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 The Business Value of Pervasive BI 
Analyst Insight 

Aberdeen’s Insights provide the 
analyst perspective of the 
research as drawn from an 
aggregated view of the research 
surveys, interviews, and data 
analysis. 

As the landscape of business intelligence (BI) solutions has progressed and 
matured, more companies are finding analytical value for their workforce 
that reaches beyond the IT power user and other technical roles. 
Dashboard tools that generate intuitive graphical representations of 
business information are gaining traction in areas of the business that are 
traditionally underserved by analytical technology. Aberdeen’s May 2009 
benchmark report, Executive Dashboards: The Key to Unlocking Double Digit 
Profit Growth, demonstrates that Best-in-Class companies are using 
dashboard tools both tactically for operational visibility as well as 
strategically for more forward looking analysis in order to drive significant 
improvement in operating profit and customer service. This Aberdeen 
Analyst Insight draws on three discrete data sets in order to examine the 
business value of making access to BI more pervasive across the enterprise. 
The data shows that users taking such an approach have overcome a 
number of organizational challenges in order to drive significant business 
performance enhancements.  

Tangible Benefits of a Pervasive Strategy 
A well executed pervasive BI strategy can deliver substantial performance 
results to an organization. With more employees involved in the decision-
making process and more departments touching the information relevant to 
decisions, many companies are seeing improvements in decision making 
speed. Aberdeen's forthcoming benchmark report, Pervasive BI: Six Steps to 
Enterprise Wide Business Intelligence, showed that companies who reported a 
pervasive deployment of BI saw substantial improvements in the time 
required to gather appropriate information and the time required to make 
decisions based on that information (Figure 1).  

Definitions 

√ Pervasive BI Usage – 
Widespread BI deployment to 
all departments and employees 
across the enterprise. Best-in-
Class companies are 3.4-times 
as likely as all others to deploy 
BI pervasively.  

√ Moderate BI Usage – 
Adoption within some 
departments or business units; 
less than half of the 
organization has access to BI 
capabilities today. 

√ Project-Based BI Usage – 
Deployments have been 
associated with specific 
reporting and analytic projects 
(new or mature) and access 
has been limited to the project 
participants. 

Figure 1: Quicker Information, Quicker Decisions 
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Best-in-Class Defined 

Best-in-Class companies in 
pervasive BI achieved the 
following mean class 
performance: 

√ 96% of Best-in-Class 
companies deliver BI 
capability in a self-service, non-
IT-assisted capacity 

Compared with: 

- 68% of Industry Average 
Companies 

- 7% of Laggards 

√ On average, 60% of the 
workforce at Best-in-Class 
companies uses a BI solution 

Compared with: 

- 25% at Industry Average 
Companies 

- 9% at Laggard Companies 

√ Best-in-Class companies were 
able to complete deployment 
of BI projects in an average of 
44 days  

Compared with: 

- 89 days for the Industry 
Average 

- 197 days for Laggards 

However, achieving this level of pervasiveness does not come easily at most 
organizations. Delivering analytical capability throughout the organization 
typically introduces an elevated level of complexity in the decision-making 
process, involves a higher volume of data in general, and requires input from 
numerous business functions. 

Empowering the Business User 
In addition to the performance improvements depicted in Figure 1, Best-in-
Class companies have leveraged a pervasive strategy to achieve substantial 
results in several other key business areas. Aberdeen's data shows that 
Best-in-Class companies drove an average 24% increase in operating 
profit compared to Laggard companies who, with a more project-based or 
point solution deployment of BI, saw a 27% decline in operating profit. 
Perhaps more importantly, these companies achieved performance 
improvements while at the same time reducing the cost of BI to their 
organization.  

Figure 2: Best-in-Class Drive BI Cost Reduction 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, May 2009 

This data begs the inevitable question: How are these top performing 
companies able to achieve such substantial performance improvements? To 
a large extent, the answer to that question lies in two areas:  

• Breadth of deployment. Aberdeen's research shows that Best-
in-Class companies have been successful in deploying BI to more 
functions within the organization and more roles within each 
function. More specifically, the Best-in-Class are more likely than all 
other companies to deliver BI to departments like sales, marketing, 
operations, and customer service. Additionally, the Best-in-Class 
report that within each function, more non-technical line level roles 
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Recommended Actions 

Key recommendations for 
organizations seeking a more 
pervasive deployment of business 
intelligence:  

√ Examine ways to deliver BI 
tools to underserved end-
users 

√ Establish an end-user survey or 
polling process 

√ Develop a method for 
measuring and tracking project 
costs versus budget 

√ Invest in developing a 
formalized training program for 
end-users 

√ Work to establish an 
"information culture" that 
promotes analytical thinking 

 

are using BI than in all other companies. This all leads to a Best-in-
Class deployment of BI wherein 60% of the workforce uses BI 
tools, compared with only 9% at Laggard companies. 

• Efficient resource utilization. As a BI solution pervades the 
organization, more data is generated, more reports are created, and 
more support is needed. Often times this puts a strain on the IT 
organization to the point where the solution can actually become 
cumbersome. Best-in-Class companies were not only able to deliver 
BI to more users within the organization, but they did so with fewer 
internal IT resources. The data shows that Best-in-Class companies 
used an average of 8.0 FTEs (Full Time Equivalents) for the 
deployment and management of their BI solution, compared with 
11.3 FTEs for all other companies. 

The data above presents somewhat of a conundrum. Best-in-Class 
companies achieved a much more pervasive deployment of BI compared 
with their peers, yet they required fewer resources to reach that level. The 
missing piece of the puzzle is the self-service nature of their solutions. 
Leveraging tools that are intuitive, easy to learn, and easy to manage has 
enabled almost every single Best-in-Class company to deliver BI solutions to 
the workforce in a self-service capacity with very little involvement from the 
IT department (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Lightening the IT Load 
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Essentially, by expanding BI functionality throughout the organization, and 
doing so with a smaller base of internal IT resources, Best-in-Class 
companies were able to spread the cost of their BI investment to more 
employees, thus reducing the cost per user of these applications. As an end 
result, the Best-in-Class saw significant enhancements in time-to-information 
and time-to-decision as well as other metrics like operating profit and 
customer service. 
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Barriers to Pervasive BI 
The limitations of expanding BI beyond just the power user and analyst skill 
sets are often cultural, and difficult to overcome. Conversations with end-
user organizations have revealed that BI adoption is often hindered by a gap 
between the IT organization and the business users. The IT group is tasked 
with administering and managing the solution, but the intended users are 
typically line-of-business managers, executives, and other non-technical 
roles. Without feeling connected to the solution from a usability and role 
applicability perspective, end-users can become frustrated easily and 
gravitate back to the status quo static report or spreadsheet-based 
processes. Cost is another issue at the top-of-mind of end-user 
organizations, as many have not discovered how to achieve economies of 
scale with a BI deployment. 

Perhaps the biggest challenge to BI adoption is employees not having access 
to the right information most relevant to their job role. Quick delivery of 
information is limited in value if that information doesn't specifically address 
the needs of the user. Moreover, if the tools in place are non-intuitive or 
simply provide functionality that is irrelevant to the job role or function, a 
high degree of adoption is unlikely to occur and pervasive BI will remain a 
pipe dream. Many traditional BI solutions are either geared towards the IT 
power user or executive level employees that have a considerable support 
system in place to help leverage the tools. Ironically, Aberdeen's research 
shows that the lower level roles are most in need of BI functionality, yet 
these are the very roles that are most underserved by BI (Figure 4).  

Figure 4: Job Roles Most Underserved by BI Capabilities 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, May 2009 

Aberdeen's research demonstrates a number of other issues that hinder the 
expansion of BI within the workforce. A big problem that end-users face is 
the notion that they "don't know what they don't know" when it comes to 
BI. In other words, they have multiple data sources scattered throughout 
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the organization, they have needs for analysis of that data but don’t 
understand who will be using the solution and how. Lacking clearly defined 
end-user needs for BI, these organizations struggle with adoption because 
they can't match the features and functionality of their solution to the 
analytical requirements of their workforce. Additionally, many organizations 
see a gap between what their employees need and the IT resources 
required to deliver on those needs (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Top Challenges of BI Expansion 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, May 2009 

Best-in-Class companies have taken steps to overcome these obstacles in a 
number of different ways. First, from an organizational standpoint, Best-in-
Class companies are more likely than all others to have processes in place 
to gather and synthesize end-user requirements into a solution that is easy 
to use and well tailored to the idiosyncrasies of their company. Second, the 
Best-in-Class are also more likely to put training programs in place to help 
educate end-users on the features and functionality of their BI solution. 
These training programs are instrumental in helping end-users to leverage 
the solution in a self service capacity, and consequently help alleviate IT 
resource requirements for the deployment and ongoing management of the 
BI solution. 

Solution Landscape 
Perhaps the biggest benefit of leveraging business intelligence and dashboard 
technology in particular is the ability for a company to gain visibility into key 
aspects of the business that drive performance. This visibility can come in 
the form of tactical day-to-day insight into how real-time changes in 
information can affect a business but it also comes in the form of strategic 
long term visibility into the aspects of business operations that dictate future 
performance and the ability to stay competitive as the market fluctuates.  

Aberdeen has collected feedback from more than five hundred end-users 
over the course of three primary research studies. Of the many solution 
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providers currently in use among respondents, the three with the largest 
base of customers are SAP BusinessObjects, IBM Cognos, and Oracle 
Hyperion. The data shows varied aggregate performance across some key 
metrics related to customer service and sales performance (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Customer Service and Sales Performance 
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The objective of pervasive BI carries significant challenges that many 
organizations struggle with. Going back to the incipience of BI more than 
twenty years ago, the tools were initially most appropriate for IT users and 
other technically proficient business analysts that had developed a strong 
familiarity with databases, data warehouse technology, analytical 
functionality, and other elements of the BI stack. There was a considerable 
amount of value to be derived from these types of "power users" but 
nevertheless a gap existed between the key business information generated 
daily, and the difficulty of delivering that information to the business decision 
makers in a way that was easy to digest. 

The new generation of BI tools is far more geared towards the business 
user and narrowing or eliminating the gap between business and IT in order 
to support timelier, better-informed decisions on the part of the business 
users. To this end, there is essentially a two-dimensional approach to 
delivering BI more expansively that many companies have adopted. First, 
organizations are looking to bring analytical capability to more functions 
within the organization that can benefit from business visibility. While the 
tools may have initially been used for strategic financial analytics or 
operational usage, companies are now exploring the use of BI in areas of the 
business such as sales, marketing, customer service, and inventory 
management. The second key element of a pervasive BI strategy involves 
making the tools relevant to more roles within each business function. As a 
strategic tool, BI is certainly valuable to the executive ranks within a 
business unit, but there is also significant value in some of the more "front-
line" users who need access to operational information and analysis in order 
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to better serve customers and internal staff. Aberdeen's research shows 
how these companies have been able to leverage a wider network of BI 
users within the company (Figure 6) 

Figure 7: Job Role Penetration of BI Tools in the Enterprise 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, May 2009 

Case in Point – Large US Soft Drink Company 
The corporate goal at this large manufacturer and distributor of soft drink 
products was to automate interactions with customers in order to improve 
customer performance, and create business efficiencies and cost savings. In 
the food service business, the company owns the end-customer 
relationship, but the distributor channel delivers products and dispensers. 
As part of its enterprise CRM system, the company has implemented an e-
commerce solution that allows the end-customer to order directly. Delivery 
of product is then executed in one of three ways: direct, third-party, or 
through the bottler. In its call centers, customer service reps now have a 
holistic view of customers – they can see what order activity has taken 
place, is still open, and what equipment is in-place at customer sites.  

“The pervasiveness of BI at our 
organization has now extended 
outward to customer-site 
devices, and customer-facing 
applications.” 

~ CRM Application Manager 
Large US Soft Drink Company 

 

The companies CRM system manager states, "This is important right now. 
We are in the midst of a roll-out of a new food service fountain dispenser. 
The device is pre-loaded with software that tracks each and every pour that 
is made, and data is sent back to us so that we can use our BI capabilities to 
assess the customer's volume dispensed by product. Collecting data about 
what is served in real-time allows us to do some things that were previously 
very difficult or impossible."  

The data generated from the customer-installed dispensing device enables 
the customer service team to become far more predictive. Over time, the 
data will also reveal dispenser service scheduling intelligence. 

"We can now tell the customer how much product they need, and help 
them to manage inventory and ordering efficiency. They will end up with 
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less product aging on the shelf, and we'll save time and money on delivery 
charges from our distribution channel. We can also be proactive about 
machine replacement and repair by monitoring the devices in real-time. The 
pervasiveness of BI at our organization has now extended outward to 
customer site devices, and customer-facing applications. We plan to utilize 
the data we collect and by the time this project is fully deployed, we'll be 
seeing data from literally millions of devices all over the world." 

Key Recommendations 
The goal of "pervasive BI" is elusive even for Best-in-Class companies. Often 
times the successful adoption of enterprise software comes down to the 
organizational culture in place. Companies that promote fact-based, self-
reliant decision-making through technology solutions, and have a workforce 
that appreciates the value of clean, credible, and relevant information, are 
typically the same companies that see increased adoption of BI software 
tools. The research supports this claim as well, given that Best-in-Class 
companies are 89% more likely than all other companies to establish an 
"information culture" that values the collection, assembly, and delivery of 
enterprise information. 

As companies continue to work toward BI pervasiveness, there are a 
number of factors that warrant consideration in order to help aid this 
process. At the top of this list of issues is the condition of information as it 
exists within systems today (i.e. cleanliness and level of data that is 
accessible). As organizations struggle to resolve these issues, more end-
users will gain trust in the systems, and be more ready to leave manual 
analytical processes behind. Until then, progress will remain slow or 
unchanged. Best-in-Class companies have realized that it takes a multi-
faceted approach to building a pervasive BI environment, and it often has 
more to do with company culture and management buy-in than it does with 
technology and software enablement. With these ideas in mind, the 
following recommendations will help organizations cope with the challenges 
of widespread BI and will foster a more pervasive environment: 

• Examine ways to deliver BI tools to underserved end-users. 
In general, there are two ways that end-users can get frustrated 
with BI tools. First, if analytical functionality is simply absent, or 
insufficient to meet the users needs (i.e. static reporting tools like 
spreadsheets), the users will never fully grasp the power of timely 
relevant information, and future adoption of a dedicated BI solution 
is likely to suffer. Second, if the BI features and functionality are a 
mismatch for a particular group (i.e. forward looking strategic 
reporting tools in a real-time operational environment), the users 
may feel like an irrelevant tool is being thrust upon them and they 
are likely to resist adopting the solution. Best-in-Class companies 
recognize the value of tailoring the proper analytical functionality to 
the different stakeholders within the company and delivering it to as 
many end-users that can derive value from it. This type of strategy 
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has enabled Best-in-Class companies to move toward a pervasive BI 
goal. 

• Establish an end-user survey or polling process. Too many BI 
product evaluations become mired in technical and functional 
comparisons. While the features and functionality are an important 
aspect of decision-making, the long-term adoption and deployment 
impact can be mitigated through gaining a better understanding of 
end-user needs, and how best to meet them. Best-in-Class 
companies are 110% more likely to take this approach versus 
Laggard performers. 

• Develop a method for measuring and tracking project costs 
versus budget. Less than half of Industry Average companies 
measure actual project expenditure against project budgets. Most 
companies revealed during one-on-one interviews that they did not 
factor in many of the drivers for cost in their initial planning. Cost 
overruns are cited as one of the most prevalent problems that 
companies face when attempting to make BI more pervasive within 
an enterprise. During an uncertain economy, senior executives are 
far more sensitive to – and faster to act on – unplanned 
expenditures and budget overruns. 

• Invest in developing a formalized training program for end-
users. As with any enterprise application initiative, the level of user 
adoption and depth of application knowledge has a direct impact on 
project success. A top pressure driving Best-in-Class respondents to 
make BI more pervasive is the need to deliver BI to more end-
users. This requires that the end-users be proficient with BI tools, 
and adopt them in order to meet stated business goals for improved 
decision-making and more rapid time-to-information and action. 
Best-in-Class companies are 340% more likely to take this approach, 
and are almost twice as likely to make use of vendor-provided 
training services.  

• Work to establish an "information culture" that promotes 
analytical thinking. From the perspective of business intelligence 
and collaboration, the people taking ownership of data collection, 
assembly, and delivery need to be those who recognize the 
importance of leveraging that information to drive better decisions 
and improve performance. Companies that have put all the right BI 
chess pieces in place are seeing measurable performance 
improvements. Conversely, the data shows that the lowest 
performing companies, Laggards, are less than half as likely as the 
Best-in-Class to have established what one might deem an 
"information culture." Leveraging this type of culture, organizations 
will be able to improve the adoption of BI and move towards a 
more pervasive deployment 

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