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ABSTRACT 

A white paper explaining why Business Intelligence is becoming important to 
small and mid-size businesses in order to enhance fast and effective decision 
making.  
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Executive Summary  
 “Excel spreadsheets, report writers and canned reports”… these are just some responses given 
by entrepreneurs when asked: What Business Intelligence tools do you use to measure your 
organizational performance? 

Business Intelligence (BI) can be defined as the ability to extract actionable insight from the 
internal and external data available to an organization, for the purpose of supporting decision 
making and improving corporate performance. 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are mostly owner-managed, entrepreneurial 
companies. For many entrepreneurs, decision-support tools tend to be some combination of 
static historical reports, analysis spreadsheets and gut feeling. This approach may work while an 
organization is small and easily managed. However, as companies grow or face stiffer 
competition, the need to make decisions that are based on meaningful information quickly 
becomes an imperative; succession planning puts additional pressure on a company to prove it 
is a well-managed business. This is where traditional reports, non-drillable summaries and 
spreadsheets can fall short. Spreadsheets, in particular, are potentially very dangerous tools, as 
discussed further in this paper.  

Alex Resnick is president of a management consulting company, which helps Enterprise clients 
understand, manage and evaluate metrics in support of strategic execution. He points out the 
dangers of relying exclusively on information contained in traditional reports: “Reports often 
contain information relating to particular transaction types, such as sales revenue and related 
costs. These reports typically ignore other factors that might affect the interpretation of the 
reported data, such as number of customers acquired and lost during the period under 
analysis.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 [Type text]  

 

   3 

Table of Contents 

Executive Summary ..........................................................................................................................2 

Barriers and Benefits.......................................................................................................................4 

Four Critical Areas ............................................................................................................................4 
Information/Data ......................................................................................................................................................... 4 
Technology ....................................................................................................................................................................... 5 
Intelligence....................................................................................................................................................................... 6 
Implementation and Communication ................................................................................................................. 7 

Conclusion ..........................................................................................................................................7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 [Type text]  

 

 4 

Barriers and Benefits  
For the SME, barriers to BI adoption include costs, lack of specific knowledge, and finding time 
to plan, install and implement a new system. The most common barriers are:  

• Tight budgets 
• Lack of sophistication and organizational knowledge 
• Technology  
• Small number of employees, who are working on many projects and, therefore, have 

less time to spend on essential planning and analysis 
 

However, for the SME that can overcome the barriers there are many potential benefits. They 
include: 

• Aggregating data from different sources and locations 
• Analysis and insight from that data 
• Improved decision-making 
• Risk mitigation 

 
Ultimately, SMEs that install BI find they can compete more effectively in the marketplace, with 
additional insight into customer’s buying patterns and needs, and with more efficient financial 
management 

Four Critical Areas  
The SME faces most of the same BI challenges as larger organizations – and some additional 
ones. Successful BI implementation relies on four basic stages: information (the data available 
to the organization); technology; “intelligence”; and implementation and communication.  

Information/Data 
The smaller the company, the less data is available. In terms of internal data, a basic entry-level 
accounting program stores substantially less information than a higher-end ERP system.  
Additionally, in the context of industry-specific or competitor data, there’s not much external 
information on small businesses. Most SMEs frequently manage supplementary key business 
data in spreadsheets, contact manager databases, payroll systems, and other home-grown 
databases. These can, potentially, be harnessed together to provide the BI backbone – provided 
the data is reliable and accurate. In many cases, however, data outside the accounting or ERP 
system is not subject to the same controls and may provide more red herrings than pearls of 
wisdom. 
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Technology 
BI software tools include scorecards, dashboards, analytics, data mining and reports with drill-
downs. The software solutions that can deliver these toolsets used to be beyond the financial 
reach of the typical SME. In recent years, however, several aggressively priced alternatives have 
brought comprehensive BI technology within reach. Some of these tools are available online, 
using the software as a service model. Others use the traditional licensing model.  
 
Michael Burns is president of an independent consulting services company, which provides 
business process reviews, system selections and IT audits.  He has written frequently about BI in 
his column in CA Magazine, an accounting publication and information source for Canadian 
chartered accountants and financial executives.  

Burns says that some of the mid-range ERP systems are adding dashboards that are 
configurable, with drill-downs and, frequently, at little or no additional cost. He adds that he 
sees more affordable online-query and browser-based tools emerging.  

But is this information being effectively communicated? Despite a perception in the IT industry 
that the cost of technology is no longer a barrier to business intelligence for the SME, that view 
is not necessarily shared by end users. Beth Crawford, CMA, is the controller for an importer 
and exporter of fish, seafood and associated products.  She has been working on a project to 
implement a comprehensive BI solution, and says, “It’s hard to find a cost-effective platform 
that is currently affordable, but that you can grow with.”  

And then, of course, there is the ubiquitous spreadsheet. Packages such as Excel are, 
undoubtedly, valuable and powerful tools; many companies mine their ERP and other data by 
live-linking spreadsheets to data sources, using pivot tables, conditional formatting, graphs and 
charts, and other built-in analysis tools. But it is important to understand the limitations and 
the dangers:  

• The flexibility of a spreadsheet is offered at the expense of controls – formulae can be 
entered (or edited) anywhere 

• That complex spreadsheet may have one incorrect (but unnoticed) formula or reference 
that materially alters the entire picture, and the absence of controls and structure 
makes detection unlikely 

• The spreadsheets are usually built and maintained by one person – if that person leaves 
the company, someone else will have to try and unravel the original logic in order to 
maintain and update it 
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For key business analysis, a more structured software tool will be more reliable, maintainable 
and – nowadays – affordable. 

Intelligence 
The single most important aspect of any BI project is the determination of what needs to be 
measured, and how to measure it.  

Burns says that a BI project has to begin with an organization accurately defining each of its 
critical success factors (CSF). He defines CSF as: what the organization must do to be successful. 
For each CSF, the trick is to determine the appropriate metrics to measure organization 
performance and then alert the appropriate level of management/employees to exceptions or 
problem areas. Those metrics will become the underpinning of the BI solution architecture: the 
elements that are measured and displayed on dashboards and analytics. 
 
It might appear that the definition of each CSF, and the consequent metrics, would be easier for 
the SME because the entrepreneur not only knows the business inside out (and, therefore, 
knows what’s important) but also, with apparently fewer issues to worry about in a smaller 
company, can work with a simpler set of metrics.  

However, the opposite is true. Most entrepreneurs are experts in only one aspect of the 
business, not all of them. The owner with sales acumen may indeed carry all pertinent sales and 
margin analysis data in his head, but would not necessarily be able to factor in cash flow 
considerations. Conversely, the engineer who started a successful business will understand 
what’s critical in the product design and production areas, but may not know what the 
salespeople have to do to succeed. 

In some cases, the SME faces exactly the same problem as larger companies: too much data. 
Crawford says the amount of available data from the ERP system, in the form of reports and 
data extracts, sometimes makes it hard to avoid being overwhelmed, making it difficult to focus 
on what’s truly important.  

It is critically important to take a strategic view in defining CSF, and the SME may not have the 
relevantly trained staff, such as someone experienced in financial matters (and only someone 
with financial experience can ask the right questions) or a supervisor accustomed to managing 
by metrics. Larger companies, with larger staff, can usually employ such specialists. 

Therefore, the typical SME needs outside help in defining CSF and the relevant metrics.  
Frequently, the vendor of their BI (or ERP) solution is the first resource. This approach has 
advantages: the vendor will know how their software works, will have experience doing this 
exercise with other customers and will likely know how to interact with the available data. 
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However, this will only really be helpful when the vendor is experienced in the same industry as 
the SME, and even then only for CSF and metrics that conform to best practices for the 
industry. 

A safer option may be to use an experienced BI consultant, who can draw the necessary and 
relevant information out of the entrepreneur and employees – and perhaps even from 
competitors, vendors and customers – and then document the requirements in an actionable 
format. Ideally, this step would be completed before any decision was made on the actual 
software tools, to avoid any bias in the “intelligence” phase being based on limitations or 
features of already selected software. Of course, engaging an outside expert will increase 
project costs, but this cost differential should be evaluated against the project’s success.  

As Burns notes: “You would want to reduce the risks involved by starting with an understanding 
of the CSFs of the organization and the metrics that measure whether or not CSFs are being 
achieved.” 

Implementation and Communication 
Implementation should be the simplest part of the process – if the upfront work on intelligence 
and tool selection has been successfully carried out.  

Creating and/or mapping the data store, dashboard design, report building, drill-down 
definition and software configuration are obvious steps in implementing a BI solution. The key 
step that is sometimes overlooked or sidestepped is the design and dissemination of a 
communications strategy. 

Resnick says, “An element frequently missing is the communication piece, explaining to the 
users what the analytics mean, how to interpret them, and what actions to take, for example 
when an indicator is red, yellow or green.”  

For the SME, communication is critically important, specifically in terms of documentation, 
because employees frequently wear multiple hats and when someone leaves the company, 
their replacement needs to know those same things. 

Conclusion  
Increasingly, SMEs will adopt BI technology solutions: as VR Srivatsan (vice president for a large 
South Asia company, and who has more than 17 years of IT experience) says, “The good use of 
IT, data and information can pay back large dividends without necessarily incurring massive 
investment.” 
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Those enterprises that focus on the “intelligence” in business intelligence will derive positive 
and measurable benefits by identifying opportunities and making better decisions, based on 
trustworthy information.  
 
However, SMEs that don’t adopt BI technology will run the risk of making poor decisions, will be 
unaware of company inefficiencies, and will base decisions on accurate but inappropriate data. 

For the SME competing in an increasingly data-driven market, the ability to access and process 
information with speed and accuracy is critical. Whether in recessionary times or not, it is 
increasingly important for the SME to efficiently aggregate information from a wide variety of 
sources, including non-traditional ones such as emails and networking sites.   

Ultimately, making effective use of BI will be the hallmark of the well-managed SME, showing 
that it is an enterprise that can always answer crucial business questions, ensuring timely, 
accurate, information-based business decisions.  
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