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At the London-based same-day delivery company, eCourier, it is not enough for managers to know the average
number and value of recent orders placed by a particular client. That type of historical analysis can easily be
obtained using traditional business intelligence tools.

Technology now has to go further, identifying problems the moment they arise.

Given eCourier's growing customer numbers and high volume of daily transactions, that is not a problem weekly
reports can solve, says Jay Bregman, chief technology officer of Crystal Reports (now part of SAP Business
Objects).

Early attempts to sift through reports on each customer manually were too time-consuming, he says. Instead,
eCourier switched to technology from SeeWhy, a real-time Bl specialist, to monitor and analyse customer booking
behaviour in real time.

As soon as a client places an order on the company's website, the transaction is added to a unique profile of their
behaviour and analysed against data already held. If the new order does not match the pattern of previous orders,
an automatic e-mail alert prompts the client's account manager to get in touch to resolve problems or to sell extra
services, such as overnight or international delivery.

This is business intelligence at its most responsive, but it is far from the norm. Today, most corporate Bl
environments focus on running queries and reports against a data warehouse that holds a recent snapshot of data
collected from different transactional systems.

Before it can be analysed, that data must be cleansed and organised - which can take from a few hours to several
days. By the time data is available for analysis, it may be out of date and getting less relevant to decision-making.

The enterprise data warehouse can either be a key enabler or a painful bottleneck, says James Kobielus, an
analyst with Forrester Research, the IT market research company.

"Decisions must keep pace with the urgency of modern business. Some business decisions are just too time-
sensitive, and the stakes too high, to rely entirely on days-old analytics. For the most time-critical decisions,
enterprises require ‘really urgent' analytics," he says.

His company defines this as "any business intelligence, metrics or other operational data that is updated from the
source continuously or, at the very most, every few minutes".

Typically, this approach may be useful, for example, in providing customer insights to the contact centre (as at
eCourier); managing logistics based on external conditions such as weather and traffic volumes; or enabling highly
responsive marketing campaign management.

The growing need for more immediate visibility into data has prompted a number of approaches to Bl. SeeWhy's
approach, for example, is based on sophisticated event-stream processing (ESP) technology.

Each "event" - typically a message generated by an operational system - is analysed as it occurs, rather than in
the aggregated, historical fashion of traditional Bl. ESP typically means looking for scenarios of events, such as
patterns and combinations of events in succession, that are significant indicators of a business problem, explains
Charles Nicholls, chief executive of SeeWhy. Mastercard, for example, uses the technology to detect fraudulent
use of credit cards.

"The outputs of these events are usually real-time metrics and alerts and the utomatic initiation of immediate
actions in other applications, instead of reports, which require analysis and interpretation by humans before any
decision acan be made," he says.

In research conducted by his company, he claims more than three-quarters of operational managers surveyed
said they were frequently forced to make business decisions before data became available, and two-thirds said
that by the time it did arrive, data was already out of date or no longer useful.

A similar, event-based approach is deployed by Tibco Spotfire, formed in 2007 when Tibco, a provider of
middleware, which connects applications, acquired business analytics company Spotfire.

The combined business has married the two technologies to create complex event processing technology that
monitors the progress of key business processes and issues alerts and fixes when pre-set thresholds are
breached. Tools are also provided to enable business analysts to focus on data relating to a specific process,
especially when it's gone awry, so problems can be resolved.

"In a downturn, the efficiency of your business processes is everything," says Rock Gnatovich, Tibco Spotffire chief
operating officer. "Where they deviate from the norm, the events that are generated by your computer systems
represent both opportunities and emergencies for your organisation, so it makes sense to keep tabs on them."

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/99a296b0-0ea7-11de-b099-0000779fd2ac,dwp _uuid=ebe33f...

Page 1 of 2

Close

13/03/2009



FT.com print article

Other Bl vendors are hardly blind to the opportunity that real-time - or at least near-real-time Bl - represents. Most
enterprise Bl tools now seek to help customers tackle the problem of data latency - the period between the time
data is entered on a company's systems for the first time and the time it is available for analysis.

IBM Cognos, for example, uses streaming technology in its IBM Cognos Now product, aimed at organisations
looking for a simpler approach to operational monitoring. This is offered either as a Bl appliance (a pre-configured,
software-hardware hybrid) or via a software-as-a-service model.

But despite the hype surrounding real-time BI, not every situation requires this approach, says Graham
Mackintosh, business unit executive for IBM Cognos. "Real-time Bl only makes sense in situations where you can
respond to its findings in real time. Extreme low latency is only helpful if there is measurable business benefit and
return on investment to be gained from quick responses," he says.

"It's more about delivering data to operational managers within an actionable timeframe," agrees Royce Bell, chief
executive of Accenture Information Management Services. "Organisations need to prioritise if they are to avoid
overloading managers with information - otherwise, it just becomes noise. And that can only come about through
regular, thoughtful conversations with them about their data needs."

Nor may it be necessary to invest in new technology to close the data latency gap. Some organisations already
have the tools they need to get a grip on "really urgent" analytics, says Forrester's Mr Kobielus.

"For starters, your enterprise data warehouse administrators can shorten end-to-end data latency by reducing the
batch update cycle from once every evening, to once every hour, every 15 minutes or even every few seconds,"
he says.

"Clearly, you can take measured, incremental steps into real-time analytics, or bet the business on a bleeding-
edge futuristic approach. The path you take depends on how key real-time responsiveness is to your strategy."

SAP's efforts
Software giant SAP bought Business Objects, the business intelligence company, a year ago.
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