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Delivering Business Insight Today:                   
The Power of Operational BI 

Today's business decision maker faces a conundrum that challenges even the 
most analytical minds.  On one hand, more data is available to support 
business intelligence (BI) tools and techniques than ever before.  Aberdeen 
research shows that companies are seeing an average 41% annual growth in 
usable business data and an ever expanding variety of data sources to pull 
from.  On the other hand, that growth in data volume and complexity can 
become the enemy of expedience.  The ability to find the most relevant 
information and deliver it to the business decision makers within an 
advantageous timeframe now comes at a high premium.  Aberdeen's August 
2010 benchmark report, Operational Intelligence: Boosting Performance with 
"Right-Time" Business Insight, demonstrated that top-performing companies 
are able to equip their operational managers with business insight in time to 
affect positive change on a more immediate basis than ever before. 

This Aberdeen Research Brief investigates the key aspects of a Best-in-Class 
strategy for operational BI.  The research shows that by delivering on-time 
business insight, these top performers are able to drive substantial 
performance improvement in key operational metrics such as sales pipeline 
efficiency and customer responsiveness. 

Figure 1: Best-in-Class Deliver Information in "Right-Time" 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2010 

The Increasing Urgency of Information 
Aberdeen research continually asks the question - in the business world, 
what is "real-time"?  The answer inevitably lies in an organization's ability to 
make timely decisions.  The better question is - how soon after a business 
event occurs do you need information about that event?  For some 

Research Brief 

Aberdeen’s Research Briefs 
provide a detailed exploration 
of a key finding from a primary 
research study, including key 
performance indicators, Best-
in-Class insight, and vendor 
insight. 

Recommended Actions 

Companies implementing or 
augmenting operational BI 
capabilities should consider the 
following recommendations: 

√ Adopt a continuous process 
to identify operational KPIs 

√ Improve ability to share and 
exchange data across 
operational silos 

√ Develop programs to 
coach/train/develop 
analytical talent in-house 

√ Implement automated alert 
reporting capabilities 

Recommendations discussed in 
more detail at the end of this 
document. 

 

http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6528/RA-operational-business-intelligence.aspx
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companies the answer actually is true real-time, sub-second or sub-minute 
latency.  For the bulk of us though, that window of opportunity - the 
"decision window," so to speak - is hourly or daily (Figure 1, above).  
However, compared with a 2008 examination of this topic, Aberdeen's 
current research reveals a marked increase in the need for day-to-day 
decision support.  In less than two years, the percentage of companies 
reporting a decision window as daily or shorter has increased from 60% to 
77%.  This increasing urgency of information has placed an even higher 
degree of importance upon delivering business insight within that window, 
and as the research demonstrates, Best-in-Class companies are able to do 
that at a rate that far outstrips their peers (Figure 1, above). 

 

Case Study — A Wholesale Power Grid Operator 

Consider the case of a major U.S. operator and manager of a large high-
voltage wholesale power grid.  Balancing the demand for electricity with 
an equal supply of megawatts, this organization is the impartial link 
between power plants and the utilities that serve tens of millions of 
consumers.  As a crucial team within this organization, the department of 
market monitoring is tasked with monitoring both broader market 
efficiency as well as the behavior of those who participate in the markets. 

Over the years, as the amount of raw data pertaining to the electrical 
grid increased and the number of key metrics expanded, this organization 
realized the need to automate its monitoring tools so that its ability to 
ask questions of that data and generate insight from its analysis could 
keep pace.  The process of analysis was often ad-hoc and not centralized, 
which made the task very manual.  To make matters worse, the manual 
and time consuming process of producing monitoring metrics tied up the 
intellectual horsepower residing in the department.  “We have very 
talented staff members, most with advanced degrees in economics or 
engineering, sifting through volumes of market data.  This talent was 
going to waste spending considerable time searching for a piece of code 
to paste into a spreadsheet for visual rendering and analysis”, recalls Jeff 
McDonald, Manager of Market Analysis and Mitigation.  “We needed a 
centralized repository of KPI, available to everyone easily, that is 
produced automatically so that we could apply our mindshare toward the 
task of monitoring and analysis.” 

Already leveraging technology for integration and data management, the 
organization set about the task of finding a BI tool to enable real time 
access to their data and render it in a visually appealing and intuitive way 
for non-technical users.  “We were using SAS for data manipulation and 
looked into layering their operational BI tool on top.  It fit well with what 
we were looking to do, and with what we were already doing in terms of 
moving data around.  It was essentially vertically integrated from the 

Continued… 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 22% year over year increase 
in operating cash flow 

Compared with 

√ 7% increase for the Industry 
Average 

√ 2% decrease for Laggards 

 



Delivering Business Insight Today: The Power of Operational BI 
Page 3 

 

 

© 2010 Aberdeen Group. Telephone: 617 854 5200 
www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 

Case Study — A Wholesale Power Grid Operator 

start.”  Working with a consulting and implementation team, they 
developed a portal-based repository of their most relevant KPI that could 
easily be maintained and populated with new content by non IT.  This BI 
portal provided a single source for staff looking for visual, graphical 
representation of the metrics that drive their analysis.   

With nearly 100 KPI displayed at all times, and very large volumes of 
underlying information that refreshes every hour, the market monitoring 
team is now able to create a real-time visualization of every metric that 
matters to them.  The team can sift through large volumes of data to 
discern all of the most important pieces of insight to monitor. The most 
important benefit they have realized through their operational BI strategy 
has been the ability to identify problems quicker as well as find more of 
them.  In an industry and a department that lives and dies by the quality, 
quantity, and timeliness of actionable insight, this organization has 
leveraged operational BI to fully harness their human analytical firepower 
and deliver the day-to-day, “right-time” business insight required to 
ensure efficient electrical delivery to millions of people. 

 

Given the growing imperative for better operational decision support, many 
companies turn to BI tools and strategies.  According to the research, the 
key driver behind these initiatives is the need to support operational 
decisions with cleaner, quicker, and more complete data (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Top Pressures Driving the Need for Operational BI 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2010 

Another key pressure is lack of efficiency when it comes to existing 
operations.  Regardless of the function - manufacturing, sales, finance, etc. - 
companies are noticeably dissatisfied with their ability to create better 
operating processes and improve business performance. BI tools and 
strategies can alleviate these challenges by providing daily or even real-time 
visibility into operating information, allowing for faster identification of 
bottlenecks and inefficiencies.  
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BI Collaboration and Pervasiveness 
In order to bridge the gap between the business pain points listed above and 
the performance that is achievable through efficient operational BI, top 
performing companies lean just as much on their organizational maturity as 
they do on technology.  One of the most visible differences is the Best-in-
Class ability to recognize and exploit the analytical talent and culture lying 
dormant within their organizations.  The research shows that top 
performers are more likely to report a culture that values the use of timely 
and accurate data in supporting business decisions or what might be dubbed 
an "information culture".  Another aspect of organizational maturity that 
consistently proves important is the alignment of functional or departmental 
performance metrics to the overall company strategy.  The ability to 
execute on the corporate vision is inextricably linked to the supporting 
business units and how well their daily activities are tied to that vision.  
Best-in-Class companies are 2.2-times more likely to have strong alignment 
between the business unit KPIs and the overall company strategy (Figure 3).  

Figure 3: Fostering a Collaborative Analytical Culture 
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More to the point, Best-in-Class companies are also more likely to share 
data, information, and knowledge across those business functions in order 
to magnify the impact of their analytical strategy.  Finance executives 
generally view the world through a different lens than sales directors or 
procurement managers.  However, top performers recognize and celebrate 
the differing viewpoints and are able to leverage collaborative 
methodologies to develop more creative and insightful analytical techniques 
to use in multiple functional areas.  Best-in-Class companies are more likely 
to leverage cross-functional teams to help facilitate BI delivery across the 
organization, and are also more likely to create open lines of 
communication across business functions in order to share and collaborate 
around the use of data and the creation of business insight (Figure 3). 

Another key Best-in-Class differentiator is the ability to maximize the effect 
of operational BI tools by creating a more pervasive deployment.  Like many 
software technologies, the business impact achievable through deployment 
is directly proportional to the degree to which the tools are leveraged, i.e. 
the utilization rate.  Building upon the capabilities listed in Figure 3, top 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 22% year over year increase 
in inventory turns 

Compared with 

√ 6% increase for the Industry 
Average 

√ 3% increase for Laggards 
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performing organizations are leveraging their organizational culture to 
deliver analytical capability to more roles within the organization, but are 
more likely to achieve a pervasive deployment of BI that touches a variety of 
key business functions and applications (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Best-in-Class Deliver BI to More Functions 
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The operational functions listed above represent a small sampling of use 
cases for BI that Best-in-Class companies have successfully utilized.  Not 
listed above are some non-traditional business functions and use cases for 
BI.  Departments like human resources (HR) and back office functions like 
inventory management, logistics, and procurement are a few that have seen 
an increase in the need for BI tools.  Another BI application gaining ground 
in the business world is for issues surrounding governance, risk 
management, and compliance (GRC).  Between company policies, 
government regulations, and internal process control initiatives, BI is 
increasingly used to help manage GRC related issues (see sidebar at right). 

The most tangible value of BI at an operational level comes when measuring 
the effect on some of the most visible performance metrics.  Best-in-Class 
companies are leveraging operational intelligence to drive substantial year 
over year improvement in several of these crucial KPI (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Boosting Operating Performance with BI 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2010 

Leveraging BI on a day-to-day basis enables these organizations to identify 
and act upon short term opportunities for both revenue growth and cost 

Fast Facts - BI and GRC 

Top regulations or internal 
processes addressed with BI: 

√ Internally mandated policies 
and best practices - 61% 

√ Sarbanes-Oxley (SOX, 
JSOX) - 46% 

√ State or local government 
audit regulations around 
spending & reporting - 30% 

√ Information Technology 
Infrastructure Library (ITIL) 
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containment, leading to improved operating profit.  From a sales 
perspective, BI is instrumental in managing the sales funnel or pipeline.  By 
enabling the identification of more pipeline accounts at the top of the funnel, 
allowing for quicker and more efficient qualification of those prospects, and 
drive more paying accounts as a result.  And finally, operational BI can boost 
the ever-crucial ability to respond quickly and efficiently to customer 
requests, maintain a high degree of customer service, and retain more of 
those existing customers. 

Recommended Actions 
The ability to leverage operational BI to achieve the performance 
improvements listed above is predicated on much more than simple 
technology implementation.  Best-in-Class companies depend on a diverse 
ecosystem of organizational capability that draws on key processes, 
organizational skill sets, and knowledge management proficiency in order to 
deliver on the promise of improved operational performance.  
Organizations contemplating a deployment of operational BI or looking to 
augment an existing deployment might consider the following 
recommendations: 

• Adopt a continuous process to identify operational KPIs.  
As companies adapt and adjust to changing conditions in the 
marketplace, the performance metrics that determine success in the 
new landscape are continuously evolving as well. In order to help 
facilitate long-term sustainability, companies need to continuously 
update the metrics that they hold their employees to. Best-in-Class 
companies are more than 4-times more likely to have this type of 
process in place. By legitimizing the KPI process and applying them 
to the changing business paradigm, organizations will be more 
nimble and ensure they are consistently measuring and managing to 
the right business metrics. 

• Improve ability to share and exchange data across 
operational silos. It is rare that an important decision made in 
one functional department will only affect that department. 
Operational decisions typically touch a number of different groups 
within the organization, and the ability to share information across 
these silos is crucial for understanding the impact of decisions and 
leveraging more complete information. This type of environment 
can also generate the serendipitous effect of tipping the risk/reward 
scale of information sharing in a positive direction.  When the risk 
(blame, fear of retribution) is outweighed by the reward (new 
perspective, collaboration, better decisions), companies are better 
positioned to extract the most value from their business data.  Best-
in-Class companies are 38% more likely to have this type of cross-
functional information exchange.  

• Develop programs to coach/train/develop analytical talent 
in-house.  Of course, there are numerous ways to build up 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 40% year over year increase 
in new pipeline accounts 
identified 

Compared with 

√ 14% increase for the 
Industry Average 

√ 8% increase for Laggards 



Delivering Business Insight Today: The Power of Operational BI 
Page 7 

 

 

© 2010 Aberdeen Group. Telephone: 617 854 5200 
www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 

analytical expertise within the organization. Hiring skill sets will 
always be an important way to achieve higher organizational 
intelligence, but Best-in-Class companies are augmenting those 
efforts by nurturing analytical talent within their own walls. 
According to the research, only 18% of Average companies are 
taking steps to coach, train, or develop this talent in-house, a 
deficiency that is likely holding back their BI culture and not allowing 
for their most curious and analytically inclined employees to shine 
through. By developing programs to develop these skills in-house, 
companies will be able to leverage existing domain and cultural 
knowledge to not only retain their brightest analytical minds but 
awaken their previously untapped operational intelligence. 

• Implement automated alert reporting capabilities. An 
important technology feature of an operational BI platform or other 
tactical decision support system is the ability to automatically alert 
decision makers when a key state change occurs (i.e. a sudden drop 
in manufacturing output, a change in supplier lead time, or a marked 
change in measurable customer sentiment). The research shows 
that only 21% of Average companies have this capability. Leveraging 
automated alert technology will reduce risk, enable better 
anticipation of major market shifts, and allow for faster reaction to 
unanticipated changes. 

 

For more information on this or other research topics, please visit 
www.aberdeen.com.  
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