
AG Tan- Welcome to the latest edition of the Ask QueBIT About Analytics Podcast brought to 

you by QueBIT the trusted experts in analytics. Our goal is to cut through the jargon and hype 

around analytics and data science and share practical advice to guide you on your analytics 

journey. You can find us at QueBIT.com. That's QueBIT.com. Thank you for joining me today. 

I'm AG Tan. At QueBIT our purpose is to help companies make better decisions faster 

everything starts with data, which is used to understand the past, act in the present, and anticipate 

the future and was that for the most part as consultants who deliver analytic solutions using 

technology platforms created by other companies, but from time to time that is not enough. I'm 

thrilled to have Mike Cowie here with me today. Mike and I have been colleagues for dare I say 

22 years and we've watched each other's careers develop starting first as consultants and then 

moving on to other things. Today Mike is QueBIT’s Director of Strategic Solutions. He manages 

QueBIT’s product development team as well as playing a very important role in our technology 

strategy and roadmap. Hello, Mike. 

 

Mike Cowie- Hey glad to be here. 

 

AG Tan- In the kind of consulting we do we mostly work with out-of-the-box platforms 

developed by various vendors such as IBM, Microsoft, Adapted Insights and so on. And then we 

can figure and craft them into solutions that solve our clients business problem. This could be 

planning and forecasting solutions predictive demand planning models or even real time business 

intelligence solutions, like the one we recently did for a meat packing company to be able to 

react quickly to a meat recall. But as you and I both know from time to time our customers ask 

us for something that the underlying vendors platform cannot do. And this is what has led us to 

create add-on products like control work or financial consolidations and report work for report 

bursting. We were able to do this and are able to do this because in this case IBM's planning 

analytics technology, which was formerly known as tm1 has a good API. So API is really what I 

was targeting here API stands for application programming interface, I believe and my first 

question to you is can you explain to our listeners what an API is when an API is useful and 

maybe even how they have evolved through the years? 

 

Mike Cowie- Sure, I'll take a crack at that. So an API really can mean a lot of things. They take 

on a lot of different forms these days, but just looking back historically an API would be 

something that a someone who delivers a software application or a solution would exposed to a 

developer to the customer. So just kind of maybe jumping to the history of little bit as far as what 

I've worked with in the past. So my first exposure to I guess something that was close to an API, 

which probably many people are also familiar with, but might not think of as an API would be 

something like Microsoft Visual Basic for applications, which you have access to from Office 

applications. And if you go back even further I did spend a little time with even Lotus 1-2-3 

macros. So that might not be your standard definition of an API what you think of and modern 

terms but really those are API’s. So those are things that were baked into the host application 

whether it was Excel or Lotus 1-2-3 and it gave something to users to enable them to do things 

like format a report, you know do other kinds of automation. In fact our first attempt at doing 

anything like what is now control work was to have an Excel VBA journal entry module. So that 

kind of was that the basis for what eventually did become control work. So it really gave you an 

option to extend the application you're working with in ways that you know, the designers of the 

application weren't necessarily going to build in there because the reason that API’s are so useful 



is to a user to a partner like us who develop solutions for customers. You can't expect that every 

software vendor is going to get to every feature that you may want in fact some features make 

very little sense for the software developer or the you know, the company that's actually making 

the software that you're using. So it's really just a great way of exposing some of the same 

capabilities whether it's features, whether its data that's inside the application and so on to you 

the developer user, so that's really kind of the general term of it. I mean, I think that some of the 

specifics that have changed over the years, you know, you've gone from things like libraries of 

dlls and things that you get so much more technical and really to the modern era where we've got 

things like web API’s for things like Twitter, you know Salesforce, you know, IBM and 

Microsoft have their own machine learning API’s that are available. So there's really just a whole 

host of things that are out there that you know, really give us the ability to do anything we might 

want to. So really just have control over plugging some of the integration gaps or other things 

that might exist with out-of-the-box software. 

 

AG Tan- So are you saying Mike that API’s today are a lot easier to use than they used to be and 

potentially, you know that they're more plug-and-play perhaps and they were in the old day? 

 

Mike Cowie- You know, they are in some ways. You know, it's like anything certain API’s are 

definitely much more easy to work with than others. So it you know, just because you've made 

an API or you've got access to an API doesn't mean that it exposes all the functionality some of 

our favorite API’s like including the ones for planning analytics or tm1 do actually give you 

access to really all of the features that are in the product. So that's great when you have that. 

Taking it a step further tm1’s API in particular now supports a standard called odata, and that's 

something else that we're seeing more and more of you. You have API’s that are based on a 

standard that's adopted by a standards board and a few, you know were to build an application 

that understood; for example these odata sources, which is really just a standard for being able to 

query applications with data in them. So there's a certain structure to what you can access. 

If you build an application that can work with in this case a odata data source, then you could 

work with any API that support so data, so that's really kind of a powerful changeover 

historically where you might have had a very specific, you know targeted application API that 

looked maybe nothing like even a similar competitor products API. So, you know, it's not to say 

that there are standards for everything. But certainly there are a lot more than there used to be 

and also that the other big change would be historically you may have had much more you would 

have had to maybe have certain language that you used to develop against an API. So, you know 

the first tm1 API that I worked with I think was just valid in C and Visual Basic. You know, now 

we're in a state where you could use JavaScript you can use Python you can use practically any 

language that supports working with you know, what they call Rest API’s. So in terms of the tool 

sets you can use in the some of the standards that are used. It's just gotten so much better. 

 

AG Tan- Now that's really interesting. And you know, I guess as a programmer today because 

of standards and I guess odata is obviously, you know, the standard that you mentioned. A much 

older standard is odbc that goes against relational databases right? Which is why if you're 

installing, you know an application that needs a relational database in the back end. It's often the 

case that you could choose between an Oracle database of the back end or a Microsoft SQL 

server database of the back end because they both are odbc compliant. And I feel that 

programming has evolved to some extent to be more of an exercise of putting together 



components developed by other people. The example that I often hear is the chat bot. You know, 

I've been told that no one should ever write their own chat bot because there are so many great, 

you know API’s out there that have already done all the difficult stuff and you can better focus 

on the fun thing of training the chabot, but for your specific application, I don't know that was 

really a question, But. 

 

Mike Cowie- Well, I think you bring up a really good point and this is something that I've felt 

pretty strongly about in the past and still feel really strongly about today and that is just because 

there is an API doesn't mean you need to use it. I think this is a you know, especially when 

you're more of an engineering if you have more of an engineering background or you're just 

very, you know much into technical things it's easy to get really excited about having an API and 

then end up reproducing things that may exist in the core application or a really things that don't 

necessarily need to have any API use. So I'm not necessarily saying don't use API’s but it is a 

conscious step that you need to make. So in our case is when we've tended to use API’s it's 

because there's no clear path to what we're trying to accomplish whether it's you know, moving 

data from tm1 server to some other database that has no way of otherwise getting data into it. So 

that's the point you touch on there I guess is that you know, there are so many API’s out there it 

would not make sense to reinvent the wheel and that's I think what sometimes I see people do is 

a little too much of, you know, not going and grabbing a really good library that's out there, you 

know an open source library or something like that with a perfectly acceptable license for use 

and just try to build something themselves. And then the same goes for with even within an 

application if there's functionality built in the application. A good example might be in planning 

analytics or tm1. If you decided to build, you know an equivalent to Turbo Integrator just 

because you can using the Rest API. That's maybe not the best use of your development time not 

to say that you can't augment turbo integrator with some Rest API programming, but there's a lot 

that's already in Turbo Integrator that can do quite a few things and very efficiently because it 

runs on the server. So we just we have to be careful sometimes about getting too excited about 

technology and building things that already have a solution. 

 

AG Tan- Right and for anybody listening who's not familiar with tm1 and Turbo Integrator, so 

Turbo Integrator is the ETL tool the extraction translation and loading tool that comes tm1 or 

getting data in and out of it. And you know, that's the other end of the spectrum as well right? So 

there are there are people as you say who get so enamored of the technology that you know, 

they'll kind of, you know, reinvent the wheel or overcome, you know create things that are more 

complicated than then necessary, but then at the other end of the spectrum, you know, there's 

also the opportunity for somebody who's not necessarily, you know, a hardcore computer 

engineer, but who likes to dabble in programming and by finding some cool API’s to play with 

you can actually get something up and running pretty quickly right without necessarily knowing, 

you know, how to build everything that API delivers, but as long as you know how to use it then 

it can be a great time-saver. 

 

Mike Cowie- Yeah, and on top of that it's very easy now to find and again you and I have 

worked together for over 20 years. So, you know when I was first learning VBA the you know, 

the early days of searching the web where were very early days; and there was always a limit to 

how much you'd be able to find. And now if you did want any sort of sample, if you know, you 

have a particular need to get data out of something or to initiate some tasks in an application in 



an automated fashion using an API. You're almost always going to find at least some part of 

sample code and almost any language to at least get you far enough to you know, have a working 

example and not too much time. So I'm not sure if I completely answer the question, but that's I 

do think that's something that we lose sight of someone who's not necessarily technical you don't 

necessarily need to go off and take a very long class and learn a lot about a programming 

language, you know, it certainly is valuable if you can but there are often a lot of samples that 

you can draw on and especially, you know, one of the things we've done at QueBIT is we often 

will let's this is going to sound maybe over complicated, but it really simplifies things for our 

own development in that is will often make our own let's call it an internal API that we use 

around other API’s we work with so, you know, we may simplify things that we need to do using 

the Rest API’s that we work with so that it's easier for us to produce code in our own 

applications. And that's a pretty common thing and that's also something that you might find for 

other applications you want to work with if there's an API for Salesforce, which there is it my 

guess is there are other you know, third parties who have built libraries that do very specific 

tasks using those API’s that are even easier to work with than if you were to try to you know 

write code using the Salesforce API as it is. 

 

AG Tan- Yeah, that's a great point. I think you know this to pull this together in case we've lost 

people a little bit. I'm trying to think of a good analogy outside the programming world for how 

API’s and standards are so valuable and the only thing I've been able to think of so far well while 

you were talking and while I was trying to listen at the same time obviously was maybe in 

manufacturing. So for example a couple of years ago well, there are I was thinking about the an 

airbag manufacturer that had some recall problems and part of the issue I think was that they 

were supplying air bags too many different brands of cars the point being that you know, I 

obviously I'm kind of making this up but you know Ford and Toyota and General Motors were, 

you know, potentially all using the same airbag supplier because they were standards in place 

that enable them to plug those are bags into their cars and therefore they didn't have to worry 

about designing and building air bags from scratch themselves. I realize this is a slightly 

unfortunate example because of the problems this company had, but in general the point being 

that there are a lot of things that go into cars that are not built by the car company they are built 

by somebody else to certain standards that then get, you know picked up by the cars, right? So 

API’s in some ways gives you that building blocks written by hopefully experts that you can then 

plug into your applications. Don't know if you can think of a better example than that, but that 

was my first try. 

 

Mike Cowie- No, nothing's jumping into my head. But I mean you're touching on a really 

important point to with what we're talking about with API’s. And that's just a modularity of 

them. I think that's the other change over time. There's no API that's going to cover everything 

you need to do. But as you're deciding if you think about in business terms, I need to you know 

scan PDF documents that I receive and take some of the data from those and put them into a 

database that I maintain, you know, there are different API’s out there that could help you get 

along the way whether it's just working with PDF files in general. There are a whole host of 

ways of doing that through API’s, there's as far as kind of recognizing text on there if let's say 

that's just a scan. So it's not, you know PDF or it's easy to get the text out, there are libraries and 

API’s out there that do that as far as getting data into databases there more API’s for that. 



So I think it's really important to think about the different pieces. You can plug along the way to 

plug in to fill those gaps and that's really what we're talking about. There's no one API out there 

that's going to do all those things but put together, you know, knowing that these things can plug 

in easily. It makes life very easy for someone who's trying to put a solution together. 

 

Mike Cowie- Mike, suppose I am not a professional programmer, but you know, perhaps I'm an 

analyst or I just like to mess around with programming and I've got some maybe VBA skills and 

maybe I've learned some JavaScript perhaps and I kind of want to explore this API world. Do 

you have any tips for how I could get started? 

 

Mike Cowie- Sure, I think it's nice to really take a step back, even though the engineering me 

likes to get into the technical weeds; but I think if you're looking at any project, it should look 

like a real project which would be to get a sense of the business requirements. What problem are 

you trying to solve? So just not even in technical terms think about what you're trying to 

accomplish so that could be as simple as just an example of something that I've worked on with 

my team in the past that was more of an experiment was playing around with creating a chatbot. 

So part of what we had to think about was what is this going to do? Where is it going to be used? 

So we thought about is it just an internal chatbot. Is it something that's going to have to connect 

with our sales team? So we're thinking about what are all the moving parts to this. What's it 

going to look like from a user perspective? What is it going to be able to answer questions about? 

So really just coming together as a team and thinking about what this is or if it's something 

you're working on personally just having a concept for what it is that you want to build and what 

are the pieces that make that up? That's kind of where I would start. From there it's really just a 

matter of getting into you know, what individual steps you would need to kind of work out. So 

there might be a you have a goal of let's say making this chatbot. So part of that is going to be 

you know, in our case it was something that was going to go on a web browser. So we had to 

have a web application. So there are lots of options for that. So we managed to find an 

environment and a place to host this that worked well. The second piece was trying to come up 

with you know, what was going to make the chatbots itself? So that was a case where we looked 

at different things like IBM's Watson has different API’s for that and the great thing about some 

of these API’s is in the case of some of the IBM Watson and you know, Microsoft also has 

similar APIS’s as do many other places you a web interface you can go to just to try them out. So 

you don't actually have to write any code, you know, if you find something that in this case did a 

sort of a chatbot conversation type dialog. That was something you could just play with and see 

how it worked and get a sample sense of the sample code that would go into that. So I think it's 

really where a nice error or two not only their great API’s, but there are ways of interacting with 

them that require you writing no code at all that you can just try them out. And then some of the 

last pieces we had to look at were things that we thought we knew how to do but you know, it 

turned out we thought it might be too much work and that was basically, you know, having the 

conversation. So the piece that would let a customer type in something in a web browser and that 

would somehow get to someone at QueBIT. So, you know, that was something we didn't really 

think about it at the time, but certainly we you know was something we had to do. So there 

happen to be libraries that we found are built into we were developing in Microsoft Visual Studio 

and they're turned out to be some libraries that helped us get there. But again what you 

sometimes will find even in some of the better API’s out there is not even just a sample for the 

like the conversation dialogue you're trying to write, but there may even be sample applications 



that they provide to you and that to be honest is kind of what got us started as well. So I think 

kind of going back to the beginning is really thinking about what is the business problem I'm 

trying to solve? Thinking about the component parts and then starting to use things like Google 

just to search for what options might be out there in just starting to evaluate those.  

 

AG Tan- That's I feel like I could go off and do this now, you know, and I think this is one case 

where plagiarism is absolutely okay right? People put the sample code out there for a reason and 

there's absolutely nothing wrong with stealing it and using that as a learning tool if you will 

because sometimes it's a lot easier to change somebody else's code than to write your own from 

scratch. 

 

Mike Cowie- Yeah, and I will say the other thing you will find very often especially in you 

know, some of the more prominent API’s out there is you will have communities and you know 

basically forms that you can go to and ask questions. So if maybe you're not sure how would I go 

about doing something they're often communities? You can just pose that question and you'll get 

many responses sometimes from even the developers the API’s that will give you some ideas in 

an often sample code. So I totally agree there's no harm. And if you're finding sample code on a 

public forum somewhere or anything like that that's almost always a great start. I mean quite 

often it's not exactly the code you would write, but it's often enough to get you the beginning of 

something that you can turn into, you know a test case or a sample a sample solution to what 

you're trying to do. 

 

AG Tan- Yeah and there's nothing a developer likes more than having people use what they 

have built, right? You know, and so this is really what you know, what the whole point of it is 

like that you're building on something that somebody felt passionate enough about to create.  

 

Mike Cowie- Again in there you know, this is not necessarily for everyone, but there are also 

opportunities to give back. So if there's a particular, you know API or library that you're working 

with often and let's say there are things missing from that a lot of these applications have their 

source code made publicly available. That's not to say that just anyone can go in and make 

changes, but you can submit, you know enhancements and things that you think would be useful 

to that library in the owner of that application may decide to incorporate what you work on. So, 

there's definitely a much more of a community atmosphere around many of these open source 

projects in particular. Where down the road if that's you know, if it really takes off and the 

engineering you takes over. There are a lot of ways to give back as well. And even if you're just 

answering questions, that's great too. You don't necessarily have to be, you know, contributing to 

an open source project. But you know, that's these are really all built around people, you know 

wanting money to help other people solve problems, and it's just invaluable having that 

available. 

 

AG Tan- I love that Mike you know, there's nothing I can add to what you just said about it 

being about people and community and helping each other out, and I'm sure that there are some 

people who would never have thought that a conversation about API’s and coding would end up 

being about community. So, I love it. Thank you. Well, that's it for today. Thank you for 

listening. We would love to hear from you. Do you have anything you would like to Ask 



QueBIT About Analytics? You can tweet us AskQueBIT or email us at info@quebit.com. That's 

info@quebit.com. Until next time. 

 


