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Some Thoughts Regarding  Decision Support

Actually this paper should give you some insight into the use of much data in many databases to provide input into what is currently called ‘Business Performance Management’.

Business Performance Management is, as you probably know, a method (not the only one) of running a business ‘by the numbers’.

Business entities (not the same as Functions) are quantified. This allows the monitoring and assessment of entity changes over time, with the end result of improving corporate performance. There is a catch, and this is that the ‘entities’ can be numerous – in the hundreds or even thousands. There is another catch and this is that the entities are not self supporting – they relate to each other (as you have seen in relational database design) in what can be a complex set of metrics (measurement mechanisms), key performance indicators, and perspectives (the analyses and weightings and effects of the different entities).

Information Technology (as at 2002/2003) offers reporting and online analytic processing (OLAP) which are technologies used in Business Intelligence. These are utilised for the measurements, monitoring, and management tasks of Business Performance Management (BPM).

You have probably gathered that Information Technology, on its own, is not really the ‘answer to all the problems’ (or even some of them). There is another paper about this topic. What is needed is the ‘best mix’ of business best practice and software automation.  The building of a BPM project requires the input of many skills – human and software, and as with all projects, starts with the development of the stages of the project – in this case the BPM Plan.

From what you have read you have probably formed the impression is quite different from other IT projects and this is so. 

I’ve listed here 5 stages in the development of a BPM – it is an overview and is aimed a highlighting the ‘process’.

1. Building Commitment

A Business Performance Management project will change, or at the very least, question corporate culture. It will require a strong and lasting commitment and sponsorship from Senior Management.

     01.
Chief or Senior Executive Approval is essential. 

There will inevitably be some (or much) process re-engineering. This will particularly affect those organisations which do not have measurement or metrics systems

    02.
People Measurement, ‘No Blame’ concept

Psychologically, many people (if not all) are wary of methods and systems which measure them personally (have you experienced this ?). Over the past 10 years or so, in the Business environment, there has been severe scaling down or downsizing of personnel and personnel skills and experience.

In the development of a BPM, Managers must focus on the improvement or justification of the overall performance of an organisation – not witch hunts, or finding blame with individuals.

03. Comprehensive Management training in the methodology. Metrics and        

KPIs are perceived to be more actionable than other Business Intelligence data. It is essential the managers are given, and accept, training in the development and modification of processes and policies which use the metric approach to performance improvement (leverage is a commonly used term for this).

2. Business Planning.

This probably sounds obvious, but the must be a detailed plan which focus on Business Goals. How can any software be useful unless there is in place, or is being put into place, such a plan.

A plan must precede any Information Technology automation – and you have heard of the disasters which have occurred where ‘the plan’ didn’t exist. (there is another paper which addresses this unsatisfactory state of affairs).

01. Develop a Business Plan. Business Performance Management  depends on there being in place which if the basis of performance. The plan must be based on established goals, and these are the targets values for metrics (measurements) and Key performance Indicators. (KPI’s).

02. Modelling the Business. There must be  a performance orientated business plan which identifies the entities which need to be measured and managed.  This should lead to a hierarchy where lower level metrics roll up into higher level metrics, them into the KPI’s.

3. Software Automation

Now is the appropriate time, or stage, to transfer the business model to a data model, and the performance plan to reports.  This is of course dependent on the performance orientated business plan being complete, agreed to and accepted by Senior Management.

01. Multidimension Modelling of Metrics. Metric models are invariably      

Multidimensional and now the hierarchy of metrics (see above) can be modelled in Business Intelligence software.

02. Mapping the Metrics to Data.  The digitised model, Information    

            Technology can now extract, transform and load (ETL) to map data             

            sources to metrics in the data model.  (data warehousing also uses this       

             technique).

03. Collect Data. This presupposes that the data exists and is available –  

             hopefully from electronic sources which are on-line.  

04. Start Producing Reports. (hard copy, or preferably screen based). What           

             has been built is a data warehouse, but to carefully controlled     

             parameters. Information Technology can now build metric-based reports,  

             or, if newer technology is used, develop dashboards.

4. Recurring Execution.

The software automation is now is place, and users can tap into this resource and improve or strengthen their work by being able to access information of how entities within the business are performing

01. Measure Metrics Periodically. The business activities and fluctuations  will be reflected in the values of the metrics which will be updated as part of the processes. A history of performance will be, or should be, kept in a data warehouse.

02. Monitor and Manipulate Metrics. Business users will be responsible for 

their particular metrics.  They will, or should, manipulate time series data to analyse performance over time.

03. Manage According to Plan. Metrics evolve. This helps business users   

            manage ‘their part’ of the business according to the project’s performance   

            orientated business plan.   (does this have anything to do with  

            ‘Knowledge Workers’)  ?

5. Capitalising on the Benefits or Rewards.
The whole system is repetitive. Stages must repeat, and this offers a great opportunity for business users to manage their part of the business according to the BPM project’s performance based business plan.

01. Hitches and Glitches ?  Experience shows that when all managers   

            understand and support the Business Management Project, corporate or  

            the organisation’s performance tends to level out. Chaotic highs and lows 

            are thus avoided. 

02. Meeting the Corporate Goals.  Confidence is built among employees,  

            customers, and investors  (perhaps known as stakeholders) by the ability  

            to consistently meet performance goals as set out in the business plan.

03. Corporate Performance Improvement. After studying performance for 

             several cycles (monthly, quarterly, half-yearly), a business (corporation, 

             organisation, enterprise) should be in an excellent position to develop    

             strategies for improving corporate performance, again supported by  

             Business Performance Management

Some Perceptions. There will be a waiting period for some of the benefits to  be recognised.  In other words, BPM projects evolve as the execution cycle is repeated.

The knowledge of the performance of business entities  is the first major step for those business which have not previously tracked performance.

And the first ‘effort’ will probably contain or generate some corporate culture problems. The alteration of business processes to support BPM methods will probably require more than just a simple software alteration in Business Intelligence software.

Time is needed to build up  history of metrics – some organisations will try to ‘do it all at once’, which is of course not possible.

While there are some immediate benefits from BPM, the greater benefits come from being able to analyse changes in performance over time – both for individual entities and their relationships to overall performance.

More accurate forecasting is possible with there being a history of performance data which can be analysed. 

Which should lead to longer term improvements in higher performance goals which can be achieved with realism, prediction and most of all with confidence.

Much of the material for this paper was contained  in an article supplied by Philip Russom, who is an independent industry analyst. He is an advisor to the Data Warehouse Institute.

