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Executive Summary 
Today's executive leadership, forged in the information age, has added a 
new instrument to its decision-making tool belt. To complement the 
experience and business "feel" required for high-level management, senior 
executives increasingly turn to the visibility and fact-based decision support 
provided by Business Intelligence (BI) and analytical methodology. With the 
ability to look deeper into their company's operational activity and ask new 
questions of their data, with little or no IT assistance, top executives are 
now making business analytics a strategic priority. With a strong foundation 
of organizational capability and leveraging the appropriate analytical 
technologies, these Best-in-Class executives are able to identify and exploit 
tangible opportunities for top and bottom line enhancement. 

This research is based on direct survey feedback from 370 C-level and VP-
level executives in January and March 2011 at companies operating in many 
industries across the globe. 

Best-in-Class Performance 
Aberdeen used the following four key performance criteria to distinguish 
Best-in-Class companies: 

• 42% year over year improvement in operating profit, versus an 11% 
improvement for Industry Average companies and a 7% decline for 
Laggards 

• 41% year over year increase in organic revenue, versus a 12% increase 
for Industry Average companies and a 5% decrease for Laggards 

• 94% customer retention rate over the previous 12 months, compared 
with 92% for Industry Average companies and 77% for Laggards  

• 96% employee retention rate over the previous 12 months, compared 
with 91% for Industry Average companies and 76% for Laggards 

Competitive Maturity Assessment 
Survey results show that the firms enjoying Best-in-Class performance are:  

• 65% more likely to have executive-level ownership of BI strategy  
• 56% more likely to align operational activity to a strategic agenda 
• 1.3-times more likely to automate the generation and delivery of 

standard reports 

Required Actions 
In addition to the specific recommendations in Chapter Three of this 
report, to achieve Best-in-Class performance, companies must: 

• Build employee engagement in analytical methodology 
• Dedicate a BI leader/champion at executive and departmental levels 
• Consider investing in predictive analytics/modeling technology 

Research Benchmark 

Aberdeen’s Research 
Benchmarks provide an  
in-depth and comprehensive 
look into process, procedure, 
methodologies, and 
technologies with best practice 
identification and actionable 
recommendations 

This document is the result of primary research performed by Aberdeen Group. Aberdeen Group's methodologies provide for objective fact-based research and 
represent the best analysis available at the time of publication. Unless otherwise noted, the entire contents of this publication are copyrighted by Aberdeen Group, Inc. 
and may not be reproduced, distributed, archived, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written consent by Aberdeen Group, Inc. 
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Chapter One:  
Benchmarking the Best-in-Class 

Business Context 
The qualities that make up our best executive-level leaders are as diverse as 
they are rare. Business experience and decision context are, and will always 
be, crucial elements of the executive skill set. However, today’s most 
successful business leaders are augmenting that maturity and domain 
expertise with factual decision support through tools like Business 
Intelligence (BI) technology and strategy. Aberdeen’s August 2010 
benchmark report, Operational Intelligence: Boosting Performance with "Right-
Time" Insight, validates the move toward more evidence-based or data-
driven decisions within the executive suite. According to the research, 57% 
of executives feel that decisions based on incomplete or inaccurate 
information is the most important pressure driving the need for a dedicated 
analytical methodology and toolset to be put in place. The ability to 
supplement experiential executive knowledge with timely business insight is 
separating the leaders from the laggards on mahogany row. 

The explosion in business data is affecting companies of all shapes and sizes, 
but the ability to exploit that data and transform it into usable business 
insight is what distinguishes Best-in-Class companies from the rest. 
However, the timely gathering, transformation and delivery of that insight is 
typically not a simple process. Aberdeen’s December 2010 benchmark 
report, Data Management for BI: Fueling the Analytical Engine with High-Octane 
Information, discovered a variety of impediments to this “information value 
chain” at the executive level (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Top Barriers to Delivering Timely and Relevant Data 
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Lack of IT resources

Software and services are too 
expensive

Poorly defined user needs

Technologies are too difficult 
to implement

Percentage of Respondents, n = 370

All Sr. Executives

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, December 2010 

While each of the challenges listed above contain their own separate story, 
perhaps the most interesting aspect of the chart is what is missing. Very few 
executive decision makers need convincing when it comes to the value of BI 
and the ability to make timely data-driven decisions. Building the business 
case is not the issue. The challenge is marshalling both the monetary and 

Survey Demographics 

This benchmark report is based 
on direct feedback from 370 
executive-level respondents, 
broken down as follows: 

√ CEO / President - 40% 

√ Chief Information Officer 
(CIO) - 9% 

√ Chief Financial Officer 
(CFO) - 8% 

√ Chief Marketing Officer 
(CMO) - 6% 

√ Other C-level - 13% 

√ Vice President - 24% 

http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6528/RA-operational-business-intelligence.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6528/RA-operational-business-intelligence.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6692/RA-data-analytics-management.aspx
http://www.aberdeen.com/aberdeen-library/6692/RA-data-analytics-management.aspx


The ABCs of Executive Analytics: A-List Performance Using BI in the C-Suite 
Page 5 

 

 

© 2011 Aberdeen Group. Telephone: 617 854 5200 
www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 

human resources necessary to capitalize on the data flowing into the 
organization every day. Best-in-Class companies are optimizing their internal 
capabilities and skill sets to generate an environment that efficiently collects, 
assembles, and delivers mission-critical insight – in a meaningful and 
digestible way - to the executives who have the ability to affect substantial 
business performance improvements. 

As executives across a variety of industries wake up to the need for more 
factual decision support, the key drivers behind the investment in business 
analytics are very much aligned to the general pressures of each role. As 
such, the research demonstrates some noteworthy disparity in the business 
drivers that affect each type of executive (Figure 2).  

Figure 2: Key Pressures Driving Executive Investment in BI 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

The typical CEO - among a plethora of other issues - is concerned with the 
growth strategy and long term health of the company. Day-to-day fires are 
dealt with on an ad-hoc basis, but the bulk of the CEO's time is devoted to 
longer term issues. Incidentally this is the very business driver that attracts 
CEOs to BI solutions. The ability to find and exploit opportunities for 
revenue growth - new markets, new products, new industries, etc. - is 
crucial for a company leader and efficient analytical strategy can support this 
need. On the other side of the table, the CFO and CIO conversely are 
more concerned with day-to-day operational activity. Hence, the need to 
improve visibility into daily operations is of chief concern for these two 
offices. A vice president on the other hand often acts as the CEO for a 
particular business unit or function so the need to grow revenue for their 
own fiefdom and make it more relevant to the greater organization is at the 
top of the priority list for VPs. Other key pressures relate back to the 
accessibility and usage of information. Many executives feel challenged in 

"It has been challenging to 
provide complete and accurate 
information in the past. We are 
in the process of implementing 
new BI tools that we believe 
will provide executives and 
managers with significantly 
easier access to better 
information." 

~ CIO 

Large US-Based Computer 
Hardware Provider 
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finding the right piece of information to support their decisions and doing so 
in a timely fashion. Finally, a vital application of business analytics largely 
underutilized by line-level employees is the ability to tap into the external 
world to capture and analyze structured and unstructured information in 
order to better understand competitive activity. Top executives on the 
other hand are drawn to BI in order to help paint a clearer picture of what 
their competitors are doing. 

The Maturity Class Framework 
Aberdeen used four key performance criteria to distinguish the Best-in-
Class from Industry Average and Laggard organizations. These four metrics 
speak to some of the most crucial areas of executive management - cost 
control, growth, customer intimacy, and talent retention. Specifically, the 
four metrics that separate Leaders from Laggards are: 

• Operating profit: Measured as an average year over year change 
in operating profit/EBIT 

• Organic revenue growth: Measured as an average year over year 
change in organic (non-acquisition related) revenue 

• Customer retention rate: Measured as an average percentage of 
customers retained over the previous 12 month period 

• Employee retention rate: Measured as an average percentage of 
employees retained over the previous 12 month period 

Quantitatively, the breakdown of performance across Best-in-Class, Industry 
Average, and Laggard organizations is depicted in Table 1. 

Table 1: Top Performers Earn Best-in-Class Status 

Definition of 
Maturity Class Mean Class Performance 

Best-in-Class:  
Top 20% 

of aggregate 
performance 

scorers 

 42% year over year improvement in operating profit 
 41% year over year increase in organic revenue 
 94% customer retention rate over previous 12 months 
 96% employee retention rate over previous 12 months 

Industry 
Average:  

Middle 50%  
of aggregate  
performance 

scorers 

 11% year over year improvement in operating profit 
 12% year over year increase in organic revenue 
 92% customer retention rate over previous 12 months 
 91% employee retention rate over previous 12 months 

Laggard:  
Bottom 30%  
of aggregate 
performance 

scorers 

 7% year over year decline in operating profit 
 5% year over year decrease in organic revenue 
 77% customer retention rate over previous 12 months 
 76% employee retention rate over previous 12 months 

Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 34% year over year increase 
in operating cash flow 

Compared with: 

√ 9% increase for the Industry 
Average 

√ 6% decrease for Laggards 
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The Best-in-Class PACE Model 
Using business analytics to achieve corporate goals requires a combination 
of strategic actions, organizational capabilities, and enabling technologies 
that can be summarized as shown in Table 2.  

Table 2: The Best-in-Class PACE Framework 

Pressures Actions Capabilities Enablers 
 Inability to identify 

revenue growth 
opportunities 

 Align business goals 
to Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs)  
 Identify and enhance 

data sources for use 
with BI system 

 Established process for connecting 
operational performance data with 
strategic performance metrics  
 Executive-level ownership of 

company analytical strategy 
 Cross-departmental sharing of 

business data  
 Regular measurement and delivery 

of strategic performance metrics 

 Traditional BI (historical data) 
reporting and analysis tools  
 Operational BI (real or near-real 

time) reporting and analysis 
tools  
 Automated report generation 

and delivery  
 Data integration tools  
 Collaboration tools (i.e. 

integrated IM, commenting, etc. 
within reporting)  

Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

Best-in-Class Strategies 
Perhaps the most important job of a top executive is to define and 
communicate the corporate strategy to those in the company who are 
charged with executing against it. A major roadblock that many companies 
face is that the daily activities of the organization don't support the strategic 
vision of what must be done. From a strategic level, the highest priority for 
Best-in-Class executives is creating that alignment (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Top Actions to Support Business Analytics  

26%

31%

39%
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sources for use with BI system

Deliver BI/analytical capability to 
more users in the organization

Facilitate/enable self-service 
delivery of BI solution

Align business activity to strategic 
key performance indicators (KPI)

Percentage of Respondents, n = 370

Best-in-Class 
Executives

 
Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

With that alignment achieved the next priority is arming their employees 
with the tools they need to maintain alignment to the overall strategy and 

Fast Facts 

√ 27% of the Best-in-Class are 
using mobile BI 

Compared with: 

√ 14% of Industry Average 
companies 

√ 7% of Laggards 
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actually execute against it. When an analytical strategy is so technically or 
logistically cumbersome that substantial involvement from IT or other 
departments is required, the solution is hindered from reaching its full 
audience and delivering the visibility and decision support that it promises. 
For that reason, Best-in-Class executives consistently seek ways to arm 
their best decision makers with analytical capability in a self-service or self-
sufficient capacity. With alignment to the corporate strategy achieved and 
tools delivered in a self service capacity, the next key priorities are to 
enable those tools to pervade into more areas of the business, and 
ultimately allow more of the vital organizational data to be analyzed and 
visualized. 

Aberdeen Insights — Strategy 

Aberdeen's research in the field of business intelligence consistently and 
repeatedly demonstrates a linkage between the aforementioned self-service 
analytics concept and elevated business performance. Top performers can 
reduce or remove reliance on IT allowing for business users to leverage 
their experience in conjunction with timely information in order to draw 
from the best of both worlds and improve the quality of their decisions. At 
the executive level, that very concept is of paramount importance as senior 
leaders typically have the highest level of experience in their particular area; 
while at the same time have the least amount of time to wait for their 
requests to pass through an IT queue. While all executives (and all business 
users for that matter) can benefit from a degree of independence with their 
analytics, the research demonstrates a glaring hole in the delivery self-
service BI in the office of the CFO (Figure 4).  

Figure 4: Self-Service Analytics at the Executive Level 
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Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

Figure 4 highlights a conundrum in the world of business analytics that 
continually rears its ugly head with certain industries and user types.  

 continued 

"Although we have had much 
talk about utilizing better 
information to make decisions, 
the leadership group is strongly 
biased toward making decisions 
based only on ‘gut’ or 
anecdotal field sales input." 

~ CFO 

US-Based Medical Devices 
Provider 
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Aberdeen Insights — Strategy 

Sometimes the users with the greatest need for analytical capability are 
those who experience the greatest barriers to its efficient delivery. Often 
times by necessity, the CEO is forced into aptitude with multiple areas of 
the business - the concept of "chief cook and bottle washer" - and the data 
showing CEOs with the highest degree of self-sufficiency doesn't come as a 
shock. Through their very nature and rise to office, CIOs are generally fairly 
adept at navigating software applications efficiently. Conversely, neither of 
those concepts is overtly applicable to the typical CFO. Perhaps the 
analyses and complex financial calculations required for financial leadership 
are not readily available in tools simple enough to use in an unassisted 
capacity. Nevertheless, in a position that requires tight controls over the 
operations of the company and the greatest depth of visibility into what is 
actually happening, an intuitive, easy-to-use software tool comes to the 
forefront of necessity in the office of the CFO, and Best-in-Class companies 
are exploring ways to deliver that tool in a self-service or minimally assisted 
capacity. 

 
In the next chapter, we will see what the top performers are doing to 
achieve these gains. 
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Chapter Two:  
Benchmarking Requirements for Success 

The selection of an analytical solution and its integration into business 
process management systems plays a crucial role in the ability to turn these 
strategies into profit. The following case study illustrates how one 
organization was able to leverage BI to augment its supply chain and logistics 
services and deliver analytical support to its executive decision makers.  

Case Study — A Global Supply Chain Management Provider 

Consider the case of a global provider of logistics and supply chain 
management services. Operating in dozens of countries across the world 
and managing a variety of third-party services, this organization provides 
mission critical service logistics to manufacturers looking to deliver after-
sale warranty items. 

Initially, the process of assimilating large quantities of data from multiple 
branches of their supply chain as well as their third-party warehousing 
partners was largely manual, spreadsheet based, and very time-intensive. 
“We were struggling to coalesce files from a large disparate group of 
people”, recalls Douglas Ingram, an operations executive managing the 
Process Engineering group. “We had a constantly changing version of the 
truth that was never correct across our organization.” To exacerbate the 
situation, organizations in this industry continually sign contracts that 
demonstrate certain service levels will be achieved. Without supporting 
data it becomes much harder to demonstrate achievement of the Service 
Level Agreement (SLA), conversations with customers become longer 
and more time-intensive, and operational efficiency suffers as a result. 

The solution was to arm themselves with better data and better insight 
through the use of BI tools. After considering a variety of different 
vendors and styles of BI, this organization settled on an on-demand, 
Software as a Service (SaaS) based provider of reporting and analytics 
solutions. “Our network of customers and vendors is extremely 
disparate geographically and in terms of the sophistication of their data 
environments,” reports Ingram. “We need the ability to tap into 
everything from flat files and spreadsheets, all the way up to sophisticated 
ERP systems, and our on-demand reporting solution has the ability to 
map to a broad variety of source systems.” 

Having rolled out their BI solution recently, the organization is already 
reaping substantial business benefit both qualitatively and quantitatively. 
Having the ability to link up with multiple types of data and visualize them 
in one intuitive web-based interface allows the business to look at their 
organization through different lenses and ask questions of the data that 
they previously could not.  

continued 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 40% year over year increase 
in sales pipeline size 

Compared with: 

√ 14% increase for the 
Industry Average 

√ 0% for increase for Laggards 



The ABCs of Executive Analytics: A-List Performance Using BI in the C-Suite 
Page 11 

 

 

© 2011 Aberdeen Group. Telephone: 617 854 5200 
www.aberdeen.com Fax: 617 723 7897 

Case Study — A Global Supply Chain Management Provider 

They now also have the crucial ability to measure their own execution – 
how long it takes to move a product from point A to B, which steps can 
be augmented or eliminated – leading to much more efficient self-analysis 
and improvement. “Our BI solution is a key underpinning in proving the 
credibility of our own operational assumptions and actions. When you 
make a change or undertake a new project, it used to take months or 
even years to verify that it was the right move and we’ve been able to 
shorten that time frame significantly,” says Ingram. “At the end of the day 
BI allows us to offer more value to our customers in a highly competitive 
and increasingly commoditized market. We believe this level of 
differentiation will make our customers happier and ultimately make us 
more money.” 

Competitive Assessment 
Aberdeen Group analyzed the aggregated metrics of surveyed companies to 
determine whether their performance ranked as Best-in-Class, Industry 
Average, or Laggard. In addition to having common performance levels, each 
class also shared characteristics in five key categories: (1) process (the 
approaches they take to execute daily operations); (2) organization 
(corporate focus and collaboration among stakeholders); (3) knowledge 
management (exposing data to key stakeholders); (4) technology (the 
selection of the appropriate tools and the effective deployment of those 
tools); and (5) performance management (the ability of the organization 
to measure its results to improve its business). These characteristics 
(identified in Table 3) serve as a guideline for best practices, and correlate 
directly with Best-in-Class performance across the key metrics. 

Table 3: The Competitive Framework 

 Best-in-Class Average Laggards 

Process 

Established process for connecting operational data with 
strategic performance metrics 

50% 47% 32% 

Iterative process of assessing company maturity 

47% 42% 30% 

Organization 

Executive-level ownership of company analytical strategy 

76% 61% 51% 

BI leader / champion at departmental levels 

58% 37% 35% 

Knowledge 

Cross-departmental sharing of business data 

60% 53% 46% 

Central repository of KPIs and/or analytical best-practices 

45% 39% 24% 
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 Best-in-Class Average Laggards 

Performance 
Regular measurement and delivery of strategic 
performance metrics 

73% 62% 50% 

Technology 

Automated report generation and delivery 

52% 40% 39% 

Data integration tools 

52% 38% 35% 

Collaboration tools (i.e. integrated IM, commenting, etc. 
within reporting) 

41% 30% 23% 

Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

Capabilities and Enablers 
Based on the findings of the Competitive Framework and interviews with 
end-users, Aberdeen’s analysis of the Best-in-Class demonstrates that the 
successful deployment and use of business intelligence and analytical strategy 
at the executive level depends on a combination of specific capabilities and 
technology enablers. Aberdeen's research has identified several capabilities 
that Best-in-Class companies leverage in order to achieve elevated 
performance. 

Process 
The puzzle pieces that comprise an efficient analytical strategy are diverse 
and often times not obvious.Typically the macro-level vision for BI is 
achieved by starting with some well conceived processes to help support 
the collection, transformation, and delivery of business information. Chief 
among these processes is the ability to self-assess and gain an understanding 
of where things stand today, and where they need to be in the future. More 
specifically, top performing companies continually ask themselves questions 
like "what data sources are accessible today and which ones do we need 
access to in the next quarter?" or "How many analytical users do we have, 
what levels of expertise do these folks carry, and how can we tailor our 
analytical solution appropriately?" This iterative self-assessment is not always 
easy to maintain, but the research shows that Best-in-Class companies are 
57% more likely to have this process in place. Additionally, one of the most 
prevalent barriers to achieving the operational-strategic alignment depicted 
in Figure 3 is the simple fact that the data doesn't always flow seamlessly 
from each line-of-business to the strategic decision makers. Best-in-Class 
companies are more than twice as likely as Laggards to have adopted a 
process to ensure the efficient transfer of information from the front lines 
of the company to the executive level (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5: Process and Organizational Capabilities 
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Organization 
Given the growing importance of business analytics and it's continually 
increasing ability to provide insight into multiple areas of the business, it 
stands to reason that the development, implementation, and continual 
management of the analytical strategy would fall under executive level 
oversight. Eighty-one percent (81%) of Best-in-Class companies report that 
their analytical strategy is indeed owned by an executive leader rather than 
just residing on the technical side of the house or in pockets across 
disparate business functions (Figure 5, above). With top level ownership of 
the BI strategy in place, top performing companies are also more likely to 
delegate responsibility on a functional or line-of-business level as well as 
creating an efficient top-down analytical hierarchy. Best-in-Class companies 
are 65% more likely than all others to have a BI leader or champion at 
departmental or functional levels. 

Knowledge Management 
It is a rare organization that doesn't experience frustration when it comes 
to functional silos and the barriers that prevent business process efficiency 
from a cross-departmental perspective. For example, sales data drives 
financial forecasting, forecasting drives planning and budgeting, budgeting 
drives spending and hiring, etc. This never-ending ecosystem of data begs 
for a level of collaboration and sharing across business functions. While a 
modest 60% of Best-in-Class companies report having this level of 
collaboration and sharing across silos, these top performers are still 
significantly more likely than their peers to have this capability in place. 
Making the data more available to multiple business functions (within reason 
and applying the proper security and rights management), is the first step in 
the process but the real value is realized when it comes to interpreting that 
data and transforming it into usable business insight. Relevant data is always 
valuable to some degree, but without the application of appropriate business 
models - i.e. looking at the data through the right lens - that data won't 
deliver its potential for business insight. Best-in-Class companies are more 

Fast Facts 

√ 22% of the Best-in-Class are 
using open-source BI 

Compared with: 

√ 14% of Industry Average 
companies 

√ 9% of Laggards 
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likely to take the next step and create a centralized repository of KPI and 
analytical best-practices such that a broader portion of the workforce has 
the ability to benefit from cross-functional data (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Knowledge and Performance Management Capabilities 
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Performance Management 
The ability to deliver on strategic performance objectives is predicated on a 
variety of factors including the efficient transfer of data, collaboration across 
business functions, and operational visibility from the top levels to the front 
lines. One challenge several companies face is an over-elongated period of 
measurement when it comes to those crucial strategic performance metrics. 
When those metrics are only measured and reported on quarterly or semi-
annually it becomes exponentially more difficult to make adjustments in time 
to affect substantial change. Best-in-Class companies are more likely to 
shrink the measurement time frame for their top strategic priorities and 
create a regular and frequent priority to deliver those metrics in an intuitive, 
visually appealing way (Figure 6). 

Technology 
From a technology perspective, the research examined both the analytical 
tools used by senior executives as well as the method of delivery for those 
very tools. In the world of business analytics, there is a wide array of tools 
and functionality that can deliver value to the executive level. Some tools 
such as dashboards and scorecards are directly utilized by the executives 
themselves - the data shows that Best-in-Class executives are more likely to 
leverage automated generation and delivery of key reports. Other tools 
aren't implemented or directly used by the executives themselves but 
comprise a vital infrastructure of data capture, assembly, and delivery that 
enables faster and cleaner delivery of key business insight. Technologies 
falling under this category include data cleansing/enrichment tools, as well as 
data integration or Master Data Management (MDM) tools. The research 
shows that Best-in-Class companies are 50% more likely to have these tools 
in place as part of their analytical infrastructure (Figure 7). 

Fast Facts 

√ 52% of CEOs report being 
"satisfied" or "very satisfied" 
with the ease-of-use of their 
information systems 

Compared with: 

√ 51% of CIOs 

√ 17% of CFOs 
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When it comes to delivering that business insight to the executives that rely 
upon it, Best-in-Class companies are exploring several mechanisms for 
delivery both old and new. In line with a growing trend noticeable in 
Aberdeen's last several benchmark reports, on-premise delivery of BI tools 
is still the most prevalent delivery mechanism, but a larger percentage of 
companies are gravitating towards a web server-based on-premise 
deployment. Two other deployment models that are also gaining traction in 
the Aberdeen community include "embedded" or integrated BI, and SaaS 
based BI (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Key Technology Enablers in Use 
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With an embedded BI strategy, users are leveraging analytical functionality 
(data capture, analytics, reporting, dashboards, etc.) pre-built within other 
existing enterprise applications such as ERP or CRM. This approach typically 
supports a pervasive deployment of analytical technology as the tools are 
able to "piggy-back" on a well understood and widely deployed application. 
Other companies are gravitating towards a web-based or on-demand SaaS 
BI deployment that allows for a zero footprint, intuitive web-based interface 
for use both inside and outside the corporate firewall. According to the 
research, each of these BI deployment strategies is more likely to be 
leveraged by Best-in-Class companies. 

Aberdeen Insights — Technology 

Business intelligence software was born into the world of IT out of 
necessity as much as anything else. As database technology advanced and 
companies developed more sophisticated schema and ways of organizing 
their data into enterprise data warehouses, data stores, data marts, etc., 
the tools required to ask questions of that data grew along with it.  

continued 
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Aberdeen Insights — Technology 

In a similar fashion, as those analytical tools have evolved to be more 
usable and distributable to a wider business audience, the team of people 
charged with selecting and implementing the tools has changed in 
composition. With any significant software implementation, the technical 
leaders will always be part of the decision, but give the widespread 
impact of BI these days, there are more stakeholders at higher levels. 
Aberdeen research continually examines the selection criteria when it 
comes to various tools falling under the umbrella of business analytics, 
and how those criteria differ by role. Moreover, despite some promising 
economic re-growth since the financial crisis of 2008, most companies 
have been slow to loosen the stranglehold they have placed around 
capital expenditures, so it follows that Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) 
would be the most important criterion affecting analytical purchase 
decisions (Figure 8).  

Figure 8: Top Selection Criteria for Business Analytics 
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Ironically, among this pool of executives the only decision maker that 
doesn't see TCO as the top priority is the CFO, whereas the CIO views 
cost far and away as the most important factor. As a close second, 
executives are looking to ensure that the tools they evaluate have 
achieved success in a setting that closely emulates their own. At the end 
of the day, top executives are bottom line thinkers. When it comes to 
the decision making process for business analytics, all other 
considerations take a backseat to two very simple questions; "how much 
is it going to cost me?" and "what are the chances this will work?" 
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Chapter Three:  
Required Actions 

Whether a company is trying to move its performance in business analytics 
from Laggard to Industry Average, or Industry Average to Best-in-Class, the 
following actions will help spur the necessary performance improvements: 

Laggard Steps to Success 
• Build employee engagement in analytical methodology. 

Best-in-Class companies have a three-pronged approach to fostering 
an analytical atmosphere in their organizations. First, as shown in 
Table 3, they are more likely to share data across organizational 
silos and create an unimpeded flow of analytical information. 
Second, top performers are more likely to build analytical skill sets 
in house through the use of training and educational programs as 
well as the sharing of analytical best-practices as depicted in Figure 
6. Third, they are more likely to arm their decision makers with the 
appropriate tools allowing for self-service analysis and discovery of 
what is really going on in the business. By following in the footsteps 
of the Best-in-Class - removing information barriers, developing 
analytical skill sets, and delivering intuitive analytical tools - Laggards 
will be in a position not only to generate a strong analytical culture 
in their organizations, but also draw closer to the Best-in-Class level 
of employee retention depicted in Table 1. 

• Create better linkages between operational data and 
strategic performance metrics. Line item financial statement 
metrics like revenue, operating income, and cash flow seem simple 
enough when printed on a static piece of paper in black and white. 
The reality is that the people, processes, and technologies that 
contribute to those high level metrics are extremely diverse. In 
order to better understand, and more importantly, improve upon 
those metrics, an unfettered transfer of data from relevant business 
functions is a true necessity, and less than a third of Laggard 
organizations report having that capability. Creating open lines of 
communication from the executive ranks to the operating front 
lines will put Laggards in a better position to understand the 
implications of more line-level decisions, ultimately leading to an 
enhanced ability to impact those high level financial metrics. 

• Investigate technologies to improve data quality. Poor data 
quality manifests itself in the business world in an alarming variety of 
ways. The data could be incorrect, irrelevant, electronically 
corrupted, or late/outdated. While much of a sound analytical 
strategy is process or human capital related, ensuring data quality is 
one area that can be significantly bolstered through the use of 
technology. Only 22% of Laggards report utilizing software 
technology to improve data quality. The first step is to understand 

Fast Facts 

Best-in-Class companies 
achieved: 

√ 20% year over year increase 
in Return on Marketing 
Investment (ROMI) 

Compared with: 

√ 9% increase for the Industry 
Average 

√ 4% decrease for Laggards 
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what data is truly mission-critical for analytical purposes, assess the 
overall usefulness and quality of that data, and apply the technology 
in a meaningful way. This action will help Laggards capture and 
utilize more of their data, and ultimately increase the value of their 
growing volumes of information.  

Industry Average Steps to Success 
• Establish training/educational programs to build analytical 

skill sets. While some companies have the time and resources to 
simply hire the most talented analytical minds, many have found 
success in creating homegrown analytical thinkers through the use 
of training and educational programs. Only 20% of Industry Average 
companies report having these programs in place. By exposing the 
power of analytics to more line-level employees, more 
technologists, and more executives, the analytical solution will have 
a better chance of affecting more areas of the business. Once the 
users start to get creative with the application of their own 
expertise and ideas, analytical methodology becomes "stickier" and 
at that point has a tendency to pervade more quickly into the 
organization. 

• Dedicate an analytical leader or champion at line-of-
business levels. Most successful analytically inclined organizations 
will tout the importance of executive level ownership of the BI 
strategy. One thing that separates the top performers from the rest 
is a solid hierarchy of ownership and accountability for business 
analytics at many levels throughout the organization. In addition to 
their insistence on executive level ownership, Best-in-Class 
companies are almost twice as likely as the Industry Average to 
have a BI leader or champion installed at functional, operational, or 
line-of-business levels as well. 

• Automate the generation and delivery of standard reports. 
The development of self-service analytical curiosity, as discussed 
numerous times throughout this research, is an important facet in 
furthering that type of culture. However, certain reports and data 
views are constant and rarely change. For the static aspects of the 
reporting and analytical infrastructure, it makes sense to automate 
the generation and delivery of these reports to those that make 
decisions based on this information. Best-in-Class companies are 
35% more likely than Industry Average companies to put this level 
of automation in place, allowing them to reuse more reports, not 
have to re-invent the wheel from a metadata perspective, and 
reduce the IT cycles required to distribute relevant data. 

Best-in-Class Steps to Success 
• Start tracking human capital usage related to analytics. If 

we loosely define the analytical umbrella to encompass everything 

"While data can drive insights 
into day to day decisions, 
relevant information at the 
‘relationship’ level is what 
determines the where and how 
to grow revenues. This 
information is mostly conveyed 
through discussion and 
narrative formats with people 
directly involved in those 
relationships." 

~ VP, Business Development 

Large US-Based Healthcare 
Provider 
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from data collection and integration to analytical modeling, 
reporting and dashboarding, in almost every case, the most costly 
and time consuming aspect of that chain is in gathering and managing 
data on the back end. In order to improve the business value 
achievable through the use of BI, a company must have an intimate 
understanding of what skill sets and resources are brought to bear 
to support the analytical strategy. This all starts with the simple act 
of measurement, and only 23% of Best-in-Class companies are 
currently measuring their utilization levels when it comes to human 
capital (IT time, management time, etc.) In order to further boost 
their ROI from BI implementation, Best-in-Class companies must 
first paint a clear picture of how their most valuable resources 
(people) are being leveraged in support of their analytical 
environment. 

• Continue to foster analytical collaboration across business 
functions. Step 1, share data across business functions - check. 
Best-in-Class companies are more likely to collaborate and share 
data with other divisions, functions and business units. Step 2, create 
a repository of best practices to understand different perspectives 
for looking at data - check. Best-in-Class companies are more likely 
to have a centralized repository of KPI and analytical best-practices. 
The next step for these top performers is to create an environment 
where you're not only sharing data, and gathering different 
perspectives, but actually collaborating in the present tense to bring 
together multiple perspectives and analyze data in previously 
unknown ways. Less than one quarter of Best-in-Class companies 
report having the ability to collaborate around the generation of 
analytical methodologies and insights. Putting this next piece in the 
puzzle will enable Best-in-Class companies to generate new insights, 
ask questions of their data that they didn't previously know to ask, 
and get answers to those questions in a timely way. 

• Consider implementing predictive analytics technology. 
Becoming a proactive organization rather than a reactive one 
involves more than just standard financial forecasting and budgeting. 
Companies are often beholden to a variety of factors 
(macroeconomic, political, etc.) that they have little or no control 
over, yet drive their business in ways that they can't fully 
understand. Predictive analytics technology helps companies 
navigate in these uncertain waters by enabling the manipulation of 
these factors and the creation of predictive models that alleviate the 
uncertainty of the future. Only 28% of Best-in-Class companies are 
using predictive analytics tools at the executive levels. Equipping 
senior leadership with predictive modeling capability will empower 
these executives with the ability to foretell and visualize how 
fluctuations external factors will affect their company in the fiscal 
quarters, years, and decades to come. 

 

Fast Facts 

√ 86% of CFOs report that 
spreadsheets are their 
primary analytical tool 

Compared with: 

√ 51% of CEOs 

√ 61% of CIOs 
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Aberdeen Insights — Summary 

By the time most projects reach the office of a C-level executive, a 
business case has been made, and an implementation plan has been laid 
out. Business analytics as a company strategy is no different. As such, 
these initiatives won't get the green light unless the executives are willing 
to put their full weight behind it and pave the way for the maximum 
amount of business value. If we take this concept and apply it to business 
analytics, a key indicator of success would be how prevalently the tools 
and methodologies are used across multiple areas of the business. In this 
particular study, the data backs up that concept in demonstrating how 
Best-in-Class companies have been more successful than their peers in 
widening the reach of BI and delivering analytical capability to more 
functional areas / departments (Figure 9).  

Figure 9: Spreading Analytics to More Functional Areas 
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Especially at the executive levels however, top performers recognize the 
distinction between technology for technology's sake, and a widespread 
solution that draws on the right people, processes, and tools. Supported 
by a strong base of organizational capability, and arming themselves with 
the right technology enablers, Best-in-Class senior executives have 
created a successful and pervasive analytical strategy that drives significant 
impact to their top and bottom lines. 
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Appendix A:  
Research Methodology 

Between January and March 2011, Aberdeen examined the use, the 
experiences, and the intentions of 370 senior executives using business 
analytics in a diverse set of enterprises. 

Aberdeen supplemented this online survey effort with interviews with select 
survey respondents, gathering additional information on business analytics 
strategies, experiences, and results. 

Responding enterprises included the following: 

• Job title: The research sample included respondents exclusively from 
C-level and VP-levels. Specific job titles broke down as follows: 
CEO / President (40%); CIO (9%); CFO (8%); CMO (6%); Other C-
level (13%); and Vice President (24%). 

• Industry: The research sample included respondents exclusively from 
a variety of industries. IT services was the largest segment with 23% 
of the sample. Other industries with significant representation 
include software (17%), financial services (9%), manufacturing (8%), 
and public sector (6%). 

• Geography: The majority of respondents (69%) were from North 
America. Remaining respondents were from the Asia-Pacific region 
(11%) and EMEA (20%). 

• Company size: Twelve percent (12%) of respondents were from 
large enterprises (annual revenues above US $1 billion); 21% were 
from midsize enterprises (annual revenues between $50 million and 
$1 billion); and 67% of respondents were from small businesses 
(annual revenues of $50 million or less). 

• Headcount: Twenty-two percent (22%) of respondents were from 
large enterprises (headcount greater than 1,000 employees); 27% 
were from midsize enterprises (headcount between 100 and 999 
employees); and 51% of respondents were from small businesses 
(headcount between 1 and 99 employees). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study Focus 

Responding executives 
completed an online survey 
that included questions 
designed to determine the 
following: 

√ The degree to which 
business analytics is deployed 
in their organization and the 
financial implications of the 
technology 

√ The structure and 
effectiveness of existing 
business analytics 
implementations 

√ Current and planned use of 
business analytics to aid 
operational and promotional 
activities 

√ The benefits, if any, that have 
been derived from business 
analytics initiatives 

The study aimed to identify 
emerging best practices for 
business analytics, and to 
provide a framework by which 
readers could assess their own 
management capabilities. 
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Table 4: The PACE Framework Key 

Overview 
Aberdeen applies a methodology to benchmark research that evaluates the business pressures, actions, capabilities, 
and enablers (PACE) that indicate corporate behavior in specific business processes. These terms are defined as 
follows: 
Pressures — external forces that impact an organization’s market position, competitiveness, or business 
operations (e.g., economic, political and regulatory, technology, changing customer preferences, competitive) 
Actions — the strategic approaches that an organization takes in response to industry pressures (e.g., align the 
corporate business model to leverage industry opportunities, such as product / service strategy, target markets, 
financial strategy, go-to-market, and sales strategy) 
Capabilities — the business process competencies required to execute corporate strategy (e.g., skilled people, 
brand, market positioning, viable products / services, ecosystem partners, financing) 
Enablers — the key functionality of technology solutions required to support the organization’s enabling business 
practices (e.g., development platform, applications, network connectivity, user interface, training and support, 
partner interfaces, data cleansing, and management)  

Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

Table 5: The Competitive Framework Key 

Overview 

 

 
The Aberdeen Competitive Framework defines enterprises 
as falling into one of the following three levels of practices 
and performance: 
Best-in-Class (20%) — Practices that are the best 
currently being employed and are significantly superior to 
the Industry Average, and result in the top industry 
performance. 
Industry Average (50%) — Practices that represent the 
average or norm, and result in average industry 
performance. 
Laggards (30%) — Practices that are significantly behind 
the average of the industry, and result in below average 
performance. 

 
In the following categories: 
Process — What is the scope of process 
standardization? What is the efficiency and 
effectiveness of this process? 
Organization — How is your company currently 
organized to manage and optimize this particular 
process? 
Knowledge — What visibility do you have into key 
data and intelligence required to manage this process? 
Technology — What level of automation have you 
used to support this process? How is this automation 
integrated and aligned? 
Performance — What do you measure? How 
frequently? What’s your actual performance? 

Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 

Table 6: Relationship Between PACE and the Competitive Framework 

PACE and the Competitive Framework – How They Interact 
Aberdeen research indicates that companies that identify the most influential pressures and take the most 
transformational and effective actions are most likely to achieve superior performance. The level of competitive 
performance that a company achieves is strongly determined by the PACE choices that they make and how well they 
execute those decisions. 

Source: Aberdeen Group, March 2011 
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Appendix B:  
Related Aberdeen Research 

Related Aberdeen research that forms a companion or reference to this 
report includes: 

• Data Management for BI: Fueling the Analytical Engine with High-Octane 
Information; October 2010 

• BI for the SMB 2010: Unlocking Hidden Business Insight to Drive Profit; 
October 2010 

• Operational Intelligence: Boosting Performance with "Right-Time" Business 
Insight; August 2010 

• Self-Service BI: Empowering the Line-of-Business Manager; May 2010 

• The TCO View of Business Intelligence; April 2010 

• Business Intelligence in Banking: Analytical Customer Focus Drives 
Performance; April 2010 

• Data Management for BI: Strategies for Leveraging the Complexity and 
Growth of Business Data; December 2009 

• Top Floor to Shop Floor: Business Insight for the Discrete Manufacturing 
Industry; November 2009 

• Performance Management in the Midmarket; November 2009 

• BI for the C-Suite: Top Level Visibility Drives Top Notch Cash Flow; 
October 2009 

Information on these and any other Aberdeen publications can be found at 
www.aberdeen.com.  
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