
wipfli.com1© 2015 Wipfli LLP

Business intelligence technology is now cheaper, the 
development time is faster, and the tool is intuitive. 
Manufacturers are eager to unleash the potential buried 
in their data asset and are ready for the right BI system 
to help them. Learn how today’s BI can help you find the 
insights to run and improve your business.
 

How to shine a light on the insights buried in  
your data

It’s become the hot topic at industry seminars and conferences. It tends to 
be the first, second, or third thing on executives’ minds. Leaders of small 
and midsized manufacturers are talking about the real value of business 
intelligence. 

Business owners realize that good BI can help them run and improve their 
organization and, in many cases, provide competitive advantages even when 
competing in a commoditized market. 

The gap that exists between understanding BI concepts and the ability to 
execute is caused largely by the fact that BI sits in a fairly broad, undefined 
domain. Many consulting firms and technology or software manufacturers 
claim to have tools, processes, programs, and services that fall within a broad 
range of what could be defined as BI. 

Harness the Power of 
Business Intelligence
For Better Decision Making and More  
Effective Collaboration

Who’s it for?

Manufacturing executives and managers 
who want to reveal the potential buried 
in their data asset and are ready 
for a tool to shine a light on their 
organization’s data blind spots.

 
Summary:

Manufacturers realize that good 
business intelligence (BI) can help them 
improve every area of their organization 
and provide competitive advantages. 
The demand for BI continues to grow, 
yet manufacturers struggle with the 
interpretation and application. Read 
how each stage of BI development helps 
you prepare for the strategic decisions 
you need to make to stay profitable and 
get ahead.
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It leaves manufacturers challenged to figure out how to: 

1. Get started. 

2. Apply defined BI for their organization. 

3. Break it out into meaningful levels to achieve tangible benefits without 
committing the data sins of the past. 

 
The BI industry is just starting to figure out how to make it easier to extract 
information so people can apply it to their daily jobs. Fortunately, it doesn’t 
require a Ph.D. in statistics to do it either. 

Imagine immediate access to a system that combines your sources of data, 
organizes it in ways that make sense to you, and is updated every day. 
Working on your own computer or mobile device, you could find something 
interesting and then drill down to learn more. You might discover something 
important on Monday, and the following Monday you might have another 
hypothesis that requires more information. There it is, at your fingertips, and 
you didn’t have to go back to IT to get your answer. Your BI system and 
process helps you fill what we call a data blind spot you’ve experienced all 
along, and that’s where business intelligence provides the biggest bang for 
your buck. 

Shining a light on these so-called blind spots is about understanding what’s 
going on in certain areas of your business or the relationships between data. 
The possibilities may not exist today because the data sits in two silo systems. 
Or perhaps you only saw the data in rows and columns on a spreadsheet 
and couldn’t drill down further, but now you can. This is where it gets exciting. 
BI not only answers a question, but can beg another question that leads to 
insight. 

While it may take some work early in BI development to define blind spots 
and determine how you compile and organize information to reveal them, 
it holds a much greater promise than simply building a tool and hoping for 
benefits. It also results in efficiency gains, and more people have access to it. 

Years ago, investing in BI wasn’t pretty. It required expensive, stacked software 
and building a massive data warehouse. Manufacturers spent millions of 
dollars and several years in development. Business leaders and boards 
disagreed on the ROI of the investment. Management failed to get their 
people behind it, and it just sat there. When someone dared to use the tool, a 
query had to be written and given to IT. 
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The CEO of a midsized manufacturer simply isn’t going to write queries 
to learn the sales numbers for a particular distributor he believes is 
underperforming. It’s just too complex. 

How things have changed. 

Today, the technology is cheaper, the development time is faster, and the tool 
is intuitive. Though many remember the data sins of the past, manufacturers 
realize the potential buried in their data asset and are ready for a tool to 
shine a light on their organization’s data blind spots.

Three reasons for the increasing demand for  
business intelligence

Talk to a leader in manufacturing about how business is doing, and chances 
are the conversation will eventually turn to business intelligence. 

The demand for BI continues to grow rapidly. Though BI systems may be 
complex, manufacturers are seeing that data isn’t the mystery it used to be, 
and the ROI for BI has become much easier to defend. Three main reasons 
explain the increased demand for business intelligence. 

1. Increased capabilities of people to digest information. Call it the IT-ation of 
America. Business leaders today possess the skills to analyze information, 
make better decisions, and take action. More people throughout the 
organization have the ability to look at live information and immediately 
apply it, which has led to increased efficiencies, more sales, better profits, 
and better customer service and retention. 

 No longer do we need to rely on IT because businesspeople don’t 
understand the data. 

 Consider our life as a consumer. We use the Internet and download 
apps on our phones and digest millions of bytes of information to make 
daily decisions. Should I exchange my mobile phone? Where should I 
take my car for service? Which retirement account do I want to invest in? 
The average consumer has now become a quasi-analyst simply because 
answers to questions like these are at their fingertips. The information is 
more readily available and organized in an easier way to digest. 

 It’s no wonder then, when consumer-facing services on websites do such 
a good job of turning a consumer into an analyst, that executives begin to 
want it in their business life too. 
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2. The introduction of disruptive technology. We’re all familiar with the 
technology that changed the landscape years ago. The Internet, CRM, 
and mobility provided huge leaps in technology. We’re currently in a 
period of disruptive BI technology, using tools that weren’t cost effective 
or even possible before now. In-memory BI tools, self-service BI tools, 
predictive modeling, neural learning, and statistical analysis applications 
are combining grand volumes of data, resulting in less effort to compile 
it and less complicated hardware required to process it. Third-party data 
can be purchased for a fraction of its former cost. 

3. Pressure on business leaders to provide data to defend decisions and 
prove results. Business leaders feel demand from the market, customers, 
and boardrooms. They must be ready to defend goals and budgets, show 
how the business is performing at all times against strategic objectives, 
and explain what truly drives underperformance or over-performance. 
Stakeholders want to see opportunities for improvement defended with 
reliable data. Once opportunities are identified, those projects promising a 
higher return must be supported with solid intelligence. 

 Due diligence for mergers and acquisitions relies heavily on BI to prove 
strengths to acquire or be acquired, secure strategic partnerships, and 
secure capital. BI is more important now than ever. Without it, the value of 
the business could be lowered. 

 Not long ago, business intelligence was reserved for a very small 
community within a company: finance, technology, and statisticians. 
Thankfully, those days are gone. Now, the potential BI audience within an 
organization is every single employee. From the executive suite to those 
working on the line, everyone wants access to information. Give them a 
tool to find their own answers, and they’ll use it.

How broadening the definition of business intelligence can 
help manufacturers leverage sound data and good intuition

Business leaders continue to distill the concept of business intelligence and 
how it can improve their organization. They struggle with why they need it, 
who will use it, how to justify the investment, and how to execute it. 
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Part of the challenge lies in the definition of BI. Business intelligence is broadly 
defined, with manufacturers often describing it as one of the following: 

• Technology and software 

• Statistical analysis professionals 

• Performance improvement and management consulting tool

• Creative, sophisticated reports

An organization may claim to do any or all of the above but still perceive it as 
more a tool than the valuable insight it can offer. 

However you define business intelligence, it will never completely replace 
good business acumen and intuition. BI data supports and enhances it. For 
leaders with years of experience and success, it can help quantify much of 
what their intuition tells them and make decision making scalable to their 
broader leadership teams. 

Many manufacturers will say they’ve been successful growing the company 
to its current size without a lot of hard data to support decisions and run the 
business. However, pressure surrounds them from their board of directors, 
partners, and distributors to grow the business to the next level. 

Executives are also aware of the increasing complexity of their business.  
The amount of data available triples every month. Product lines are growing. 
Customers are becoming more sophisticated and asking for more data  
about products and performance. The business may be growing more 
commoditized too. 

If your definition of business intelligence is limited to the creation of fast, 
sophisticated reports, you’re missing out on the valuable insights a good BI 
system can offer. Reporting might be the easiest area to pursue because it’s 
a process you’re familiar with and frustrated by, but if all you do with BI is 
automate a clunky process, you’ll only get the same report, just faster.

By broadening the definition of BI, manufacturers can better understand key 
drivers of the business. With a powerful BI tool in place, leaders gain the 
confidence to transition more decision making to others in the organization 
who don’t have the same level of experience and history with the business 
as they do. Others will begin to find greater insights and make smarter daily 
decisions to accelerate growth for the long term. 
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How business intelligence leads to understanding the key 
drivers of your organization

Few manufacturers would say they owe their success to luck. 

Some will acknowledge they were in the right place at the right time. They 
might have been an early adopter or on the leading edge of innovation. 
Others will say they took advantage of a gap in the marketplace. Perhaps 
they were awarded a few important strategic customers. Lucky? No, but 
certainly fortunate.

Successful manufactures also know that retaining and attracting more 
customers like the ones who helped grow the company takes a better 
understanding of how, where, and why the company makes its money.  
Good business intelligence will help lower risk by better understanding what 
drives the business and where the correlations exist. Leaders will be better 
prepared when markets change and when product preferences change and 
will understand what to do to continue a growth pattern at the  
right profitability levels. 

Here’s how one manufacturer’s luck ran out.

A successful boat manufacturer enjoyed rapid growth and incorporated 
a highly intuition-based management style. Its success paralleled the fast-
growing housing market based on easy credit. What the manufacturer knew 
but failed to see the impact of was that more and more people were buying 
expensive boats as credit was easier to obtain. So, while the manufacturer 
knew at a high level that the relaxed credit requirements and availability 
of credit was a primary driver for people purchasing boats, they didn’t 
understand what portion of their market, customers, and prospects represented 
individuals who could only afford these boats because of this unusual period 
of easy credit. 

When the credit market dried up and credit standards and requirements 
increased dramatically, it naturally reduced the demand for the manufacturer’s 
boats. What they didn’t understand was that the impact affected 62% of their 
current customers. They were left with too much inventory the market would 
never buy, and the manufacturer never recovered from the losses.

The story provides a good example of how business intelligence can support 
sustainability in the long run but is an even better lesson in the importance of 
understanding the key drivers of your business. If the boat manufacturer had 
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better BI, they likely would have had a better understanding of that portion 
of their customer base and understood that market demand was at risk. They 
could have taken preliminary measures to reduce the impact of a high-risk 
segment. 

The manufacturers who are ready for BI are the ones who’ve been successful, 
sometimes in spite of themselves, know that over time their market position will 
change, and that they’ll need smarter ways to run their business. Lucky them.

Different views of data and how to achieve alignment

What if two people looking at the same data come to different conclusions? 
They likely aren’t looking at the same data. 

Two business unit managers come together to analyze reports from their 
individual departments. Each department has its own silo of information and 
a unique way of describing, counting, and organizing data. However, if they 
were to pull information from one system, they could perform the analysis 
using metrics agreed on by everyone in the organization. 

Good business intelligence requires adherence to a few principles before 
implementing a BI solution for applications that include reports, dashboards, 
scorecards, or however metrics are displayed.

1. Find agreement on the leading and lagging indicators of the key drivers 
for your business. 

2. Determine how information will be applied. “How do we share and 
discuss it? How do we get to the right interpretation?” Establish a mindset, 
a forum, and meetings to routinely consume information and discuss.

3. Facilitate common analysis and recommendations with a single, 
comprehensive platform. 

Newer BI technologies have made it possible to achieve these goals. Here’s 
how one company used the principles to analyze job performance.

A midlevel manager working for a professional services firm routinely asked 
his boss how he was performing. During the same time, senior leaders were 
discussing the possibilities of a new BI system. The executives struggled to 
find important enough functionality to justify the purchase and implementation 
of meaningful BI. The boss who was growing tired of the constant need for 
feedback from his the midlevel manager thought of the solution. He said to the 
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manager, “We’ve laid out your goals for the year, and you know what  
drives our business. If we created a dashboard that shows you your 
performance, I believe you wouldn’t have the need to ask me so frequently 
how you’re doing.” 

The firm’s first application of BI and the rationale for the investment were 
the creation of dashboards for midlevel managers, where they could easily 
see how their performance had an impact on overall business objectives 
and goals. The company learned that when you align BI with employee 
performance, assuming that person’s job is tied to broader, more strategic 
goals, employees will embrace it and use it. 

You might think the use of BI in this manner is fear based. On the contrary, 
employees stop wondering how they’re doing. At any time, an employee can 
check metrics to see if they’re doing a good job or not and see the areas for 
improvement. It also reinforces an individual’s contributions to the firm’s overall 
goals and objectives. 

Many business leaders believe BI starts and ends with sales, profitability, and 
expenses. However, the metrics of good BI for manufacturing should also 
include operating metrics, ratios, and counts of various activities. Business 
development, project management, shop floor procedures, and product 
development all have measurable activities that, once analyzed, can lead to 
greater insight and improvement.

Business intelligence runs on the power of the question

“I know we’re capable of so much more, but I can’t put my finger on it.” 

The thought runs through the minds of many manufacturers at one point or 
another. Every business has its challenges, but they all have one thing in 
common. They’re stuck in some way, and there’s no shortage of guesses as  
to why. 

Are your people doing the right thing? Is your process inefficient? Does your 
technology lack the right functionality? Will your product line meet market 
changes? Pick just about any area. Manufacturers are saying, “You know, we 
can be better.” 

Business intelligence seems like the path to finding the answers. Pull trusted 
data together, study it, and surely you’ll have that “aha” moment. 
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The true power of BI is in the questions. You can’t drill down into data and 
discover any meaningful patterns unless you know the questions you’re trying 
to answer. Start your BI process by asking questions, of yourself, of course, 
and, more importantly, of your people. 

If the true power of BI lies in the questions, the beauty of it lies in the process 
that helps you answer that one initial question. The answer leads to more 
questions, which then reveals the root causes of the problem. The purpose of 
the BI process and tool is to identify where your core issues exist. You may 
discover you’ve been asking the wrong questions and now your people are 
asking the right ones. Questions beg for more data. More data raises more 
questions, which require more data, and so on. The deeper you go, the more 
insights you gain.

A sales manager who worked for a manufacturer simply wanted to know what 
he sold, to whom, when, and for how much. This might seem like a simple 
question to answer, but the manufacturer held disparate silos of information 
that weren’t compatible. Reports weren’t easy to create or believed reliable. 
Good BI let the sales manager go beyond fast and easy reporting. Again, 
it’s the power of the question that lets you leverage the true value of BI. The 
sales manager could get an answer to his first question, which led to the next 
question. Now he had the tool and process to ask further, why are we selling 
only this product to customers in this particular market? 

If you create a series of metrics before asking key questions, your people will 
look at it all and wonder, “which of this is important today?” All manufacturers 
collect data. A BI solution takes that data and converts it into meaningful 
insights. The technology can be exciting, and the tool may have fancy 
features. But the real value of business intelligence is getting people to pose 
the right question.

From shop floor to executive suite: Everyone in your 
organization works smarter using BI

Remember the enthusiasm many manufacturers felt for a customer relationship 
management (CRM) system? 

Over the years, business owners purchased sophisticated CRM tools, optimistic 
about the immediate benefits promised from this business intelligence. Once 
in place, they believed, a steady stream of clean data and up-to-the-minute 
reports would be at their fingertips. (You know where this is going.)
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After investing significant dollars in and allocating countless hours of employee 
time toward the project, the customized CRM was ready to go. There was only 
one problem. The organization’s culture wasn’t ready. Employees didn’t see the 
value of it, so they didn’t use it. Soon, the data couldn’t be trusted because it 
wasn’t captured properly, if at all.

Without a proper process to use it and employees engaged to use it properly, 
BI just sits there. It’s like a car without tires. You may have a revved up 
engine, but without the driver and method to move, it goes nowhere. Business 
intelligence is a whole solution, not simply a technology solution. 

BI helps everyone in an organization make better-informed decisions. 
Technology enables people to use a process and take action. Implemented 
well, BI has the potential to improve every aspect of your business, in every 
area of your organization: 

1. Shop floor. A BI tool helps workers make decisions on the fly. It affects 
day-to-day operations as people routinely enter data and absorb 
information. Line workers who run machines may use the tool to monitor 
downtime or expected throughput. 

2. Management. Managers use BI to look at a specific value stream, 
trying to understand how well it’s running. The view can be of the entire 
organization, from production through shipping. 

3. Executive suite. Business leaders study BI to watch overall organizational 
health with strategic goals in mind. They’re likely asking, “Are we doing 
what we’re supposed to be doing? Are we moving toward the next market 
to penetrate?” 

Business intelligence will combine silos of disparate systems and funnel them 
into one central hub. Financial, sales, marketing, and operations systems then 
start to speak the same language. Only then can you trust the data and make 
good decisions. 

Should BI be a top-down or bottom-up initiative? The ultimate decision 
certainly comes from the top. But it’s often managers and workers on the 
line who initially ask for it because they must make fast decisions based on 
immediate access to information. They see the missed deadlines. They count 
the cost overruns. They watch the downtime. They believe they’re constantly 
putting out fires, and they don’t know why. 
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An owner may be the first to believe BI is necessary, but the way to win 
over the rest of the organization is to include them in the initial decision to 
implement a BI tool. Include them in the process of asking early questions. 
Align strategic goals with the tool. Remember that you can’t drop a tool in 
someone’s lap without holding them accountable for certain data sets. Without 
established data governance, data entry philosophy, and parameters of how 
you’ll analyze data, the tool won’t work for you.

Always remember that it takes your people to make BI truly successful. With 
less emphasis on the tool and technology and more focus on the process and 
people, business intelligence can improve every corner of your organization.

Business intelligence: Six common mistakes manufacturers 
should avoid

Though the definition of business intelligence varies widely, manufacturers now 
embrace the importance of BI as part of their overall business strategy. 

Whether you’ve been using a BI system a long while or are just getting 
started, here are six key areas where many manufacturers get it wrong and 
where you can avoid serious mistakes.

1. Trusting emotion rather than good data. An executive’s decision may be 
a reaction to others who believe a problem exists and that something 
is needed to fix it. Emotions could lead to an irrational decision about 
equipment purchases or changing the layout of the line. Trust your data. It 
will validate a problem if it’s real. 

2. Ignoring strict data governance. You could implement the best technology 
available, but if your procedures don’t allow your people to enter the 
correct data or access it, the tool will fail. 

3. Disregarding the importance of collaboration. Employee support for BI can 
build a better culture. One manufacturer created a dashboard to measure 
the line without first gathering input from his workers. People resisted the 
tool, and it failed. A second manufacturer approached workers on the 
line and said, “This is what we want to create. What would you like to 
see?” The line workers were a part of the process, and the company’s BI 
system was a success. Remember that people on the line are experts. They 
understand exactly how the machine works and how it doesn’t. They know 
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the metrics needed to be successful, and BI enables them to do their job 
better. BI is not about simply building the tool, it’s about getting people 
involved in the first place. 

4. Forgetting that the metrics are always evolving. BI is clearly designed 
for long-term planning and preparation. But often the best place to start 
is thinking small. Focus on the area that needs the most help. If a sales 
manager can’t answer basic questions from the president with confidence, 
why not start there? By creating the BI tool, the philosophy around data, 
the questions, and how it will be used as a management tool, you’ll gain 
more traction for allowing it to grow organically. 

5. Selecting too many metrics without a clear purpose. What is the main 
purpose of BI in your organization? Creating ambitious metrics just 
because you think it might be wise will get you nowhere. Metrics based 
on key performance questions will drive how you structure the entire 
management methodology, and BI is the tool to make a more actionable 
hypothesis. 

6. Waiting for the perfect decision. The perfect decision is an illusion, no 
matter how much data you collect. Gather enough information and take 
action. Once you make a decision, do everything in your power to make it 
a stunning success. 

As you consider implementing a BI system, determine its main purpose. If 
you’re not clear, you’ll bite off too much and increase your risk of failure. 
Pick the spot where there’s the most pain. Once you choose it, the system will 
naturally start to grow and expand. Your people will see a clear improvement 
in one area and wonder if it might work in another. You’ll hear them ask, can 
we try that? That’s how you’ll define success.

The four stages of BI development: Ensuring the highest value

In the 1980s, the business mantra was grow or die. From the 1990s to the 
mid-2000s, it was change or die. Today, it’s evolve or die.

Manufacturers have learned that to evolve, they must find better ways to 
optimize data. Business owners can no longer afford to take a new direction 
simply based on short-term fixes. The solution is good business intelligence.

The more you’re able to optimize your information, the higher the value your 
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business intelligence provides. BI development consists of four stages.  
They are: 

• Descriptive – What has happened with your data? A look in the rearview 
mirror gives users a valuable starting point and perspective.

• Diagnostic – Why did it happen? You might wonder why your data isn’t 
helping you in one area, or you may feel the need to change your data 
model. 

• Predictive – Can I use this to predict what will happen? If this, then that? To 
be useful at this stage, the data must be reliable and extensive. You may 
determine the need to acquire data isn’t part of your current environment, 
such as market studies and demographic studies. 

• Prescriptive – What do I want to happen? Once your BI reaches this stage, 
you can enjoy a highly valuable, sophisticated, and complex system. 

BI development naturally calls for clarity in how your organization will 
ultimately benefit from it. How will you apply it, and who will use it? BI fulfills 
eight key purposes: 

• Evaluate – Where are we today?

• Control – How do I know people are doing things right? 

• Budget – What programs, people, and initiatives deserve more spending? 

• Motivational – How do I nurture a more engaged work force?

• Promotion – How do I show senior executives and investors we’re achieving 
our goals?

• Celebrate – What can we do to show appreciation for a job well done?

• Learn – What’s working, and what isn’t?

• Improve – Are there opportunities and efficiencies we can support with 
good data?

A story from one manufacturer provides a good example of how BI was used 
for better decision making at the top. Frustrated with studying reports from 
individual departments, executives in the C-suite of a manufacturing company 
wanted a view of the company across all departments. A BI platform was 
created that combined data on a weekly basis from all sources, including 
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accounting, the data warehouse, CRM, budgets, goals, and objectives—
everything in one place. Leaders wanted to see how well the organization 
was meeting goals and objectives on a horizontal basis. 

BI development led to the creation of a performance improvement dashboard. 
Once completed, the executives held weekly 15-minute leadership calls 
during which they each logged into the dashboard and used it to discuss and 
analyze performance that day, how the organization was tracking against 
goals and objectives, and what actions should be taken for the next week. 
The results were phenomenal. Over a two-month period, three key metrics 
improved between 8 percent and 12 percent. The manufacturer now had a 
process to use its BI tool that not only served in long-term strategic planning, 
but was adopted into their decision-making culture and helped leaders make 
smart decisions on a daily basis. 

When compensation, career track, and tenure rely heavily on key areas of the 
business doing well, BI can help leaders meet objectives, for themselves and 
the company.  
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