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INFORMATION MANAGEMENT AND BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE

TURNING INFORMATION INTO VITAL BUSINESS INSIGHT
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1 INTRODUCTION

The modern business is overwhelmed with data!!

Data originates from various sources across the organization, in various forms and frequencies, and flows constantly through your business. While there is a lot of data, much of it may not contribute significantly to business decisioning, given that it is held in disparate systems and perhaps duplicated across various business units.

But it is only when you extract, refine, cleanse, standardize and exploit the data do you realize its value and channelize it to covert this to valuable information and thereon to actionable business insight. 

Business Intelligence (BI) is a category of applications and technologies for gathering, storing, analyzing and providing access to data to help enterprise users make better business decisions. BI applications include the activities of decision support systems, query and reporting, Online Analytical Processing (OLAP), statistical analysis, forecasting and data mining. 

Business Analytics is a logical extension of Business Intelligence which helps in arriving at an optimal or realistic decision based on Business Intelligence. Common applications of Analytics include the study of business data using statistical analysis in order to discover and understand historical patterns with an eye to predicting and improving business performance in the future.

Gartner Inc, the leading global IT research and advisory firm, has advised that the licensing revenue for BI software is expected to rise from $3 billion on 2009 to $3.5 billion by 2010, with the fastest growth in Latin America and Asia, and India posting double digit growths in the past 3 financial years. The research firm said a survey of 1,400 Chief Information Officers showed that BI ranked as their highest technology priority.

This white paper discusses the approaches to building Business Intelligence applications and provides various solutions to creating a data infrastructure that is robust, sustainable and provides measurable business value.

DATAWAREHOUSE APPROACH OPTIONS

1.1 Problem Statement

Some of the apprehensions when implementing a Data warehouse are:

Should a data warehouse implementation cost me a year and millions of dollars? Can I use some past learning from the DWH community and fast-track fresh implementations? Is there a way to fool-proof my DWH implementation? 

The most popular options to creating a DWH are:

Top down – Need driven, go from reporting requirements and get information required to build the DWH and collect only the relevant data

· Pros: 

· Time to market is very fast

· Addresses need!

· Cons:

· Not scalable 

· Not flexible for future needs

Bottom Up – Go from consolidating “ALL” data and building a complete repository and then building reporting framework on top of this

· Pros:

· Encompass ALL granular data needs

· More future ready

· Cons:

· Higher cost of build and maintenance

· Longer time to implement

And finally, does the data warehouse, whichever way you may chose to 

build it; provide you with ACTIONABLE 

BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE, or are you still gazing into a crystal ball 

for Business insight?


1.2 Layers of Implementation

The 3 layers of a typical DWH architecture are:

· Enterprise Data Warehouse

· Data Integration

· Business intelligence

EDW (Enterprise Data Warehouse)

This is the data persistent layer where consolidation of multiple data sources happens and governance on control of distribution to data marts and BI environments is managed

Data Integration (ETL)

This includes all tools and components necessary to retrieve, extract, validate, transform and load data from various sources to target data warehouses, data marts and interface applications. Profiling, matching, merging and cleansing data form part of some vendors’ features.    

BI (Business Intelligence) 

This is the delivery layer that includes all tools and components to provide insight, analyze data and support business decisions. 

SAKSOFT’S APPROACH

Saksoft has market differentiators in this space by having a unique approach to the problem.

Instead of a top down or bottom approach, Saksoft specializes in an “Optimum need driven model”. This takes into account all end-user information requirements and carries an extensive review on need for future scalability. 

This is driven by specialized knowledge of in-house senior consultants and by past experiences; so the rich learning can be put to beneficial results in future implementations.

1.3 Implementation Considerations

There are various ways in which the optimum solution is achieved. Some of the most relevant and key factors for success are discussed here:

Analyze right scope 

With special attention to future scalability needs; ensure right requirements are taken without having to gold plate information.

Don’t re-invent the wheel 

Data model should follow domain and industry based best practices. Many vendors prescribe readymade data models but the choice of right data model will save overall man efforts and millions in money terms.

M. B. R Analysis

Plan for Make, Buy and Re-use early (so consistency and reusability is exploited early)

IM governance

Governance and stewardship is an absolute must (adopt early). Identify IM Assets, Owners and Stewards.  To maximize business value, IM Assets needs to be effectively managed and IM Governance applied.

De-risk Data Integration 

Address Information Integration issues with source systems. Understand your source data before going into design.

Choose the right tool 

Choosing the right tool set (ETL, DB and reporting) based on Cost, Market presence, reliability, support and finally internal competency on tool set.  

Performance tuning

Performance tuning factors should be considered by making use of the best of the tool vendors’ capabilities.

1.4 Tools and Technologies

The main expense of BI programs is not the tools that you use to deliver the information, but all the work that goes behind the scenes to ensure that it is the right information, at the right time and with the appropriate degree of accuracy. 

The big chunks of BI project costs are located in the three pillars: 

1. Understand the important business decisions and what numbers, and thereby data, is necessary to support these

2. Understand the data available in the organization, how it relates to other data and transforms into business decisions

3. Transform the data to provide information answering business questions. Focus on embedding the use of information in the corporate DNA.

The cost of BI tools themselves are only a minor part of the above. 

With this premise we provide three approaches to BI Tool selection:

Single Vendor

The main reasons for adopting a single vendor approach in BI:

1. Better interoperability: Interoperability between the tools is out-of-the-box, saving on time and effort in developing and maintaining integration. 

2. Cheaper licensing and support costs: Cheaper to buy a bundled solution from one vendor and ongoing maintenance fees would typically also be less.

3. Less people needed: You don’t need to hire an expert for each different vendor tool, thereby reducing the size and cost of your BI team.

4. Clarity in problem resolution: If something goes wrong with your implementation, you don’t get different vendors blaming each other for the problem. 

While there are many advantages to this approach, following should be noted: 

1. Consistent look-and-feel: The assumption that tools will have a common look-and-feel is not always true. It is possible that the vendor has recently acquired part of their product set and not fully integrated it as yet with the BI suite.

2. Cheaper Licensing: It may be economical to purchase bundles of products from a vendor. But care needs to be taken in depending on all business needs on same vendor as loss of support from vendor would mean less time to manage risk (switch over).

3. Losing on new market tools: By limiting your selection, you can miss out on emerging technologies.

Some key Single Vendor combinations:
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Note: Some combinations only work on certain OS and Database.

Best of Breed

When considering your company’s business intelligence needs, consider the following reasons to choose different business intelligence vendors:

1. The ability to mix and match: You can build your own optimal set of tools for your organization's unique needs—with tools you know will work the way you need them to. For example, while IBM offers a complete suite, its data modeling tool is not one of the keepers. 

2. Freedom to apply leverage with a vendor, and ultimately, the freedom to walk away: Those who bought open systems switch out at will. They simply say, “Mr. Vendor, we don't like your product. We don't like your pricing. In the next cycle, we're going somewhere else!” That freedom to adopt better, more advanced tools is critical in the rapidly evolving state of technology. 

3. Flexibility: Best-of-breed applications offer greater flexibility in connecting with best-in-class point solutions. This could be due to a more technically advanced plug-in architecture of best-of-breed systems. In addition, they are more customizable than BI suite applications.

4. Acquisition Costs: The initial purchase price of individual best-of-breed applications is lower than that of an integrated platform.

Following is a list of disadvantages when working with multiple vendors for you BI Tool needs:

1. Pervasiveness of BI within Organization: The risks of choosing a best-of-breed approach include focusing on technology. Over the years, businesses will have to shift their focus from the technologies to process-driven capabilities that make BI less tactical and more strategic. 

2. Acquisition Costs: The initial purchase price of individual best-of-breed applications is lower than that of an integrated platform. However, as best-of-breed products are added over time (to address the growing user needs for new functionality), the cost of the overall BI solution increases.

3. Support and lifetime maintenance costs: Expenses for direct training in multiple applications must be considered in the best-of-breed scenario. There are more potential failure points at the interfaces, and more performance tuning may be required between the BI tools and the enterprise systems in a best-of-breed scenario. 

4. Vendor Stability: Whether small, innovative companies will survive in the long run is the biggest uncertainty surrounding best-of breed vendors. Those that do survive may still end up being taken over by larger vendors looking for specialized capabilities. 

Some key Best of Breed combinations:
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Open Source

The proprietary applications in the BI space have typically focused on expensive enterprise licenses. Open source BI has gained significant traction in both acceptance and popularity in recent years. A few key open source BI vendors have started providing a breadth of functionalities that can be considered to the closest match to commercial offerings from companies such as Business Objects, Informatica, Cognos or Oracle. 

The benefits that open source BI provides over proprietary tools include:

1. Affordability: Companies are looking for cheaper BI solutions while proprietary tools come with heavy license and support costs. Open source software is freely available without any licensing costs. Once a company starts using the OSS, they are willing to pay for enhanced features and technical support. 

2. Flexibility to customize and reduced dependency on vendors: Users can access the source code, change the code, and even submit enhancements and/or fixes of OSS back to the community to be peer reviewed and possibly added to the next build. There is no need to wait for vendor roadmaps or new releases. This reduces vendor dependency. 

3. Interoperability: It is likely that OSS BI tools are built on open standards and hence can be interoperable with other open standard systems.

There are many challenges to adoption of open source BI by enterprises, including:

1. Lack of formal support and training: Many open source vendors are small and may lack professional support services. BI developers require vendor support and don’t want to be left on their own with open source BI technology. Therefore, one of the challenges for adoption could be the demonstration of support by the BI OSS vendor.

2. Open source licensing: License terms are not standard, so it is important to pay close attention to terms. There are no warranties regarding media, viruses and performance. 

3. Other: OSS has limitations in relation to management of large data size. Other areas where additional development may be needed are security integration, data source adapters, , metadata management and usage of dashboard capabilities.

Some key Open Source combinations:
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In Summary,

It is possible to get the best out of your data warehouse implementation by engaging the right strategy and deploying the right resources not only in terms HW/SW but also by deploying the right consultants and experts. 
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Does your data and information look like this?
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