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D
ata are the raw materials of
this age of information,
whether in such structured
form as ATM transactions
and till receipts, or unstruc-

tured such as trends on social media
feeds and sites.

Business intelligence and data min-
ing and warehousing applications ena-
ble companies to gain insights from
information that has mostly been gen-
erated internally. Modern analytic
techniques, including examinations of
“big data” – the mass of information
generated by all kinds of commercial
and other activities – expand this con-
cept by asking questions of both inter-
nal and external information almost
as soon as, and in some cases even
while, it is being generated.

Companies are using these tools to
improve business efficiency, spot

trends and opportunities, provide
customers with more relevant prod-
ucts and services and, increasingly, to
predict how people, or machines, will
behave in the future.

For example, General Electric’s
customers are using its Proficy
Monitoring & Analysis Suite, an inte-
grated set of software for industrial
data management and analytics, to
monitor equipment and process data
to improve performance.

GE’s Proficy Historian HD, one of
the six software modules in the suite,
lets companies store very large data
sets in a Hadoop cluster (many
machines running open-source soft-
ware Hadoop that can handle massive
amounts of unstructured data) and
then run advanced analytics on huge
amounts of data to improve perform-
ance, troubleshoot problems, and

predict and prevent failures in
machines such as turbines or jet
engines.

“We use the software ourselves in
our own monitoring and diagnostics
centres to manage trillions of dollars
in asset value,” said Brian Courtney,
general manager of GE Intelligent
Platforms’ Industrial Data Intelligence
Software group.

The market for business intelli-
gence, corporate performance man-
agement and analytics applications
and performance management soft-
ware – much of it provided by the “big
five” of SAP, Oracle, IBM, SAS and
Microsoft – has grown rapidly. Spend-
ing totalled $12.3bn in 2011 and grew
about 7 per cent last year, according
to research company Gartner.

Many companies use business
intelligence software to provide their
senior executives, sales staff and
other managers with access to key
performance indicators such as costs,
sales and margins.

Among the leading trends in the
market for business intelligence soft-
ware is the increasing call for screen-
based visualisation tools, such as dash-
boards, to make financial and other
data more accessible to executives on
the road via smartphones and tablets.

“We saw a new way to engage with
people and democratise data,” says
Quinton Alsbury, founder of Roambi,
which provides mobile business intel-
ligence visualisation software for
iPhones and iPads.

Pret A Manger, the sandwich
retailer, uses Roambi in the UK to
augment its traditional business intel-
ligence software and has provided 70
field and regional managers with
iPads. Staff can carry out stock takes
while they are on the move instead of
leafing through a 200-page paper file,
or they can monitor kitchen produc-
tion while standing on the shop floor.

Similarly, SiSense’s Prism 10X soft-
ware is designed for companies that
have outgrown Microsoft Excel and
need an integrated analytics suite
capable of handling huge volumes of
data without having to rely on the IT
department for assistance.

Perhaps the most dramatic trend
has been the move from data mining
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and warehousing – the use
of powerful software to
interrogate stored informa-
tion – towards big data.
“The origins of data ware-
housing lay in data sets
which, at that time, were
immediately relevant to
business problems,” says
Duncan Ross, director of
data science at analytics
provider Teradata.

“Specifically, this com-
prised data that could be
put into tables of rows and
columns and linked in a
relational form.” By its
nature, this limited the
types of data being stored
mostly to highly structured
forms.

While they are still a part
of big data analytics, much
of the information being
tapped is unstructured.
This may include data from
social media, about
weather, geography, mobil-
ity, from sensors and many
other data sets that can
enhance understanding.

Using Facebook data, Jap-
anese online and catalogue
retailer Nissen was able to
glean detailed insights into
customer likes, dislikes and
buying motivations. Tera-
data’s Mr Ross says: “By
linking this external data
with its established internal
data, [companies] are effec-
tively broadening their win-
dow on the wider world.

“Each time more data are
added, this window grows
larger, affording the busi-
ness a clearer view of the
market.

“This allows them to test
ideas and make better
decisions and predictions.
Crucially, it can also enable
them to break away from
small, incremental improve-
ments towards innovations
that will transform their
business.”

For companies and other
organisations at the cutting
edge of big data analytics,
the main goal is to be able
to use the intelligence
gleaned from analysing
large volumes of informa-
tion to predict and antici-
pate future trends.

Leading US banks such as

Continued from Page 1
Wells Fargo and Bank of
America, consumer goods
companies such as Coca-
Cola and 3M, and retailers
including Walmart are all
using big data analytics to
improve the running of
their business models and
to anticipate changes in
demand before they actu-
ally occur.

Scott Schlesinger, senior
vice-president and head of
business information man-
agement for the technology
consultancy Capgemini in
North America, says: “Pre-
dictive analytics can turn
poor business decisions,
made using haphazard
guesswork, into well
thought out and successful
business decisions that
improve performance.”

He also warns that to use
predictive analytics tools
well, an organisation must
first know what informa-
tion it needs, and devise “a
proper information and
business process strategy
that drives and [delivers]
efficiencies across the
organisation”.

Eddie Short, head of data
and analytics at manage-
ment consultancy KPMG,
sounds a similar cautionary
note. “Three years ago,
some commentators sug-
gested that data would
become the new currency of
business, almost on a par
with capital and labour,” he
says.

“Since then, information
has clearly moved to the
core of most organisations’
operations, but questions
remain about how to
extract real value because
the journey from traditional
business analytics to [data
becoming a] business ena-
bler requires organisations
to fundamentally rethink
how they collect, analyse,
distribute and monitor
data,” Mr Short adds.

“In my view, three years
from now it will be the
businesses that have
answered these questions
by combining their hunger
for data with an appetite to
match it with the needs of
their businesses that will
win the day and become
masters of their own data.”

Big data put under
the spotlight
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A
significant shift has been
taking place in the audience
for business intelligence
tools. Traditionally, highly
technical users in informa-

tion technology departments have
used these tools to produce descrip-
tive reports and queries for other
employees. Now, the trend is towards
a mixture of software and devices that
allow less technically skilled staff to
make diagnostic analyses based on
their own explorations of data.

Such thinking is changing the way
companies invest in business intelli-
gence tools, according to Dan
Sommer, an analyst with IT market
research company Gartner.

The latest “data-discovery” tools
were pioneered by business intelli-
gence specialists such as Tableau Soft-
ware and Tibco Spotfire but their suc-
cess has prompted others to enter the
market. Large providers such as
MicroStrategy, Microsoft and SAS
have built or acquired their own data-
discovery tools.

These make exploring data a more
intuitive process for non-technical
users. In particular, most offer visuali-
sation features that allow data to be
presented in formats such as graphs,
maps and dashboards, says Peter
Lumley, a business intelligence expert
at PA Consulting.

His team has mixed supply chain
data with a map of a client’s ware-
house to create visual displays that
show staff how well stock and deliv-
ery processes are working and where
problems occur.

“Data discovery is all about turning
data into actionable information, at
the point of need, by presenting it to
users in way that is more appealing,
more engaging and generates more
insight,” Mr Lumley says.

According to Mr Sommer, such sys-
tems are rapidly becoming a main-
stream part of corporate business
intelligence and now play a central
role in companies’ plans to refresh,
upgrade or overhaul their data analy-
sis processes and systems.

Last year, Aggregate Industries, the
construction materials company,
decided to retire its elderly business
intelligence platform and replace it
with data-discovery tools from an
external provider. Mike Gibbons,
Aggregate’s chief information officer,
says the aim was to make business
intelligence a “self-service function”.

“We wanted to give users in the
business more power. We wanted
them to be able to go off and get the
answers they needed without a help-
ing hand from IT or a call to the
service desk when they got stuck,” he

says. “But above all, we wanted an
approach that would allow users to
explore more data, more frequently,
and dig down into it more effectively.”

The tools were provided for execu-
tives in the form of an application that
enabled them to explore the monthly
financial performance of their divi-
sions and compare their costs and
profits with other business units.

Another application allows sales
managers to measure customer loy-
alty, not just on the basis of how
much individual customers spend, but
also how quickly they pay invoices.

The introduction of high-perform-
ance analytics at Frankfurt airport in
Germany is helping to increase the
frequency of passenger flow analysis
from just once a day towards two to
three times an hour, says Dieter Stein-
mann, senior manager of information
and communications services at air-
port authority Fraport. An estimated
57m passengers a year move through
the airport’s terminals. The company
is working with its analytics
provider to add a data-discovery layer
that will enable Mr Steinmann and
his colleagues to apply relevant ana-
lytic apps more widely – to ground
staff and baggage-handling teams,
for example.

If data discovery is about shifting
business intelligence from a descrip-
tive to a diagnostic process, as some
analysts say, the next step is to make
this predictive, so that users can
anticipate changes in business condi-
tions in advance and make the neces-
sary preparations.

This is the path that fleet-leasing
and management company ARI Fleet
UK has taken, using tools from SAP.

The products are used by ARI to
gather data from the units on vehicles
that it leases to clients such as logis-
tics company FedEx and builders’
merchant Travis Perkins, along with
information about fuel card usage,
accidents and maintenance work. The
information is then presented to cli-
ents in the form of individual, self-
service dashboards (multiple screens
containing information and data).

This approach keeps clients
informed about issues such as the
hours drivers spend at the wheel and
incidents of harsh braking.

In future, predictive analytics will
enable businesses to anticipate the
effects on fleet management costs of
vehicle downtime, adverse weather or
changes to delivery routes caused by
roadworks. “Predictive analytics will
enable us to help clients run their
fleets even more efficiently, by keep-
ing them one step ahead of potential
problems,” says Keith Allen, ARI’s
managing director. “The cost of down-
time with medium or heavy-duty
trucks can be considerable,” he says.

“So there is tremendous power in
being able to tell a client that, for
instance, there is an 85 per cent
chance that a particular part is going
to fail in the next 2,000 miles, based
on data gathered from other trucks of
the same make and model, running
similar routes in similar conditions.”

All aboard for journeys of discovery

Fast track:
Frankfurt airport
analyses flows of
passengers with
greater frequency
than before
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A
s with the industrial
revolutions of the past, the
huge technological changes
taking place around us can
seem threatening and

confusing, especially when they come
couched in language that is
seemingly incomprehensible to many
people. Here is a short guide to what
“big data” and business analytics
mean for businesses.

Definitions
Big data is a term used to describe
information of an order of magnitude
far greater than has been
encountered before. Typically, the
data come from social media such as
Facebook or Twitter, or vast
numbers of connected devices,
including satellites, closed-circuit
television cameras, audio and video
recording equipment, payment
terminals, mobile phones and
sensors.

There are an estimated 5bn
connected devices in the world, a
total that is expected to rise to 20bn
by 2020, all of them gathering and
creating data.

Analytics exploits the storage
capacity and power of technology to
process information at high speed,

and deploys mathematical algorithms
to spot valuable data.

“What previously might have
taken days or weeks can now be
done in hours or even minutes,” says
Mark Wilkinson, managing director
of SAS UK and Ireland, a business
analytics software company.

Anthony Deighton, chief
technology officer at QlikTech, a US
business intelligence software
company, compares analytics to
looking at a cell under a microscope.
“Before it is under the lens, it is
simply . . . tissue or blood cells,” he
says. “But with a microscope, one
can make sense of the smallest
relevant parts of the DNA to create
miraculous insights.

“That’s the way it is with big data.
When you can isolate and compare
parts of the data, it becomes useful.”

History
The term big data was coined by
Google, according to Eddie Short,
head of the business intelligence
practice at KPMG, the consultancy.
“But in reality, it started with the
first satellites and space exploration.”
Physicists alone are collecting more
data in a few days than previous
generations together accumulated

throughout history. The sheer
volume of data and the way it is
processed mean it is about looking
for probabilities rather than
certainties, says Mr Short. “We are
now having to eliminate what is
unlikely and improbable, as opposed
to identifying exact answers.”

The commercial exploitation of big
data is in its infancy. According to a
report by Vanson Bourne, a UK-
based technology research company,
and Interxion, a European provider
of data centre services, only a
quarter of European organisations
have built a business case for big
data. But more than 90 per cent of

companies that have an information
technology strategy aligned with
their business plan have explored it.

Benefits
Businesses can find out what
customers, suppliers and competitors
are saying and doing, often in real
time. They can predict more
accurately what is likely to happen.

This presents opportunities to
customise products and services and
better integrate with suppliers over
development and delivery, says Mr
Short. “An organisation working
effectively in a big data culture
becomes dynamic and innovative,

ultimately selling more, more
profitably, or delivering more
effective services.”

The benefits are so significant they
should be taken into account by
economists measuring gross domestic
product and by government policy
makers, according to a report by the
Centre for Economics and Business
Research, which says recognising the
value of data goes beyond company
interests – it is vital in valuing
national economies.

Risks
Big data and analytics do not offer
certainty. Because you are dealing

with eliminating the most unlikely
elements and examining probabilities
and correlations, there is always a
danger of missing something
essential, says Mr Short.

Another risk is that data are so
complex that they can only be used
by data scientists. Analytical tools
need to be easy to handle, with their
findings clearly visible, so that non-
technical users can gain insights.

If this becomes mainstream, the
potential is limitless, says Mr
Deighton. “You can give staff their
own ‘microscope’ to make the next
big discovery that . . . transforms a
company, an industry or the world.”

Treasure can be
found hidden in
everyday details
Guide Jane Bird helps to define terms in the
new era of business intelligence and analysis

Customer selects
and scans product

1

2

4

5

6

7

3

Data captured by
scanner and sent
for analysis

Checkout instantly 
prints customised 
offers intended to 
encourage customer to 
return within five days

Collecting Big Data How it works

Research: Jane Bird    FT Graphic/Dreamstime

Adds information 
about product 
sales to other sales 
data to monitor 
stock levels

Customer walking past 
supermarket enticed in 
by special offers sent to 
mobile phone

Supermarket sends 
messages to other 
retailers suggesting 
they send offers

Loyalty card data linked 
to personal information 
sent for analysis

Data collected 
and analysed by 
the supermarket

Santander is an elegant
city on Spain’s northern
coast whose surrounding
mountains are said to glow
at sunset. But it is when
the sun goes down that the
true magic happens.

Street lamps
automatically dim when
there is a full moon or
when the road is empty,
bins send an alert to be
emptied when they are full
and drivers are directed to
the nearest free parking
spaces. It is all due to an
experiment involving 12,000
sensors installed across the
city, measuring everything
from light, pressure, CO2
levels and humidity, to the
movement of people, public
transport and cars.

Santander is a connected
city, one that is smart.

A living picture of the
city is created through
connecting these separate
but interconnected pools of
data and analysing them
can transform how
Santander operates and its
inhabitants live. This
“smart city” is just one
example of how big data
are going to transform our
world.

An expanding amount of
data are being created as
more people, devices and
things become connected –
we have entered the age of
the “internet of
everything”, also called
“the internet of things”, a
world where there are
almost twice as many
bytes of digital data as
there are litres of water in
all the world’s oceans.

It is not the amount of
data that is important; it is
what is done with it.

Using analytics, artificial
intelligence and machine
learning technologies to
collect, connect and crunch
enormous, disparate data
sets is what will underpin
new waves of economic
growth, innovation and
human endeavour.

Big data offer three huge
opportunities: they will
bring new insight, helping
us understand the world
and ourselves in a way
that we never could before;
they will enable an era of
innovation; and they will
lead to the creation of
transformative services,
changing the way we do
things. Fundamentally,
they will change society
and what it means to be
human. Analysing big data
sets can provide incredibly
powerful results. Take an
example about how it can
transform the way we
tackle bullying. University
of Wisconsin researchers
created a machine learning
algorithm – a system that
can learn from data – to

spot bullying among the
250m daily posts on
Twitter.

It found 15,000 bullying-
related tweets a day and
was able to identify the
bullies, their victims,
accusers and defenders.
This type of big data
initiative could be used to
identify children in need of
help and intervention.

Another project,
involving the mobile phone
data of 50,000 people
showed that it was possible
to be able to predict the
future locations of
individuals with 93 per
cent accuracy – a showcase
of how big data bring
greater understanding of
human behaviour.

The pace of technological
innovation is at times
scary as it challenges our
understanding of what it
means to be human.

When automobiles were

first invented, someone
was legally obliged to walk
in front of cars carrying a
red flag. It is ridiculous
that you would want to
restrict a vehicle to the
walking pace of a man. We
face a similar inflection
point now with the
revolutions possible with
big data.

Take learning a foreign
language. It is a
cornerstone of most
children’s education
around the world but we
have to ask whether this is
now redundant.

Many would balk at this
suggestion. But big data,
coupled with machine
learning, power instant
language translation
services, accessible on our
mobile devices, that up to
now have worked pretty
well with text. These will
soon be able to translate
live speech almost
perfectly in real time.

So should we bother to
teach children a foreign
language when big
data-powered technology
could soon do it better and
much more efficiently?

As a society we have to
address these types of
questions just as we have
addressed them at similar
moments in our evolution
to date – notably the
introduction of cheap
pocket calculators and
their disruptive role in
maths education in the
1980s.

Big data provides the
opportunity to change the
way we live and the world
that we live in. It can help
solve some of society’s
greatest challenges but
moral, cultural and
consumer concerns need to
be properly understood and
addressed before the full
transformative potential of
big data can truly be
realised. Big data will
change humanity if
humans allow it to.
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Lausannebased nViso
emerged from a Swiss
research project into
modelling human
perceptions of emotion as
shown by the smallest facial
expression. Now it has
turned to IBM’s cloudbased
services to analyse its digital
discoveries to predict
behaviour.

By filming people in focus
groups to capture each
muscle movement, a
statistical model is built up,
with the human face
mapped via hundreds of
reference points. The
expressions are scrutinised
by nViso’s algorithms to
interpret people’s feelings
after being streamed from a
webcam into the cloud. Their
primary emotions are what
marketing agencies the world
over pay nViso to uncover.

Tim Llewellynn, cofounder
and chief executive, says he
has “built a system that
detects emotions in real

time, and emotions predict
behaviour”. Cloudpowered
analysis means buying
intentions emerge from
people’s emotional
engagement. Reactions to a
planned marketing push can
be measured and used to
revise the campaign.

What IBM’s cloud service
brings to the research is an
ability to increase and

decrease the amount of
analysis without capital
spending or waste. The
economics of the cloud
make nViso viable. “We’d
not have been able to deploy
this without the cloud. Now,
we can do this work on a
project basis and offer to
test a product’s prospects
for as little as $10,000,”
says Mr Llewellynn.

Data analysis is of little
use if you cannot act on
what it reveals. The instant
connection to IBM’s cloud
allows nViso to break down
barriers to understanding
what it defines as our six
primary emotions: happiness,
surprise, fear, anger, disgust
and sadness.

“It’s about much more
than detecting a smile,” says
Mr Llewellynn. “Humans
aren’t binary; we have to
perceive subtle reactions to
minor changes.”

Michael Dempsey

Case study Face mapping gets to heart of consumer emotions

Visage aware: nViso at work

Technologies such as big
data have transformed busi-
ness intelligence from the
stuff of stodgy analyst
reports to an instant stream
of information that helps
everybody from sales reps
to chief executives.

Such data are often most
useful in the field, which is
why many companies are
equipping employees with
business intelligence appli-
cations for mobile use.

Companies have always
used data in live situations
– in mining and geology for
example – but it was often
tied to laptops and required
specialist skills to interpret.

But the rise of affordable
cloud solutions for analyt-
ics, coupled with the arrival
of smartphones and tablets,
made it possible to use
mobile intelligence without
a large investment in serv-
ers or staff training.

“The barriers to entry
have changed,” says Ian
Cohen, group chief informa-
tion officer at Jardine Lloyd
Thompson, the risk, insur-
ance and employee benefits
specialist. Mr Cohen says
JLT equips its consultants
with mobile analytics so
they can work with clients
to deal with issues on the
spot, rather than gathering
information and taking it
back for analysis. The key
difference is presentation.

“It’s a visualisation of
data in a way that people

can see, touch and move.
The days of analysts sitting
behind screens in big offices
crunching data have gone,”
Mr Cohen says.

The technology can bene-
fit almost any business.
Retailers can see sales fig-
ures from the shop floor. In
Colchester in the UK, an
NHS hospital is tracking
the efficiency of its accident
and emergency service.

Vendors say such tools
are popular with execu-
tives, who want updates
while travelling or to access
data in meetings without
having to request it.

So it is no surprise that
mobile business intelligence
is now a $13.1bn market.
According to Gartner, the

IT research company,
spending on business intel-
ligence, information man-
agement and analytics soft-
ware rose 6.8 per cent last
year, and 17 per cent the
previous year.

This coincides with a rise
in demand for staff who can
interpret business data in
the field – a skill, Mr Cohen
says, is in short supply.

He says: “The person you
have at headquarters
crunching data might not
be the same one you want
to put in front of a client at
their office. You need to
have people who are more
adept at data, who know
what they’re looking for

and ask the right ques-
tions.”

The sector is dominated
by traditional vendors such
as SAP, Oracle and IBM.
But the shift to mobile has
provided an opportunity for
small cloud-based compa-
nies such as Salesforce in
the US and Sweden’s Qlik-
Tech to gain a foothold.

“The new companies have
gained huge traction by vir-
tue of their simplicity, visu-
alisations and dashboards
[multiple screens], so that
other more traditional anal-
ysis-driven companies are
being challenged to keep
up,” says Mr Cohen.

Sean Farrington, manag-
ing director of UK and Ire-
land for QlikTech says: “We
always demo on a mobile
device, because we have
seen that is an expectation
of senior executives – they
don’t want to access infor-
mation any other way.”

Mr Farrington says Qlik-
Tech has 28,000 customers
because of good data visual-
isation and allowing users
to inspect it with simple
questions. “It’s that ques-
tion-based method rather
than delivering information
in a standard formatted
report. When you’re a busy
chief executive, you don’t
want to spend the time or
haven’t the patience to
learn a tool.”

Carrying sensitive data
on mobile devices can leave
companies vulnerable if
devices are stolen or lost.

However, Mr Farrington
says the web-based nature
of products means such
data need not necessarily
be stored on phones or tab-
lets. “That’s why we deliver
via a browser, so if you lose
your mobile device there
are no data on it.”

Answers are just a call away
Mobile devices

Analysis is now
available to anyone,
anywhere, reports
Bede McCarthy

‘You need to have
people who are
more adept at data,
who know what
they’re looking for’

The jacket for Eric Siegel’s
Predictive Analytics: the
Power to Predict Who Will
Click, Buy, Lie, or Die,
contains a description of
the “omnipresent science”
of predictive analytics as
affecting “everyone, every
day. Although largely
unseen, it drives millions
of decisions, determining
whom to call, mail,
investigate, incarcerate”.

It is an ominous phrase,
coming at the same time
as Edward Snowden’s
claims that the National
Security Agency had
access to information from
the servers of internet
companies such as
Facebook, Google,
Microsoft and Yahoo.

The data, the US
whistleblower has said, are
used to track foreign
nationals suspected of
terrorism or spying.

The claims have cast a
shadow on the use of data
by companies. The book’s
author, a former Columbia
University professor, is
rather more gung-ho about
the potency of using data,
possibly unsurprising as he
has also founded the
Predictive Analytics World
series of conferences.

The book shows such
techniques have been
applied by organisations to
forecast, for example, your
buying decisions, or the
likelihood of your leaving a
job, your health and date
of death. The modelling
methods vary but all use
data, from commercial

transactions, social
network postings or human
resources records. These
are harnessed to anticipate
behaviour, in order to
drive and automate
decisions by retailers,
employers or healthcare
providers.

Prof Siegel reveals
insights into consumers’
habits, such as a pharmacy
chain’s findings that if you
buy nappies you are likely
to buy beer, or an insurer’s
discovery that a low credit
rating means more car
accidents.

He looks at the Flight
Risk program, run by the
PC maker HP, which
predicted which staff were
most likely to leave. In a
pilot group, HP was able to

reduce turnover from 20 to
15 per cent.

He also shows the
limitations of predictive
analytics – for example, by
assuming too much. He
cites the case of the
Berkeley professor David
Leinweber, who discovered
that the annual closing
price of the S&P 500 stock
market index could have
been predicted from 1983 to
1993 by the rate of butter
production in Bangladesh.

“His analysis was
designed to highlight a
common misstep by
exaggerating it,” writes
Prof Siegel. “It’s easy to
find correlations by
searching through a large
number of financial
indicators across many
countries, just by chance.”

The book is littered with
lively examples, although
the short chapters and
subheadings lack focus.

Prof Siegel only briefly
raises the privacy
implications of data use,
citing a rather flip
reference to the comic
character Spider-Man’s
uncle: “With great power
comes great responsibility.”

More seriously, he states
that: “[This] is an
important, blossoming
science. Foretelling your
future behaviour and
revealing your intentions,
it’s an extremely powerful
tool – and one with
significant potential for
misuse.”

Emma Jacobs

Gung-ho approach tends
to ignore dark overtones
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T
he promise of business
intelligence is that it can
spot unforeseen correlations
and allow companies to draw
surprising insights from

masses of data such as quarterly sales
transactions.

But this work requires a lot of com-
puting power, which previously
meant paying in advance for dedi-
cated processing equipment and soft-
ware before the inquisition of data
could begin.

However, providers hosting analyti-
cal services on remote servers in the
cloud can undercut what was previ-
ously a costly exercise even for big
companies.

Using the cloud means not having
to buy dedicated equipment or allo-
cate substantial space on existing
hardware.

Established data analysis software –
designed for the corporate domain –
was not easily adapted to be accessed
online, and newer entrants in this
market have leapt into the cloud, with
the result that their clients have
lower data analysis bills.

James Mucklow, an IT expert with
PA Consulting, says: “The idea of
business intelligence is to have a con-
versation with the data. In the past, it
took time to formulate each ques-

tion.” He says the surprise for many
businesses accustomed to using busi-
ness intelligence software is just how
quickly projects can now be set up
using cloud-based services.

PA uses publicly available
anonymised prescription data for
millions of patients of the UK’s
National Health Service to demon-
strate how to initiate a project.

To analyse such a mountain of data
using conventional software would
take months and cost £100,000 or
more, including hardware purchases.
However, a project to analyse the
same data could be up and running in
three days using cloud-based services.

In IT terms, the drugs data are no
different from sales transactions in a
large organisation, and Mr Mucklow
says they can be interrogated quickly.

He adds that venturing into a data
analysis project via the cloud is a low-
risk option. “You can do this, decide it
has no value for you, and switch it
off,” he says.

As a result, business intelligence
has entered a new era of agility; for
example, one-off intelligence projects
are now likely to become a much
more attractive proposition to small
businesses.

Both Amazon and Google are
offering data analysis via the cloud.

Jaspersoft was founded in San Fran-
cisco to bring data analysis to a
broader audience.

The company now operates via the
Amazon Web Services Marketplace
and 250 users signed up for the serv-
ice in the first three months of its
going live.

Jaspersoft’s software manipulates
customer data, hosted on Amazon
hardware.

Brian Gentile, Jaspersoft’s chief
executive says: “Once your database
is inside Amazon’s cloud we can con-
nect to it and do analysis,”

He says that previous business
intelligence applications were “too
expensive, didn’t reach the audience
they could have because of the cost”.

Jaspersoft reckons that it can scru-
tinise data through Amazon for just
52 cents an hour, although most com-
panies offer a fee structure that varies
with how much you use their serv-
ices.

Despite its new availability, Mr
Gentile thinks that it would be a
mistake to confuse a business intelli-
gence project with every other cloud-
based service.

“This is still a different category of
software, you have to know what
you’re doing, although there is noth-
ing magical about it,” he says.

Remote hosting
offers more
agile responses
The cloud Online access cuts fees and delivers
projectsmore quickly, writesMichael Dempsey

New prescription:
NHS data demonstrate
the potential of the
internet Daniel Lynch

‘This is a different
category of
software, you have
to know what
you’re doing’
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