment 
Corporation PDP 11/70 computers. 
Customers connected to the computers 
using dumb terminals and 300- or 
1200-baud modems.

Some of the larger customers had 
their own PDP 11/70 or PDP 11/34 
computers on-site. I recognized 
desktop computers as the future and 
told the owner we should investigate 
PCs that could run their own applica-

WordPerfect 5.1 for DOS owned the 
word processor market until Microsoft 
took it away.
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tions and connect to DEC computers 
using terminal emulation software. 
That resulted in changing my title to 
the advertising-marketing-PR-graphics-
PC guy. Dumb terminals were replaced 
by desktop computers that could act 
as terminals and also had applications 
that could manipulate data from the 
accounting system.

Here We Go Again
Now it seems like a rerun of the 1980s 
as we connect absurdly powerful personal 
computers to online services.

There are differences, though. The 
connection speed, for example. Instead 
of being so slow that users could read 
faster than characters would appear on 
the screen, data moves fast enough to 
download a document that will take an 
hour to read in one or two seconds.

So we have choices. Lots of choices. 
Free open-source applications, free 
proprietary applications, paid propri-
etary applications, and even paid open-
source applications.

Some occupations all but require 
Microsoft applications. Editors, for 
example. Although other applications 
can read and write files in Microsoft 
Word format, the conversions are 
sometimes less than perfect. Anyone 
who’s being paid to work on files that 

will be used by others should probably 
stick with Microsoft.

There are other reasons to consider 
Microsoft: The Office suite includes 
features that the other suites don’t: 
Outlook, OneNote, Publisher, Lens, 
and Microsoft To-Do. OpenOffice and 
LibreOffice have a database manager, 
but Corel’s WordPerfect Office suite 
includes Paradox only in the pricier 
Pro version. None have equivalents 
of the other apps. Assuming the word 
processor, spreadsheet, and presenta-

tion applications all generally get the 
basics right, and they do, do the extras 
have any value?

I’ve never been a fan of Outlook, but 
it’s the standard for enterprises. My 
preference is Thunderbird even though 
it doesn’t integrate as well as Outlook 
does with the other suite applications.

OneNote is another good reason to 
consider Microsoft 365: None of the 
other suites has anything that corre-
sponds to OneNote. Evernote is avail-
able in free and paid versions, but 
OneNote simply works better for most 
people. 

And there’s Microsoft Publisher. It’s 
not a replacement for Adobe InDesign, 
but it’s capable of handling simple 
newsletters and internal documents. 

Regardless which you choose, the 
cost is likely to be lower than what you 
paid 20 or 30 years ago for a series 
of individual programs. The value of 
$100 in 1982 equates to $315 in 2023 
dollars. 

Many paid applications now use the 
subscription model, so the Microsoft 
365 office suite will cost about $1000 
over a decade. You have to decide 
whether the value is worth the cost.

Some people are still using the DOS 
version of WordPerfect 5.1, which was 
released in 1989, on their Windows 11 
computers. It was priced at $295, the 
equivalent of $723 today. 

Would you be happy driving a 1989 
Buick Century sedan? Perhaps a 1989 
Mercedes-Benz S-Class 300SE sedan 

would be a better 
comparison with 
WordPerfect 5.1. 

No matter how 
good these auto-
mobiles were in 
1989, they would 
now be 34 years 
old and many key 
features would be 
absent. Ω

A DEC VT100 dumb terminal sat on my 
desk until it was replaced by a Zenith 
brand desktop computer around 1983.

Microsoft 365, Libre Office, and Open 
Office all have an application that 
displays all of the components. Google’s 
apps all appear on a web page.


