CSE1720 Business Information Technology and Systems

Some thoughts of making data 

Interesting and Understandable

There are some well known causes for what is generally known as a ‘system failure’.  You will find these mentioned in the lecture material on Project Management.

Just to recap (recapitulate) these ‘causes’ are generally seen to be

· Inadequate Executive Sponsorship

· Loss of Sponsorship

· Unrealistic Scope of a Project (as in the case of some Business Intelligence projects)

· Unmet User Expectations

· Sudden, Unpredicted Business Changes

· Rejection (non-use, or inability to use) of a system

However, there is another, and frequently overlooked cause – and it is frequently overlooked as it is based on the premise that people will ‘understand’ and be able to ‘apply’ what they see and hear.

It has long been established that successful use of information, whether it is information relating to Business Performance Management, Business Intelligence, Metrics, or any of the various reports and analyses made, is based on such Information being ‘presented’ clearly, accurately and comprehensively – and most importantly communicating something to the users.

It would seem that we are heavily involved with technology and technology processes such as creating, capturing, controlling and ensuring that data is of high quality, and that it is secure and protected against corruption or misuse – and these are essentials.

However, data is an ingredient to Information, which is developed by analyses, and is then passed to others who are required to assess or make decisions.

This process should ensure that clarity (as well as accuracy) are passed on also – but is this so ?

You will have heard of the term KPI meaning Key Performance Indicators. Monash University is using KPIs to assist in managing those aspects which are regarded as critical to the University’s success. And on course there is not one simple KPI – there are a number of them.

And with the help of the chart function in Excel, many KPI reports are shown as tables and charts – easy to create perhaps but not quite so easy for the end user to either digest or even understand.  

And what’s even more dangerous and misleading is that there could be data ‘hidden’ or obscured in the report which is not detected –as in the case of charts which mask the unevenness of ‘low’ repeating values in deference to interesting ‘high’ values.

A major deficiency in any report is the masking of ‘essential’ data – such as in the report on fires in Victoria in 2003, or road accident statistics, or public health (do you remember the Asian Flu and Avian Flu period ?), or economy fluctuations.

Unfortunately the use of a computer to produce results also produces a feeling of credibility and in some cases the omission to critically examine the hidden message of a result. Analysis and presentation skills are essential.

It is a simple matter to produce a chart in multicolour 3 Dimension. Some of the advanced database software makes presentation of results in ‘Cube’ format. But is this the ‘best’ method to use to inform decision makers ?   Can the result be seen and read clearly ? Is the 3D or color masking some important aspect ?

Is the well known pie chart a ‘good communicator’ ?   Does it need time for the user to understand its message ? Does the ‘extra’ of 3D actually make the represented data difficult to read ?  Is data actually hidden or obscured ?

Would a simple comparative horizontal or vertical bar chart be a better method to present comparative data ?

Are there too many items presented in a chart ? Is too much data being offered for the user to understand ?  This is typical of cluttered charts – too much data presented and much time required to ‘get the message’.  Perhaps more, but simpler charts, are the ‘solution’. 
This is all very good – but isn’t it a case of using technology – before the outputs or outcomes of technology have been determined ?

Graphs can be an extremely effective method of ‘communicating’ data – but surely the first, or starting point, is to work out what the data content is expected to show, or reveal ?  In other words, is the information  being presented  sending the detail of a required message ? (there is a question like this on the examination paper).

Let’s look at a well understood business practice – sales.  Sales of what ? Does the ‘sales data’ cover all items which are up for sale, or does the ‘sales analyses’ reveal only a selected group of items ? 

What period does the sales analyses cover ?  

Do the analyses of ‘sales’ relate them to (hopefully) a similar study made – last month, last year perhaps.   Is there some reference to the numbers of customers involved ?  Is there some reference to the value of sales ?   Do the analyses show any trends ?  Is there any relationships of the data in the analyses to say the daily , weekly,  or some other time base ?

Is it in anyway related to the ‘total’ sales of the, or each, store, or the groups of stores, or even to the ‘total’ sales of items in the special study ?

If there has been a previous study, can any of the current data be related to this study ?  Is there some trend which can be detected ? If there is, what are the other ‘externals’ which may have affected the ‘results’ ?  Has there been an increase/decrease in ‘local’ population ? Has there been more ‘passing trade’ ? Has there been a carpark opened/closed/extended/reduced which could have a bearing on results ?

This probably sounds very confusing – but what it really means is that before a study can be made successfully and meaningfully, there needs to be some serious lateral thought directed not just as the ‘technological presentation methods’ but preceding this, at the  purpose and impact of information which the results of any study or investigation or analysis will present.

And you might like to read the following, and muse a little on it :

Question : Why do you want to know everything you can about your customers (possibly as a result of Customer Resource Management ?)

Answer :    We don’t want to know everything about them – we want to know things which are related to our business and have a bearing on our attempts to improve or provide our customers with better service.

Question : Do you find it difficult to convince your customers that you know about them but at the same time protect their privacy ?

Answer :   Our approach is to develop the best way of using information to provide tangible benefits to our customers, without singling out any one, or specific group, of customers. 

Question : Do you have any way of measuring the way in which customers respond to your initiatives ?

Answer :  We have a rewards programme which we believe allows us to ‘measure’ results. The Awards programme also allow us to focus on analyses which will assist in both keeping loyal customers, and offering them more choices.

Any other comments ?  Some years ago, marketing was largely focussed on the 3 Ps  - Product, Promotion and of course Price.

Now we realise there are 5 Ps – Product, Promotion,  Price,  Placement and – People.

