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Members share their experiences selecting and implementing BI tools during this September 2010 WebForum. NOREX retains the original, unedited version in order to facilitate future networking.  Contact your NOREX Member Care Team for assistance. *Please note that this is a transcript of an audio conference and it may contain misspellings and grammatical errors.  The names of participants have been abbreviated, and their organizations have been deleted from this transcript. 

2BI Poll:


2BI implementation advice


3Requirements gathering


5Promoting BI


6BI tools


9BI tool acceptance


9Development and Testing




NOREX WebForum Transcript
Business Intelligence

September 30, 2010

BI Poll:

[image: image1.png]B staus:

[ e—
ol e ok s
[T a——

koo

on
— oo




Topic: BI implementation advice

Moderator: Our first topic involves BI implementation experiences. Does anyone have advice for those just getting started with a BI project?
Gerry D: From my experience, it really is making sure that the requirements from the business are well thought out and worked through. A lot of times implementing the tools is fine, but it is the reporting and the processes that you implement afterward that really make the value of the tool. I have run into instances where the business comes to you or comes to IT with an Excel report, so to speak, and says, this is what I want. Not an actual requirement of the data that they are trying to mine and the data that they are trying to look at, or even better, the business problem that they are trying to resolve and need data to do that. When they just give you an Excel template, you know, a lot of times that is very difficult to duplicate, and at the end of the day it misses the mark on what they really needed.

Moderator: Thanks, Gerry. Have you had quite a bit of experience with multiple tools?

Gerry D.: I implemented a business warehouse, or BW in SAP, I have implemented Cognose to look at other data from other sources as well. So, about seven year’s worth of experience doing that.

Moderator: OK. At different companies or the same company?

Gerry D.: Different companies.

Moderator: Did some of the implementations go better than others?

Gerry D.: Yes, it really does matter on the involvement of the business and how much they are willing to help you define your requirements. The other thing that I found really helpful was, especially in SAP BW, there are a lot of data reports that are canned out of the box that you can implement in two to three weeks, and if you can get your business partners to buy off on those canned reports, as opposed to trying to develop custom reports, that makes your implementations go a lot faster, and they can get to their data subsequently a lot faster, and it makes the turnaround a lot quicker. It is also a lot cheaper than having to do custom coding to bring those reports to bear.

Topic: Requirements gathering

Moderator: Gerry, you mentioned how important it is to get the requirements, get the other folks involved. How do you do that? How do you gather the requirements from the business to build a strategy?

Gerry D.: Well, I guess, when you talk about, to build a strategy, do you mean your overall strategy for BI or the strategy for a project to generate information? I mean, if you are looking at your overall strategy for BI, you really need to understand the tools that are required. Are you going to do what is called an OLAP process? Do you need cubes where people are going to slice and dice the data, so to speak? Are you going to just need reports? So, you need to understand what the business requirement is in terms of the type of data that they want to look at, and then that can define what type of tools you want to use.

Paula M.: We recently were given some advice that I thought would have been very helpful when we initially implemented, and that was to determine what would benefit the organization the most, as far as maybe a report or something like that. Putting something out there that is usable by the majority of the population will help create buy in from all of the different departments. It might be a certain financial report that everyone needs to see. Maybe it is the status of how the company is doing. Something like that, that people would want to see and would cover all departments generically. We would let them kind of get a taste of what it can do, and then that helps them want to make it grow.

Moderator: So, when you implemented your BI strategy, you were not able to do that, or you did not do that?

Paula M.: We did not do that. We initially started with only one department, which left others going, well, but what about us? You know, you say it is coming, it is not here yet, that sort of thing. So, if you get everyone involved initially, that might be better approach.

Moderator: What do you think you would have done differently?

Paula M.: I think we would have gone down that route. I think we would have created something like a dashboard that gave some information that people would like to see. Just something that they like the flash of it and have something like that out there for them to see and make them see the benefit of it.

Moderator: Thanks, Paula.

Brian H.: One of the ways I think that we have gathered requirements here is to look at what is currently being reported, and that is done through various means. Sometimes, we have key results indicators or key performance indicators, and when you dig into how those indicators are being put together, the quality of the data and the effort that is being used to actually create them, once you understand that, number one, you have a requirement for, well, these things are common things that we do once a month or once a week, and here is the amount of time it is actually taking to put them together. Here is the, you know, the inaccuracy of them, etc. Those tend to be sort of immediate, first choice, low hanging fruit requirements, to say, in any business intelligence solution we put together would need to be able to handle these key results indicators.

Larry H.: One of the things that I always struggle with when you talk about a business intelligence strategy versus a reporting strategy and things of that nature, they are different levels. So sometimes I get crosswise as what your perspective is or what other people’s perspective is on that. I would say, for us, we have a reporting strategy, and maybe that is on the crux of a business intelligence strategy, but it is really not where it needs to be from that perspective. So, it is really tool-based, that we have. We have, you know, every tool you can possibly think of, but the main reporting tool that people use and that is within the company is Excel, which is, I think, probably common across the industry. 
But when you talk about requirements, one of the challenges that you have, especially with dealing with financial folks, as you start talking about things such as dashboards or visualization of information and things of that nature, the trend is going to be, from a financial perspective is, I want to be able to balance the books. So not only do I want to see the key performance indicator, but I also want to see all the data that makes it up so I can do my own reconciliation of that. That is a challenge. That is a problem in any of the tools you have, especially when you start dealing with massive amounts of data. So, part of the strategy that we have that is part of the reporting strategy is; how do you break away from that, here are the things you need to have. And then how do you give people the ability to drill down to get that other information as they need it, not, I have to have everything that I have to have in place to make that happen. So that is a challenge that is really a challenge around visualizations of information, and it is a change management issue. More importantly is the what; what is it that I need to see, but more importantly, how do I present that.

Rick B.: We have been using BI for about two years now, and a lot of our requirements are by our particular departments here at the city. Currently, we have 11 different user groups that use BI using dashboards, and within the dashboard capability, we use Oracle in particular. We have things like the finance department would like to see spreadsheets that they use. Within Oracle BI, there are download links and things like that that you can download into Excel and PowerPoint and different things, that they can do a lot of their calculations if you give them the information. We bring it all into the data warehouse, and through our dashboards, we set up to look at the information they want to look at and do their calculations, also. So, Oracle has made it really easy for us, just to be able to get them that information, but also to download it into Excel to make it just a lot like they do normally.

Topic: Promoting BI
Moderator: All right, here is another topic from Rob. What if your CEO does not believe that BI is worth the investment? What are the best examples to demonstrate where the investment will pay off? Anybody have any advice on promoting BI and getting buy in? How have you gotten ROI and how do you justify the investment in BI?

Brian H.: I would have to say that initially, it is looking at what you are currently doing and finding out the cost of doing sort of ad hoc BI, and not only the cost of the folks that are doing it. Because, you know, what we have found is that there are people out doing BI type work that is spending a fair amount of time correcting data and developing reports and gathering information through various means. So finding out the cost of what that is and then being able to say, well, the cost of the BI solution is this, and then figuring out if there is a real value in the BI. You know, I do not think you can just go on the fact that there are all these promises in the future. You have to be able to justify it from the current situation as well.

Rob B.: Brian, when you guys came up with your estimates of what your plan--I assume you implemented it in phases. How much the actual cost varied from what your anticipated expense was? Is it like a factor of two? Is it, hey, we were spot on? Is it, hey, it cost less than we thought? What is the gut feel out there?

Brian H.: I suspect that everything I have ever been involved in always costs more than we thought it was going to cost. So it is probably a factor of one point something. I do not know if two is the right answer. I realize it is also hard to get these estimates of what people are actually spending to put this information together. In our circumstance, it has been--sometimes, I think the organization wants richer information than we are actually able to provide with the current tools that we had. So people will want to be able to do some analysis and go back and say, well, how many of the type of thing did we have on this date? What we find is that, well, we do not really have a method for doing that, capturing this data is quite cumbersome, and it requires this chain of people working on it, and so forth. So we are able to demonstrate the cost of that chain, the cost of not having the implementation when we need it.

Rob B.: Thank you. Paula, you have mentioned two things. One is getting something that the whole organization can look at and buy into, and then also, I think there was some low hanging fruit, key performance metrics out there, so I got some ideas from that, but were there some particular metrics that you found the whole organization bought in with more than others?

Paula M.: Well, being with the state and the transportation industry, that sort of thing, it is a little different. I have never experienced data like I have experienced here. So, really more the way that we approached it is, it started out with executive staff wanting to see something in the form of a dashboard. 
So, if you can have something like that, to get their buy in, find out what they want to see. Even if you worked through something like Xcelsius that had a static that you have to load through Excel, even if it did not connect to the database and refresh, if you started with something as simple as that, just to let them see the value of what you could provide with something that was dynamic, then you could better create buy in from them. In the same process, if you can kind of cater it toward something that the entire company wants to see, then you have got everyone's buy in, because their eyes start opening to what they could do with it.

Larry H.: One of the things that we did, again, as a reporting solution, is we implemented Business Objects over a decade ago, thinks manager, but one of the things it was doing and what was the driving force for us, is that we needed to provide a method of delivering secured information to a wide variety of people over the web. They way we were doing that before we had a tool was we were building applications. When you talk about something to build an application to present a dashboard or information or data to individuals and groups of individuals, the trade off of the time it took to do that, and then versus when we brought in a reporting solution, was, you could do it in a few minutes and have that thing delivered versus weeks or months to do those other things. 
Plus, then you had the hosting of the application and the maintenance of the application and things of that nature etc. So we used that as a basis of, when we talk about justification, two things. Number one, a secured delivery, same single version of the truth for that subject area, as well as, you could do it quickly and dynamically, and oh by the way you did not necessarily need it to have an IT programmer developer to do it. When you talked about the return on investment in that manner, it did pass controller scrutiny, that what we had and what we needed to do.

William N.: I think one other addition is the audit-ability of a tool versus Excel. If you have got a lot of people using Excel, it becomes much more difficult to audit. So if you can capture those KPIs in the tool, you can standardize them across the organization and they become much more audit-able.

Topic: BI tools

Moderator: Let's talk about tools. What are the most common ones in use and why are you using them. Larry, you are using Business Objects. I imagine you evaluated that against many others.

http://www.sap.com/solutions/sapbusinessobjects/index.epx
Larry H.: Sure, and we have several tools within the company. We are an SAP shop, so we have SAP BW as well, and we are in the process of integrating the SAP Business Objects and Business Warehouse in together through a series of steps, but we are not there yet. But when I talk about the Enterprise, what is our Enterprise reporting tool, it is Business Objects.

http://www.sap.com/solutions/benchmark/bw.epx
Brian H.: For the data portion of the BI solution, we are using a tool from Kalido, and it basically is sort of an Enterprise data warehousing tool that makes it very easy for us to model from a business perspective and change things, etc. I am not advertising for Kalido, but that is what we are using.

http://www.kalido.com/products-for-business-kalido-inform.htm
Moderator: Thanks. Gerry, you had indicated you are using the BW from SAP, and you have got some experience with Cognos as well?

http://www-01.ibm.com/software/data/cognos/
Gerry D.: Correct.

Moderator: Thoughts?

Gerry D.: Well, we implemented BW because it has a lot of the connectors and everything built right into the SAP data, so you do not really need a lot of external extract transform and load, or ETL, processes. Cognos, I have to admit, it was here before I got here, so I do not really know what the drivers were for why they picked it, but it has been around in our shop for 10 to 15 years.

Tom O.: We picked IBI's WebFOCUS because we have a significant amount of data that is still in IMS databases, and at the time, they had the best connectors to that data and, you know, the ability to join DB2 and IMS and Microsoft SQL and so forth. So that is why we picked that tool, and it has worked pretty well for us.

http://www.informationbuilders.com/products/webfocus/
Moderator: All right. Here is a question from William. We need to acquire tools for a wide range of users; what are others using? Maybe elaborate a little bit more, when you say wide range?
William N.: Yes, you have got some users that are you know, fairly limited in their technological capabilities and others who are very sophisticated. Has anyone found a single tool that meets all those, or did they end up with a compilation of different?

Paula M.: We actually have an Oracle background database, and then we have the Business Objects enterprise on top of that. I think that one will work pretty well if you didn’t roll it out like we did.  Unfortunately we went about it the wrong way with this department. They were a bit overwhelmed by what we had that we were presenting to them on how to create their own queries. In retrospect they really only wanted one query and they were more than happy to provide those requirements. They just wanted that put out there so they could just go and run it. I think that we have other departments that are like you say more sophisticated in their IT experience that could handle creating those queries on their own and would thoroughly enjoy doing so. I think that it would take a little bit more effort on IT’s part to get things set up for the departments that didn’t want to but I think that SAP, the business objects, would work really well for that given that type of situation. 
I also think that we looked at OBIEE and we found that on the surface it looked like it could do everything that we wanted it to do. We are just not so certain that it would do it as gracefully. We haven’t dug into it deeply enough yet. We may be looking at it some more just because another department wants us to look at it. I really personally would go with the business objects rather than going with the OBIEE. In addition OBIEE, from what we are seeing, requires you to purchase additional pieces of it to put on top of it to accomplish the same things that get from SAP. 
http://www.oracle.com/us/solutions/ent-performance-bi/enterprise-edition-066546.html
Larry H.: We have different users in different types of groups and we have categorized different groups. We did select business objects for that criteria. You can have a simple report of what you need to do plus also drillable reports that would allow for the little bit more advanced user to be able to manage things. We did structure and put a structure in place to mange the data access because we didn’t want people necessarily trying to get different things in different ways because we found that even though some people were query savvy if they were thinking about getting the key performance indicator information and didn’t include parts of things that should be in the where clause etc. they will get different answers. 
So business objects allows that universe and that segregation that allowed that to happen to be broadly available but yet have people tailor their own things that they needed with that. That was successful to that lower level and now as we get into dashboards, into visualization of that information that allows for the drillability and takes advantage etc. between the combination of the reports on the dashboard has been very successful for us as far as identifying issues. However, it isn’t what I would say the power user uses. We still use things like Hyperion Analyzer and things of that nature for doing that really deep dive sort of analysis.

Moderator: Does that dashboard come with the BO tool?

Larry H.: It is an add-on. You can buy it as part of--it is a Crystal Xcelsius dashboard tool. 

Moderator: Is this helpful William?

William N.: Yes, thank you.

Paula M.: The thing that we liked about SAP is that they have more of a CPU license that was much more affordable for us than it was through Oracle. So that was the other thing I was going to say.

Topic: BI tool acceptance

Moderator: Here is another topic related to tools. How readily was your tool adopted by your company? Who uses it; IS or end users? Let’s do a quick poll by utilizing the raise hand function on your control panel. 

BI tool used by IS only

2


BI tool used by end-users only
3


BI tool used by combination
11

Christine this is your topic, you are asking also how readily was the tool adopted by your company. Any thoughts on what you can do to enhance the adoption and the acceptance of the tool?  
Paula M.: Based on our experience I would say that dashboard that was recommended to us would be an excellent way to start. I would say; start out kind of slowly in a way. Ease them into it. The thing that we saw in one department that we brought live was that they were overwhelmed. 

Moderator: Any other advice on adopting tools and rolling them out?

Philip G.: We are rolling out MicroStrategy in our shop but previous to that we were using a cube based system. Our adoption initially wasn’t quite there because we had a fairly mature group that was very comfortable with the tool. I guess in our sense I agree with the previous comment. Slowly get these people to adopt it. Start showing some benefits behind it. Create a very simple dashboard. Show them how they can access the data or present data that they currently can’t get to with their previous tool.   

http://www.microstrategy.com/
Moderator:  What resources are available for learning about BI? 

Man: The data Warehouse Institute is a very good one. 
Topic: Development and Testing

Moderator: Thank you. Here is the final submitted topic. What is your test/development environment? Does anybody have recommendations on how that would look? What is the best way to develop and test these tools? 
Phillip G.: We currently have four BI environments. We have a true development environment and then we have what we call our migration environment. That basically just tests to make sure that all of the objects are migrating correctly. Our third environment is our UAT environment where all of the QA is occurring, users are trying to ensure that everything is correct and then our fourth and final is of course our production environment.

Rick B.: We actually use three environments. We have a development environment and then once that has panned out we push it to test for QA testing and user acceptance testing. Then when the approval is given on that then we push it to our production server. It works out well. We work out the defects and things and get them corrected and then just have a smooth...  We have had 16 releases in the last two years and we have had very little problems at all if any with using this type of set-up.  

Moderator: Did you mention earlier Rick what tool you guys are using?

Rick B.: Yes, we use Oracle Adobe. 

End of discussion
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