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Open Comment – BI for All, not BR for the Few 

 

By Clive Longbottom, Service Director and Louella 
Fernandes, Principal Analyst , Quocirca Ltd 

"Knowledge is power" as the old saying goes, 

and many an organisation has been built and 

prospered on that pretext. In the old days, 

information percolated through highly 

formalised structures to a group of people who 

made decisions based on the information 

provided to them. This was all fine when the 

decision process could take months without 

impacting the business - but times have 

changed, and only those organisations that 

respond rapidly to the knowledge contained 

within changing information can now be 

successful in the mid to long term. 

 

The first issue that businesses are facing is the 

need to react faster to market changes - today 

the competitive windows of opportunity have 

shrunk alarmingly. Internet reach has led to the 

fact that organisations of all sizes now operate 

in a far more competitive global environment, 

so consequently decision cycles are shorter - 

that more people need to have greater access to 

underlying business information, presented in a 

meaningful manner. 

 

Secondly, stovepipe hierarchies have had their 

day. The perceived wisdom has always been 

that no one person should have managerial 

responsibility for more than 15 direct reports, 

preferably as low as five. Therefore, in a 

company of 10,000 employees, you have a 

minimum theoretical hierarchy of four levels 

with a preferred structure of seven levels. 

However, the majority of organisations this size 

will have more than 10 levels, due to 

inefficiencies in the structure. Moving 

information up such hierarchies is slow and can 

lead to issues with perception - the knowledge 

that one person perceives to be contained within 

a specific data set may not be perceived in the 

same manner (or seen at all) by the next person 

up the chain. This leads to the problem of 

"Chinese whispers," where the original thought 
becomes so changed as it moves through the 

hierarchy as to become useless when reaching 

the decision-maker. Again, the old British army 

tale of the original message being, "Send 

reinforcements, we're going to advance" getting 

to HQ as, "Send three and fourpence, we're 

going to a dance" rings true for many a missed 

opportunity for organisations. 

 

Thirdly, existing vendor offerings have been of a 

variable quality, yet have all been messaged as 

the universal answer to an organisation's 

business intelligence needs. Quocirca's research 

points to the market leading tool for data 

analytics being Microsoft Excel - a fine personal 

tool, but one that lacks organisational 

capabilities in areas such as collaboration. It is 

also the one part of the standard Office package 

that the user has the least familiarity with - and 

the least capability to utilise to its full 

capabilities. Functionality such as pivot tables 

and multiple trend analysis are beyond all but 

the most Excel-savvy users, and so large 

amounts of useful information lays unseen 

within the masses of data available to the 

general user. 

 

For those who can use Excel to its best abilities, 

corporate intelligence then becomes 

decentralised, and a failure of a user's desktop 

or laptop can lead to the loss of intelligence that 

has not been formally backed up. 

 

Many other solutions fall under business 

reporting (BR), that is, the capability to present 

a snapshot of where the organisation is or has 

been but add little real value to these findings. 

Although BR has a place to play in reporting the 

status of a business to certain audiences, these 

same audiences are increasingly demanding to 

know what this means for the future and how 

will the business respond to dynamic threats? 

Pity the poor businessperson standing in front of 

an audience of stakeholders who can only look 

backward at what has happened, with no solid 
background to support what may happen in the 

future. 
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Why have organisations arrived at a position 

where the technology is so patently failing to 

support the business? Again, Quocirca has found 

that there are multiple reasons why business 

intelligence (BI) has not achieved mainstream 

adoption, ranging from perceived complexities 

and costs, through to managerial levels not 

entrusting critical decision-making to those 

closer to the coal face. 

 

The organisational approach to business 

intelligence has to break free of these 

constraints. At the highest level, organisations 

have to recognise that knowledge in the hands 

of the few is not power - it is commercial 

suicide. Once this has been recognised, workers 

whatever their hierarchical level, throughout the 

organisation, should be provided with decision-

making capabilities, enabling them to rapidly 

feed information into other levels so that 

decisions can be made more effectively and 

rapidly. 

 

The next areas that need addressing are data 

availability and data quality. With much of an 

organisation's data residing in databases that 

are dedicated to specific applications, there are 

issues of how to get to all the data required at 

any one time, and also whether application A's 

Client_ID field is the same as application B's 

Customer_Name. Even when this has been 

decided, the data needs to be cleansed, for 

example, checking against various metrics to 

see if "Louella Fernandes" and "Louella 

Fernandez" are one and the same person. 

 

The need for broad scale adoption and usage of 

BI means that many existing BI approaches are 

no longer valid. Large, complex, expensive 

standalone BI systems will never be pervasive 

or gain mainstream recognition, for all the 

reasons that are in the first part of the 

sentence. To make BI a core component of an 

employee's life dictates a need for BI to be 

always available, to be available from within the 

employee's day-to-day environment and for it to 

be intuitive in use. What is now required is BI as 

a service - intelligence and reporting that can be 

called from within another environment as 

needed to add value to the task in hand. This 

service needs to be easy for users to utilise, and 

here we need to look at what can be expected 

from various types of workers. 

 

Existing BI systems tend to fall in to one of two 

main camps - either the tool of choice for the 

business analyst or for the statistician. Neither 

approach works when we are looking for 

pervasive BI - something which is simple and 

flexible to use, fits within the framework of 

everyday applications and doesn't require the 

need to understand first or third order trending 

or whether a Monte Carlo would fit in better 

than Bayesian analysis. Shifting the emphasis 

from the few to the many should not be a threat 

to the existing specialists' jobs - the business 

analysts and statisticians will still be required, it 

will just be that their findings will be 

understandable by more people, who will have 

been utilising similar approaches to dealing with 

information on a more regular basis. 

 

Visualisation  

Many newer approaches are highly graphical, 

enabling the user to drag and drop any given 

variables against each other to see the 

underlying interactions. Many users work far 

more effectively with immediate graphical 

output, as the underlying rules for statistics, 

trending and data analysis have not been taught 

to them during their training for core tasks. 

Whether the graphics are bar and pie charts, 

heat diagrams, lines or size blocks is neither 

here nor there - a picture paints a thousand 

words and definitely replaces a lifetime of 

macros and equations. However, even modern 

BI systems can still be confusing for the 

occasional user, and overall usability can still be 

improved through the provision of advanced 

wizards, through better previewing of results 

and through better advice on what may be the 

best way for certain results to be presented. 

 

Collaboration  

The capability for groups to work together on a 

problem should also not be overlooked. BI is 

subject to a modified Metcalf's Law - the value 

of the resulting information grows exponentially 

as the number of people working together 

increases, but only up to a level depending on 
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the type of information. Too many people can 

just confuse the end result, but a single 

viewpoint can be too easily swayed by existing 

perceptions. 

 

What is needed is a system that fits in where it 

needs to be used - an integrated, collaborative 

means of rapidly seeing the interrelation 

between variables for the masses, along with a 

way of pulling out basic information that can be 

rapidly sent through to others for further 

discussion and for decisions to be made based 

on the findings. The system has to have access 

to all data that the end user has authority to 

access as well as information held outside of the 

business. It should have the capability to be 

used as a simple drag-and-drop visual system 

or to be statistically programmed by business 

analysts. The system has to be able to look 

forward as well as backward or else it is just a 

reporting tool. In looking forward, it must be 

able to provide guidelines as to the statistical 

accuracy of the information trended, otherwise 

decision-makers will rapidly lose faith in the 

information fed to them, and such lack of trust 

will have a trickle effect back down to users who 

will no longer bother utilising the tools. 

 

It needs workflows to ensure that necessary 

sign offs are obtained before any business 

impacting action is carried out, yet also needs to 

be empowering enough such that decisions that 

make an end-user's life easier on a day-to-day 

basis can be carried through immediately and 

captured as best practice as necessary. 

 

A tall order? Not really - but vendors will have 

to realise that selling thousands of seats of a 

system at a low cost can be far more profitable 

than a few seats at a high cost. Organisations 

will have to change their mind-sets, accepting 

that hierarchical decision-making is more often 

than not too slow and that capabilities to bypass 

the hierarchy are necessary. Knowledge in the 

hands of the few is too dangerous in today's 

markets, while the old vision of the totally 

empowered workforce has not demonstrated 

any real advantages. Empowering the workforce 

to make decisions within their realm of 

capability is fine, but empowering them to 

rapidly find valuable information and get this to 

the right person at the right time for a corporate 

decision to be made is what the new generation 

of BI has to be about. 
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About Quocirca 
Quocirca is a primary research and analysis company specialising in the business impact of information technology 

and communications (ITC). With world-wide, native language reach, Quocirca provides in-depth insights into the 

views of buyers and influencers in large, mid-sized and small organisations.  Its analyst team is made up of real-

world practitioners with first hand experience of ITC delivery who continuously research and track the industry 

and its real usage in the markets. 

 

Through researching perceptions, Quocirca uncovers the real hurdles to technology adoption – the personal and 

political aspects of an organisation’s environment and the pressures of the need for demonstrable business value in 

any implementation.  This capability to uncover and report back on the end-user perceptions in the market enables 

Quocirca to advise on the realities of technology adoption, not the promises. 

 

Quocirca research is always pragmatic, business orientated and conducted in the context of the bigger picture. ITC 

has the ability to transform businesses and the processes that drive them, but often fails to do so. Quocirca’s 

mission is to help organisations improve their success rate in process enablement through better levels of 

understanding and the adoption of the correct technologies at the correct time. 

 

Quocirca has a pro-active primary research programme, regularly surveying users, purchasers and resellers of ITC 

products and services on emerging, evolving and maturing technologies. Over time, Quocirca has built a picture of 

long term investment trends, providing invaluable information for the whole of the ITC community. 

 

Quocirca works with global and local providers of ITC products and services to help them deliver on the promise 

that ITC holds for business. Quocirca’s clients include Oracle, Microsoft, IBM, Dell, T-Mobile, Vodafone, EMC, 

Symantec and Cisco, along with other large and medium sized vendors, service providers and more specialist 

firms. 

 

Details of Quocirca’s work and the services it offers can be found at 

http://www.quocirca.com 

http://www.quocirca.com/

