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Business Answers at Your Fingertips:        
The Real-Time Value of BI 

Today's business decision maker is challenged by a multi-dimensional and 
continually evolving competitive environment.  In one dimension, the 
evolution of technology and the subsequent acceleration of information flow 
have created an environment that handsomely rewards timely generation of 
business insight.  In another dimension, the volume, disparity, and overall 
complexity of that information is expanding at an alarming rate.  Aberdeen's 
December 2010 benchmark report, Data Management for BI: Fueling the 
Analytical Engine with High-Octane Information, supports this assertion in 
demonstrating that the average company sees a 41% year over year increase 
in data volume.  This growth in volume is then compounded by an average 
of 15 unique data sources that feed into their business intelligence (BI) and 
analytical systems.  Today's top performing organization has developed a 
strategy to manage the growth in data volume and complexity while at the 
same time exploiting that data to create quicker business insight. 

This Aberdeen Research brief hones in on the critical time element of a 
Best-in-Class BI strategy.  The research shows that these top performers 
are leveraging real-time or near real-time analytics in order to proactively 
manage their business and drive substantial performance improvements. 

Business Context 
While the definition of "real-time" may vary from company to company, 
Aberdeen's August 2010 benchmark report, Operational Intelligence: Boosting 
Performance with "Right-Time" Business Insight,  demonstrated the simple fact 
that Best-in-Class companies generally need information in a shorter time 
frame than their peers and are also far more likely to get actionable 
information within that decision window (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Quenching the Thirst for Faster Insight 
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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. 

 

Summary of Recommendations 

Key recommendations for 
companies looking to improve 
real-time visibility and create 
faster business insight:* 

√  Start measuring "time-to-
information" 

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

√ Investigate technologies to 
improve data quality 

√ Combine real-time data with 
predictive modeling 
applications 

* Recommendations discussed in 
more detail on page 8. 

http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6528/RA-operational-business-intelligence.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6692/RA-data-analytics-management.aspx


Business Answers at Your Fingertips: The Real-Time Value of BI 
Page 2 

 

 

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

The research also demonstrates a marked narrowing of that decision 
window over the past few business cycles.  Survey respondents are 
consistently asked to define their decision window - the amount of time 
between when a business event occurs, and when they need information 
about that event in order to make an informed decision - answer choices 
ranging from true real-time (sub-second latency) all the way up to weekly or 
monthly.  A sample of data from 2008 shows that 28% of companies need 
actionable information within the hour or faster.  Fast forwarding to 2010 
shows that number increasing to 42% with more companies reporting a 
need for near-real time insight (within seconds or minutes). 

This increase in the need for quicker business insight engenders the 
inevitable question - where is this urgency coming from?  Is it an internal 
mandate to become a more nimble organization or is the pressure coming 
from the external environment?  A slice of the data showing only companies 
that report a need for real-time or near real-time business insight shows 
that the top pressure is indeed coming from the external customer 
landscape (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Top Pressures Driving Real-Time Analytics  
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In an age where it generally costs more to acquire a new customer than to 
develop an existing account, good customers are as good as gold and 
companies are doing everything in their power to engage, retain, and drive 
new business from their customer base.  This effort begins and ends with 
timely response to customer needs and requests, and not surprisingly 
constitutes the top pressure driving a need for real-time analytics.  The 
other top pressures are mainly internal as companies are looking to real-
time analytics to help drive more informed operational decisions with the 
use of accurate supporting information.  This could be applied toward 
traditional front-office use cases like customer support as discussed above, 
or toward back-office functions such as procurement or inventory 
management.  Another key pressure revolves around the increasing 
imperative to extract the maximum value from business data.  All too often, 

Fast Facts 

Top business functions 
addressed with a BI / analytical 
strategy*: 

√  Finance / Accounting - 69% 

√ Corporate Mgmt. - 68% 

√ Sales - 68% 

√ Customer Service - 61% 

√ Product Marketing - 44% 

* Best-in-Class respondents 
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organizations feel that the potential for business insight slips through their 
fingers on a daily basis and they look to BI tools to help make better use of 
that increasing data volume. 

Case Study — A CPG Manufacturer 

Consider the case of consumer packaged goods (CPG) manufacturer.  
Real-time analytical tools have a multitude of applications in this data-rich 
industry, including supply chain optimization, demand visibility, 
downstream retailer performance analysis, and shopper segmentation, 
just to name a few.  However, for this particular organization, the most 
glaring need was for better visibility and analysis of shop floor operations.   

When it comes to manufacturing consumer goods, foods in particular, 
there are a massive number of variables and metrics – from oven 
temperatures and conveyor speeds to ingredient tracking – that require 
constant monitoring.  Not only does the entire process need to be 
monitored for quality, but the production needs to match the upstream 
demand as closely as possible.  To complicate matters, many of the 
variables and metrics each have separate discrete systems, the data from 
which needs to be combined and aggregated at the shop floor to ensure 
operational efficiency.  Because of the complexity and disparity in this 
data environment, corrections, modifications, and troubleshooting of the 
manufacturing process were based almost entirely on a report that 
would be generated the following morning. This creates a situation in 
which much of the information that supports critical operational 
decisions is 24 hours old, contributing to substantial waste and scrap 
rates that approach 10% for certain products. 

Driven by the amount of waste and overall operational inefficiency 
inherent in their processes, this organization decided to find a real-time 
analytical platform that would enable faster access to large volumes of 
data in a complex and disparate source system environment.  After 
considering a variety of vendors and software options, this organization 
decided to move forward with an in-memory data warehouse appliance 
combining advanced analytical software algorithms with industry standard 
x86 hardware, in an easily deployable package. 

While currently in the process of deploying their real-time analytical 
platform, this organization is already starting to see major improvements 
in shop floor visibility, operational efficiency, and overall business 
performance.  Limited only by the latency inherent in a few of their 
source systems, operational managers expect to reduce their reporting 
time from 24 hours down to 3 hours, allowing for numerous operational 
advantages and a performance “ripple effect” to take place.  From an 
efficiency standpoint this reduced timeframe enables the shop floor to 
identify and act upon problems as they occur rather than waiting for the  

Continued… 
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Case Study — A CPG Manufacturer 

next morning to make modifications.  It also enables them to match their 
manufacturing levels more closely to demand by tuning their production 
up or down based on fluctuations upstream.   

From a sheer numbers perspective, the ability to improve efficiency and 
reduce their scrap rates by even 1-2% could lead to tens of millions of 
dollars in cost savings.   Overall, the biggest benefit to the organization 
will be in their ability to expand their profitability analysis capabilities by 
extending executive-level visibility all the way down to the shop floor 
levels and building an understanding of how single shop performance is 
affecting the overall bottom line for the organization. 

 

Anatomy of a Best-in-Class Company 
The benefits of a well executed analytical strategy can extend to multiple 
functions within the organization as well as many job roles, particularly 
when the information is delivered on a real-time basis.  From a sales 
perspective, real-time visibility and analytical methodology can help 
streamline the sales pipeline to generate more revenue opportunities.  More 
prospects can be identified in a shorter period of time, those prospects can 
be qualified and funneled more efficiently, and new accounts can be sold at 
an improved rate.  From a customer perspective, the ability to find the 
"needle in the haystack" information that a client needs can make or break a 
relationship and real-time analytical tools enable that on-time response.  
Best-in-Class companies are leveraging these tools and techniques in order 
to drive substantial performance improvements in these key operational 
areas of the organization (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Best-in-Class Performance Enhancements  
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Extending these ideals to the non-customer facing roles, operational 
intelligence and real-time analytics can be extremely valuable in many back 
office functions.  The supply chain is typically fraught with an abundance of 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 16% year over year increase 
in operating profit/EBIT 

Compared with 

√ 8% increase for the Industry 
Average 

√ 1% decrease for Laggards 
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data from component and raw material providers and the ability to connect 
that data with the demand side can have a material impact on the ability to 
move product and boost inventory turnover, another key business metric 
where Best-in-Class companies have seen substantial year over year 
improvement (Figure 3, above). 

The Value of Organizational Maturity 
The ability to achieve the performance improvements listed in Figure 3 is 
not a birthright, nor is it easily attained.  Top performing companies draw 
on a diverse portfolio of organizational capabilities and leverage the 
appropriate technology enablers in order to create a holistic BI strategy that 
allows for greater access to data, more efficient generation of business 
insight, and more effective delivery of that insight. 

From an internal capability standpoint, Best-in-Class companies have put the 
right processes, skill sets, and knowledge management techniques in place in 
order to deliver faster insight.  This process often starts with the mindset of 
the organization.  Top performers are more likely to report an "information 
culture" that values evidence-based or data-driven decision making.  
Leveraging this culture, Best-in-Class companies are also able to 
communicate across business functions in order to gather and incorporate 
analytical data needs into the BI systems (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Key Organizational Capabilities  
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When it comes to process, the top performers are also intimately familiar 
with the "garbage in, garbage out" philosophy and are taking steps to 
cleanse, enrich, and generally increase the value and usability of their data.  
Finally, delivering on the promise of real-time analytics implies that decisions 
are made and actions are taken in a truncated timetable, usually within the 
day, if not faster.  In order to do this, Best-in-Class companies recognize 
that they can't improve what they can't see, so they are also more likely to 
measure key operational performance metrics in real or near real time so 
that they can make quicker adjustments (Figure 4, above). 

Fast Facts 

Percentage of company data 
that is accessible by the BI 
systems: 

√ 63%: Best-in-Class 

√ 50%: Industry Average 

√ 32%: Laggard 



Business Answers at Your Fingertips: The Real-Time Value of BI 
Page 6 

 

 

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

Aberdeen Insights — Managing Big Data 

Aberdeen research consistently supports the concept that organizations 
of all shapes and sizes are not immune to the challenges of data growth 
and complexity.  While this is true on an average aggregated basis, the 
concept is even more germane to certain organizations and industries 
that, by their very nature, are subject to larger than average volumes of 
data.  The challenge for these companies is not just capturing that data 
and making it available, but running complex queries against enormous 
volumes of data - on the order of multiple terabytes - and returning a 
meaningful answer in a very short period of time.  The research shows 
that Best-in-Class companies falling into this category are able to address 
almost twice the volume of data in a single BI instance or analysis session 
(Figure 4). 

Figure 5: Addressing More Data in Less Time 
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While having the ability to address big data is crucial for certain 
organizations, it is limited in value without the vital dimension of time.  A 
large volume query could run for hours, or even days, without the 
proper tools and techniques in place, such as the ability to generate high 
performance queries and use the tools in the right way.  The Best-in-
Class have found the right formula for advanced analytics as the research 
shows the average query response time for the top performers is less 
than one tenth that of all other companies. 

While it is not the only piece of the puzzle, technology plays an important 
role in enabling real-time business insight.  The activities involved with the 
creation of that insight can be bucketed generally into three categories: 
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• Data Collection - Finding and capturing data, organizing it in a 
meaningful way, and cleansing/appending/enriching it for more 
efficient metabolism by the analytical systems. 

• Information Assembly - Asking questions of the information, 
applying business rules and modeling techniques to assemble it into 
usable business insight. 

• Insight Delivery - Gathering and disseminating business insight to 
the key decision makers within the organization in an 
intuitive/visually appealing way. 

The research shows that Best-in-Class companies are deploying the 
appropriate technologies within each category in order to create an 
environment that supports faster decision making.  On the back-end, top 
performers are operational or transactional data warehouse technology to 
better organize their most transient information for better analysis.  In 
order to make better use of that information they're leveraging operational 
BI tools (real or near real time reporting and analysis technology) to apply 
the right business modeling and analysis to create usable business insight.  
On the front end, the Best-in-Class are also more likely to use tactical or 
operational dashboards for better daily, hourly, or real-time visualization of 
the metrics that support their decision-making process (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Best-in-Class Real-Time Technology Enablers 
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Another technology that has gained steam in certain circles of analytical user 
is the BI or data warehouse appliance.  This technology is described as a 
combination of data management or data warehouse software optionally 
packaged with BI / reporting software residing on pre-configured or industry 
standard x86 hardware.  For the type of user that struggles with large 
quantities of data and needs the ability to ask questions of that data in a 
shortened timeframe, as described in Figure 5, a data warehouse appliance 
can be an appropriate solution.  As the rate of innovation in the software 
world has accelerated, so too has the refinement and standardization of 
computing power from both a processing and memory/storage perspective.  
In addition to the analytical firepower that these solutions offer, the recent 

Fast Facts 

Top inhibitors to efficient data 
management*: 

√ Lack of IT resources - 52% 

√ Software and services are 
too expensive - 45% 

√ End-users have not provided 
well-defined information 
needs - 42% 

√ Lack of top management 
commitment to projects - 
38% 

√ Business need is not high 
enough - 24% 

 *all survey respondents 
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advancements in hardware and software have paved the way for 
sophisticated analytical algorithms to run smoothly on standardized 
hardware, thus presenting a more approachable option for companies 
beholden to big data, that don't necessarily have the deep pockets of a large 
enterprise. 

Recommended Actions  
As discussed previously, the ability to achieve real-time or near real-time 
business visibility and make quicker decisions is predicated on having several 
key chess pieces in place.  Best-in-Class companies have aligned resources 
internally to apply the right skill sets, processes, and knowledge 
management capabilities in order to generate faster business insight and 
deliver measurable performance enhancements to their organization.  For 
organizations exploring a real-time analytical environment or for those 
simply looking to accelerate business visibility and the speed of decision 
making, the following recommendations should be considered: 

• Start measuring "time-to-information." When it comes to 
analysis of business data, the time factor is just as, if not more 
critical than any other element that plays into analysis. The most 
insightful piece of business information is largely useless if it's not 
delivered in time to align resources and exploit the opportunity. 
Delivering key insight within that decision window is a Best-in-Class 
underpinning and it all starts with measuring that information 
delivery time. According to the research, only 4% of Laggard 
organizations have the ability to measure "time-to-information" for 
end-users. By developing this capability, Laggard organizations will 
be in a position to deliver more insight within the required window 
and exploit more business opportunities as a result. 

• Develop programs to coach/train/develop analytical talent 
in-house. There are of course a number of different approaches to 
take when building up 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 Industry 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, Industry Average companies will be able to awaken the 
operational intelligence currently lying dormant in a number of 
employees, allowing for better and faster operational insight to 
pervade the organization. 

• Investigate technologies to improve data quality. There are a 
variety of factors that dictate the usability of data by a BI system. 
These include data timeliness, relevance, and ease of access, among 

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 
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others. But from a simple and practical standpoint, the data also 
needs to be clean, free of corruption, duplication, and missing 
elements. One of the most logical uses of technology comes in the 
form of data quality assurance. Best-in-Class companies are more 
likely to use tools like data cleansing and hygiene technology, as well 
as data enrichment / append / matching tools. The top performers 
are 20% more likely than Industry Average companies to use both 
of these types of technology. Having a higher degree of data quality 
reduces wasted time and effort, increases trust in the data, and 
allows for a more efficient analysis to be performed as a result.  

• Combine real-time data with predictive modeling 
applications. For Best-in-Class companies, the final piece of the 
puzzle involves leveraging their real-time visibility and quality data, 
not only to make better timely operational decisions, but to react 
quicker to previously unforeseen threats and opportunities.  These 
top performing companies are more likely to be using technologies 
like predictive modeling and analytical software to create "what-if?" 
scenarios, visualize how transactional changes can affect their 
business model in the long term, and make key adjustments on the 
fly in order to transform their organization from reactive to 
proactive. 

 

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