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1. Introduction and Business Context
This portfolio assesses software systems that would enhance the workflow, communications, information management and decision-making of a small business. To provide continuity throughout the practical work, the tasks refer to a fictional organisation Northstar Digital Supplies, a simulated London-based micro and small electronics retailer. No customer, employee or financial data are real; all information is simulated. This simulated business context allows each application to be evaluated against realistic tasks, including building an online store, preparing documents, analysing sales and stock, and conducting remote meetings.
The evaluation follows five principles. The first is that the software needs to solve a specific business need, rather than being adopted because it is trending. Secondly, the evaluation has both pros and cons such as cost exposure, learning needs and data quality, security and vendor dependence. Thirdly, the evaluation assesses the practical utility of the tools for a small business. Fourthly, the portfolio provides practical evidence using an Excel workbook and screenshots as evidence of effective testing. Finally, the discussion draws on recent academic literature and official sources, using IEEE in-text citations. This method connects knowledge of features with judgement about how those features fit together in the context of a business.
[bookmark: _Toc236135593]2. Task 1: e-Commerce Website Builders
[bookmark: _Toc236135594]2.1 Evaluation Context and Criteria
A hosted e-commerce website builder is a managed platform that combines web design, hosting and online-selling functions. This means the best solution for Northstar Digital Supplies can include product pages, secure checkout, inventory control, payment processing and order management all while being easily used on mobile devices as well as looking to the future with its marketing capabilities. It must also be manageable by a small team without dedicated web developers. Shopify and Wix are suitable contemporary options since both provide a hosted platform (although Shopify has more mature integrated e-commerce functionality). However, their design priorities are different: Shopify is commerce-centred; Wix starts as an adaptable website builder and boasts a wide e-commerce product suite.
[bookmark: _Toc236135595]2.2 Shopify
Shopify is built for the whole commerce process. Product catalogue, Order Management, Payment Handling and Inventory and store extensions are controlled by different modules within a large application ecosystem. Shopify Markets enables international selling and localisation, and the app store allows for specialist functions to be added as the business scales [1]. Such capabilities are invaluable for Northstar Digital Supplies, since that one platform could also link the website with inventory control, shipping, email marketing and social sales channels. Its admin area is organised around products, customers, orders and analytics, which eliminates the need for a separate technical stack to be assembled.
Shopify offers depth primarily when it comes to operations. When online sales are not just a supplementary website feature but the main business process, its commerce-first structure is sensible. It is also relatively scalable since a small catalogue can grow into multichannel without changing the underlying platform. Primary disadvantages are recurring subscription costs, transaction or software expenses for some arrangements, and reliance on third-party applications for niche usage. Installing too many apps may duplicate functions, create inconsistent data and increase maintenance time. Basic theme-level changes are available, but advanced theme customisation will require developer skills. As a result, Shopify works best when the business is willing to operate within a managed ecosystem and use governance to select apps [1].
[bookmark: _Toc236135596]2.3 Wix eCommerce
Wix has one strong proposition: a visual, no-code website editor with storefront design, checkout, product management, payments and other functions that can be monitored on the mobile app. Some of its features are mobile-optimised stores, multichannel sales, multilingual support, integrated inventory management features, customer engagement tools and multiple payment gateways [2]. This design environment provides a small business a great deal of flexibility over page layout, brand and non-commerce content. This could help Northstar Digital Supplies if the business wishes product sales to sit alongside tutorials, service booking, blog content or a community section.
Wix is best suited to a design-led small business that wants to build a website quickly and run it without ever coding. The naturally embedded marketing and customer communication features would help to reduce the number of required systems during the initial phase of the business. It is always a trade-off because if you give total visual freedom these pages will not have much in common and only templates and defined brand standards will keep them together. Consequently, while Wix provides a lower friction storefront to a well-designed retail environment, this organisation should take some time and weigh its prospects for product and integration paths over the long term before committing to that platform [2].
Table 1. Comparison of Shopify and Wix eCommerce for Northstar Digital Supplies
	Criterion
	Shopify
	Wix eCommerce
	Critical judgement

	Primary orientation
	Commerce-first platform
	Website-builder-first platform
	Where online selling is the more common process, Shopify wins.

	Design control
	Theme-led with structured commerce templates
	High visual flexibility and broad content tools
	Best suited when: When branding and mixed content is the centre, Wix would work,

	Operational growth
	Large commerce app ecosystem and multichannel capability
	Integrated small-business tools and app market
	Both can scale, but app selection and data governance are needed.

	Ease of management
	Clear commerce administration
	Accessible visual editor and integrated dashboard
	Shopify offers a more structured approach, whereas Wix may be easier for smaller catalogues.

	Main risk
	Increasing subscription and application complexity
	Design inconsistency and future migration constraints
	The decision should not just be made on looks, but rather the operating model.


[bookmark: _Toc236135597]2.4 Recommendation
The first major aspect of Northstar Digital Supplies is that it is an online retailer with structured product, order, inventory and multichannel processes; therefore, Shopify is recommended. Wix is the strong second choice for a mini-content store, but Shopify represents the cleaner journey from online selling to an integrated e-commerce operation. The recommendation is conditional: start with a standard theme, limit third-party applications, document data ownership and review total operating costs every six months. This helps keep the platform from being too complex and ensures that the technology continues to support business needs.
[bookmark: _Toc236135598]3. Task 2: Mind-map of Contemporary Software Applications
[bookmark: _Toc236135599]3.1 Mind Mapping and Its Business Benefits
Mind mapping is a visual technique in which a central idea is placed at the centre and related ideas branch out of it with branches, keywords, colours and images to connect related concepts. Coggle, a digital tool, allows for the map to be collaboratively edited and shared via a link and expanded as new information emerges [3]. In business, the technique is effective when a problem has multiple interrelated areas which are not easy to comprehend from a linear list. Mind maps can be used to identify software categories, stakeholders, dependencies, risks and priorities before selecting a solution by the manager.
Cognitive organisation is the first advantage. Grouping process steps within a visual structure can reveal relationships that may be separated in traditional notes. Recent systematic research indicates that mind mapping supports concept organisation, cognitive skills and engagement and collaboration; however, outcomes depend on context and implementation [4]. Experimental results also demonstrate that mind mapping can enhance some aspects of problem-solving, pattern recognition, critical thinking and collaboration. While these findings lend support to its use as a planning technique, they do not imply that a map is guaranteed to yield the right decision. It still relies upon correct information, useful categories and critical revision to yield an answer [5].
Collaborative sense-making: The second benefit is in a planning meeting, team members can contribute and iterate on ideas, push back against assumptions and visualise how one change affects another branch. When it comes to e-commerce platforms, each ecosystem creates an interdependence of its own for payment processing, stock data, marketing, cybersecurity and reporting. The third benefit is prioritisation. This will let you label branches, say by urgency or cost or owner turning a brainstorming exercise into an actionable plan. The fourth benefit is communication: it can communicate complex system behaviours more quickly to a non-technical audience with one small picture than several pages of prose.
Mind maps also have limitations. In a good diagram, the weak evidence may be concealed by an attractive presentation, and an overloaded map can easily become unreadable. Hierarchical branches can oversimplify relationships that are circular, probabilistic and politically contested. This means a mind map should be used as an exploratory tool rather than a substitute for data analysis or a final implementation plan. Potential assumptions should be validated against detailed requirements, budgets, security controls and measurable evaluation criteria before making any important decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc236135600]3.2 Mind Map for Day-to-Day Business Operations
Figure 1 groups contemporary applications by operational purpose. The map shows that a small business does not need one application for every activity; it needs a controlled ecosystem in which each tool has a clear role. E-commerce platforms support selling, Microsoft Office supports information production and analysis, Zoom supports synchronous communication, Trello supports asynchronous workflow, accounting systems support financial control, CRM platforms support customer relationships, and security tools protect continuity. The central management issue is integration. Duplicate customer lists, disconnected reports or uncontrolled file sharing would reduce the value of otherwise capable software.
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Figure 1. Mind map of contemporary applications supporting business operations
The map guides Northstar Digital Supplies to a practical software architecture: Shopify for the online store; Microsoft 365 for documents and analysis, Access for a controlled local prototype database, Zoom meetings and Trello for workflow visibility. Phase two, after defining data and accountability models, would focus on accounting and CRM applications. This phased approach prevents the acquisition of several overlapping systems before a business has understood how information should flow from system to system.

[bookmark: _Toc236135601]4. Task 3: Office Applications for Creating, Storing, Presenting and Analysing Information
[bookmark: _Toc236135602]4.1 Microsoft Word
Microsoft Word is the document-generation tool for everything from documents, policies, letters, forms, proposals and other text-based business information. It has core components like styles, templates, tables, images and references, page layout and some review and collaboration features. Templates, document creation, sharing and Track Changes are central features identified by Microsoft [6]. Word could support supplier agreements, customer service procedures, a product guide and meeting minutes all for Northstar Digital Supplies.
Standardisation is the big business benefit. A controlled template can specify fonts, headings, margins, branding and mandatory sections to give documents a readable layout and ultimately save time on repetitive formatting. Styles also allow for automatic tables of contents and accessibility as they provide a logical flow. In cases where multiple contributors are working on a policy or report, review functions can also keep track of edits and comments. Through mail merge, a document can be generated based on a standard document combined with one of many customer or supplier lists, if the data source is both accurate and under access control.
The danger is that the flexibility of Word can be a limitation. Direct formatting, copying and pasting content and different styles can create inconsistency in lengthy documents and make it cumbersome to edit. Sending multiple attachments by email leads to version confusion, while sending tracked changes can potentially expose internal comments that were not removed before publishing. Hence, an effective process ought to incorporate approved templates with relevant file names, controlled storage, versioning and a final quality check. Word is effective for narrative and formal structured information, but it cannot be used as a primary data store for transactional records [6].
[bookmark: _Toc236135603]4.2 Microsoft PowerPoint
Microsoft PowerPoint is a slide-based visual presentation application. Text, images, charts and diagrams, audio, video and animation, speaker notes, and multiple presentation views are all supported. Presenter View displays notes and slides that are up next for the presenter. Only the current slide is displayed to an audience. In the case of Northstar Digital Supplies, PowerPoint may end up within a monthly performance review, supplier pitch or proposal for a new product line.
The main advantage is its communication hierarchy. A slide can combine a key message with a chart or diagram, allowing the audience to focus on the findings rather than read a spreadsheet. Slide Master and themes ensure brand consistency, and notes allow the presenter to separate the spoken content or explanation from the visual. 
PowerPoint becomes ineffective when slides reproduce a full written report. Complex text, animated graphics and unlabelled graphics can make information more difficult to understand. Also, a presentation may mask uncertainty or implicit assumptions behind a polished design. Large media files may also cause compatibility and performance issues [7]. The application, therefore, is to communicate an evidence-based argument rather than serving as a substitute for the underlying analysis. For the simulated business, a high-level presentation dashboard would encapsulate key findings from Excel, and detailed calculations and definitions would be left in the workbook or accompanying report.
[bookmark: _Toc236135604]4.3 Microsoft Excel
Microsoft Excel is a spreadsheet application used to enter structured data, calculate and analyse the data in tables or charts. The application also supports tables, data validation, conditional formatting and charts, as well as PivotTables with links to external data. Microsoft provides guidance on functions such as IF and lookup tools with data analysis features at Microsoft [8]. Excel could be used to analyse sales, margins, stock control, budgeting and supplier comparisons in Northstar Digital Supplies.
Excel offers transparent flexibility and allows users to prototype an analysis prior to investing in a specialised system (the workbook displays the source values, formulas and outputs). 
The same flexibility creates risk. A formula can be overwritten, copied and pasted incorrectly or because it assumes that isn't visible. Bad workbooks frequently combine inputs, calculations and outputs making errors hard to spot. Multiple spreadsheet versions circulated by email can also easily become uncontrolled shadow systems. Controls should be developed to include input and output sections, protected formulas, data validation for key inputs, documented assumptions with references, version control of spreadsheet modules and independent review of critical calculations. Excel is fine for the occasional analysis and small operational models, but it does not substitute for a relational database that an organisation requires when it needs controlled multi-user records and referential integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc236135605]4.4 Microsoft Access
Microsoft Access is a relational database application that stores data in tables and uses relationships, queries, forms and reports to manage the information. According to Microsoft, tables can be linked using unique identifiers and combined in queries, forms or reports. An Access prototype could provide Northstar Digital Supplies with a mechanism for managing product records, suppliers, purchase orders and stock movements without duplicating the same information across several worksheets [9].
Data structure is the major benefit compared to a flat, or simple spreadsheet. A product can be stored once in a products table and referenced by its ID in related order and stock tables. Validation rules and relationships can serve to eliminate inconsistencies in the entries. Queries retrieve the required records, forms will help in creating controlled input, and reports consolidate results for management. This means Access provides a more disciplined information model than an unstructured workbook and is best suited to small departmental applications or prototyping.
A database must be designed carefully before data entry can take place. If keys are chosen badly or fields are duplicated, poor relationships can lead to errors that become difficult and costlier to correct later. The organisation must also govern user permissions, back-ups, change processes and the transmission of data to other systems. A departmental database should not be assumed to can fulfil all the scalability, availability or security needs as a file-based back end. As the business grows and begins to see very high transaction volumes or multiple users working at once it should reassess whether a server database or cloud business system is more suitable.
Table 2. Comparative business use of the four Microsoft Office solutions
	Application
	Primary information type
	Strongest business use
	Main limitation
	Northstar example

	Word
	Narrative and formal documents
	Policies, reports and correspondence
	Version and formatting inconsistency
	Customer service procedure

	PowerPoint
	Visual and spoken communication
	Briefings, training and proposals
	Oversimplification and design misuse
	Monthly performance review

	Excel
	Tabular data and calculations
	Analysis, modelling and dashboards
	Formula and version-control risk
	Stock and sales analysis

	Access
	Relational records
	Structured small database applications
	Requires database design and governance
	Product and supplier database


[bookmark: _Toc236135606]4.5 Integrated Office Workflow
The best value occurs when the applications have distinct but related roles. Where access holds structured records of products and suppliers, Excel analyses the data, Word holds procedures and decisions and PowerPoint presents selected findings. The requirement for this workflow is one clear source of truth for each type of business information. This eliminates redundancy since each application is used for the types of information it has specialised to handle. It also adds auditability: the detailed data stays available behind the summary. Staff can identify which system owns every field, who can edit it, how updates gain approval and how files are retained.
[bookmark: _Toc236135607]4.6 Practical Test 1: Excel IF Function
The IF function tests a logical condition and returns one value when the condition is true and another when it is false. The practical workbook contains a simulated inventory list with current stock and reorder levels. Cell G4 uses the formula =IF(D4<=E4,"REORDER","SUFFICIENT"). The formula is filled down the table, and a second IF formula converts the result into a recommended action. Conditional formatting makes exceptions visible.
This test evaluates the practical operational rule that all items at or below the reorder level should be flagged. Seven out of twelve products in the dataset require a purchase order. The advantage is speed and reproducibility, but the output is only as good as the stock numbers and threshold values. Real businesses should then decide who updates stock, how frequently the workbook should be refreshed as well as whether lead time, minimum order quantity and expected demand should also be considered. Use the IF function for an unambiguous binary rule; complex stock policy requires a documented model, rather than deeply nested spreadsheet formulas [10].
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Figure 2. IF function test using simulated inventory data
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Figure 2.2 IF function test using simulated inventory data

[bookmark: _Toc236135608]4.7 Practical Test 2: Excel PivotTable
A PivotTable summarises source records by moving fields into row, column, filter and value areas. Microsoft describes the feature as a method for analysing worksheet data and changing the field layout without changing the source list. [11]. The practical workbook contains twenty simulated orders across London, Birmingham and Manchester. The required configuration places Region in Rows, Product in Columns and Revenue in Values.
The expected summary shows total revenue of £5,258. London contributes £2,679, Birmingham £1,470 and Manchester £1,109. USB-C Hub is the highest-revenue product at £1,518, followed by Webcam at £1,395. The analysis suggests that London should be examined first when planning promotions and inventory, but the dataset is too small to justify a strategic decision without margin, returns and time-series information. The practical value of a PivotTable is rapid exploration; its limitation is that a convincing total can still be based on incomplete or poorly defined data. The source table, field definitions and refresh procedure must therefore be documented.
[image: A screenshot of a computer

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Figure 3. Simulated sales source data prepared for PivotTable testing
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Figure 4. Expected PivotTable output used to verify the practical result

[bookmark: _Toc236135609]5. Task 4: Communication and Collaboration Applications
[bookmark: _Toc236135610]5.1 Communication Application: Zoom
Zoom is a real-time synchronous online meeting software platform. The desktop application supports functions for meeting scheduling, hosting and joining, along with audio, video, participant, chat and sharing controls [12]. Screen sharing lets a participant select what other participants can see instead of simply sharing the entire desktop. Zoom could work for Northstar Digital Supplies to meet with suppliers, conduct remote training, have weekly operational reviews and product or spreadsheet demonstrations.
The main advantage of the application is immediacy. Participants can discuss a problem and communicate questions, tone and visual cues in real time. Screen sharing is useful when a team needs to go through an order process or inspect a report together. When managed well, chat, reactions and participant controls can facilitate interaction where these features are available; similarly, recordings and captions may enhance access. Zoom can reduce travel and bring every stakeholder to the same meeting regardless of where they are [13].
These limitations are due to its synchronous nature. All participants need to be online at the same time and slow internet can reduce audio, video and sharing quality. Too many meetings can lead to fatigue and take time away from actual work. During screen sharing sessions, the presenter can leak sensitive information by picking the wrong window or failing to hide notifications. You need to control meeting links, recordings and participant permissions also. A well-disciplined business should run meetings with an agenda, invite only necessary participants, choose the specific window to share, define what to record and after the meeting move the decision into a persistent task or document.
[bookmark: _Toc236135611]5.2 Online Collaboration Application: Trello
Trello is a visual work-management application based on boards, lists and cards. A board represents a project or workflow; lists represent stages; and cards represent one task, information that moves through the process [14]. Cards can include descriptions, members, dates, labels, checklists, attachments and comments. Trello also offers automation rules that execute some actions if specific conditions are true. A board could be used by Northstar Digital Supplies to track product launches, supplier onboarding and website upgrades or it could be spread over a weekly operational level of tasks.
The main advantage is shared visibility. A To Do, Doing and Done board shows work status without using meeting time. Clearly assigning responsibility (ownership) as well as due dates and comments helps clarify who is to do what when in addition to attaching files necessary to the task, which keeps supporting information close at hand. With automation, you can reduce repetitive administration such as assigning a label when a card moves to a review list. Thus, Trello is a strong fit for asynchronous collaboration, where team members contribute at different times [15].
Its simplicity can become a hindrance when boards, lists or cards scale without governance. when scaling up boards, lists or cards without governance too. Cards can get stale, redundant tasks can fill multiple boards, and excessive notifications may be ignored. To some extent, a board can also appear to demonstrate progress without having metrics relating to quality, cost or actual business impact. The organisation should establish naming conventions, signing authorities, review timelines and archival policies. Just because the tool is handy does not mean sensitive data should be copied into cards. Larger and more complex portfolio reporting, dependencies or resource planning can be required along with additional views, integrations or a dedicated project-management solution.
[bookmark: _Toc236135612]5.3 Critical Comparison and Combined Use
Zoom and Trello address different coordination problems. Zoom is synchronous and rich in communication; Trello is asynchronous and record-oriented. Use Zoom for grey areas that need to be discussed, and Trello for ensuring ownership post-discussion. It would be inefficient to treat one as a substitute for the other. A meeting that does not leave a lasting record can lead to unrecorded actions; a card without dialogue will miss the point of the disagreement.
Prior research on digital workplace teams shows that collaboration technologies can be enabling but may also constrain communication and coordination (and ultimately performance) depending on how their features are recognised and used [16]. The practical implication is that selecting tools does not create collaboration. Northstar Digital Supplies uses Zoom for a brief weekly review, and Trello as the single source of truth for actions. The team would then review blocked and high-risk cards in a meeting, recording decisions which would be instantly updated in Trello. It creates a process that is both quick to discuss and traceable afterwards, while minimising unnecessary meetings.
Table 3. Comparison of Zoom and Trello in the simulated business workflow
	Dimension
	Zoom
	Trello
	Management implication

	Time mode
	Synchronous
	Asynchronous
	Use meetings only when immediate interaction adds value.

	Main output
	Conversation and shared understanding
	Persistent cards, ownership and status
	Transfer decisions from Zoom into Trello.

	Strongest feature
	Audio/video discussion and screen sharing
	Visual workflow and task detail
	Select the tool according to the coordination problem.

	Main risk
	Meeting fatigue, connectivity and accidental exposure
	Outdated cards, board sprawl and notification overload
	Apply meeting, naming, privacy and review standards.





[bookmark: _Toc236135613]5.4 Practical Testing and Required Screenshot Evidence
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Figure 5. Zoom meeting controls before activating screen sharing
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Figure 6. Zoom sharing a selected test window
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Figure 7. Trello board before moving the test card
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Figure 8. Trello board after moving the test card from To Do to Doing
The Zoom test confirmed that the user can locate Share, choose a specific window and stop sharing. The evaluation noted that selecting a window is safer than exposing the whole desktop. The Trello test confirmed that a card was created, given a neutral task description and moved through the workflow. The before-and-after evidence demonstrates practical use rather than only describing advertised features. The test is intentionally simple because the learning objective is to connect a feature with a business process and to document the result accurately.
[bookmark: _Toc236135614]6. Overall Conclusion and Recommendations
This portfolio illustrates that software should be chosen based on business need, not on specific functionality. Online commerce is at the centre of the simulated retailer, so the portfolio recommends Shopify, while the mind map illustrates how that platform fits within a larger ecosystem of SaaS applications. Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, Excel and Access serve individual but interconnected functions in business information management. The hands-on Excel tests showed how the IF function can highlight reorder exceptions and a PivotTable can summarise revenue by area and item.
Combining Zoom and Trello is more effective than treating them as alternatives. Zoom supports real-time communication and on-screen explanation whereas Trello provides a persistent record of responsibilities and ongoing work. The most common risks across all tools included uncontrolled versions, duplicated data, unnecessary applications, weak permissions and poor user discipline. Thus, Northstar Digital Supplies should deploy progressively, start with standard processes and define data and file ownership, simulate information during the training phase, carry out regular reviews of user access and assess whether each tool cuts end-user time, minimises errors and communication breakdowns. An approach led by governance will have a far higher probability of growing the business in a sustainable, reliable manner than just acquiring applications without a defined business need.
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Appendices:

Appendix A – Shopify e-Commerce Platform
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Figure A1. Shopify e-commerce platform interface
Appendix B – Wix eCommerce Platform
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Figure B1. Wix eCommerce website builder interface
Appendix C – Coggle Mind Mapping Application
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Figure C1. Coggle mind-mapping application interface
Appendix D – Microsoft Word
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Figure D1. Microsoft Word document creation interface
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