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FOREWORD
This whitepaper is being published to support a presentation of this topic at the COLLABORATE08 conference being held from April 13-17, 2008 in Denver, Colorado.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Business Intelligence, Interactive Reporting, Real Time Business Information, Web Deployment...

Interactive Reporting has been described as 

· "the wave of the future"

· "essential for a enterprise competitiveness and survival"
· "a requirement for 21st century enterprise"

This paper will briefly address three questions, with the bulk of the paper focusing on the last question:

What makes IR so important? 
What benefits can IR bring to the enterprise? 

Is the enterprise ready or able to incorporate IR?
I. WHAT MAKES INTERACTIVE REPORTING SO IMPORTANT?
All organizations face two incredible challenges – TIME and RESOURCES.
Interactive Reporting (IR) is a key implementation tool for utilizing Business Intelligence – a larger term employed to describe the applications and practices used for collecting, integrating analyzing and presenting business information.

IR is a way to decentralize the functions of 

· running reports,
· analyzing reports,
· and developing reports,
In plain English, IR represents a way for organization personnel to run, analyze and develop reports without relying on ITS personnel or some other designated "technical support" person to perform those functions for them. IR is a giant step towards the DIY (do it yourself) empowerment paradigm.

IR, then, addresses both TIME and RESOURCES. Employees and executives can pull information when they need it. They are no longer bound to wait for scheduled report deliveries (via print or email) in order to obtain information needed for making decisions. The more knowledgeable these "end-users" are about the report application, the less they must rely on IT for their reporting needs. That frees IT resources to be concentrated on keeping systems up and running for the entire organization.
IR can deliver crucial information required for making decisions on-demand. Deployed over a web-based platform, reports become available anywhere and anytime personnel requiring them and can access the internet.

With business conditions changing so rapidly, it seems apparent that IR can offer highly useful tools for keeping pace with fluid situations and supporting individuals in varied situations who are required to make timely and informed decisions regarding tasks and practices necessary for organizational operations.

Based on these functions and capabilities, IR has become the most visible portion of the fastest growing market in economic history: Business Intelligence.

II. WHAT BENEFITS CAN IR BRING TO THE ENTERPRISE?

Imagine being able to task a team of functional experts with developing their report that meets their needs. In theory, this means you no longer need to translate those needs to technical experts who have no familiarity with functional needs.

Imagine functional experts being able to analyze data in the field, on their own, when they need to. This means being able to 
· test data relationships when the inspiration strikes and gain immediate feedback on their relevancy
· immediately being able to adjust the concept of these relationships and try the expanded concept
· remove several weeks from the beginning of a report design project by being able to immediately investigate and test the relevancy of data relationships
· reduce reliance on technical support in order to perform time sensitive data analysis
· move projects forward in a single meeting by being able to provide immediate feedback to meeting attendees
· evolve report development and decision making components in fewer meetings
· dramatically shorten report application delivery and deployment time
There are more benefits to integrating the use of IR practices and methodologies at all levels of the enterprise. 

· warehouse level inventories
· building level repairs and affective space reallocations
· management of vehicle repair and maintenance schedules, especially unexpected events
· immediate evaluation of cost/quality opportunities effects of raw material fluctuations and/or transportation for manufacturing
· dynamically altering space requirements for programs and activities based on enrollments or participation
· discovering heretofore unrealized relationships between organizational practices and procedures and costs of operations
and the list goes on...

Every level of enterprise operations could be theoretically enhanced by realizing the holy grail of improved inter and intra level communications. 

The possibility of realizing even a portion of these benefits to enhance organizational productivity, flexibility and adaptability to the increasingly rapid pace of economic, environmental and governmental change has organizations scrambling to implement whatever they can wherever they can to improve organization reliability and performance.
Motivated by the need to constantly adapt internal resources to external forces, task forces, committees, studies, and commissions are continuously being formed to find and evaluate the product that will provide the solution.
Here is where it gets very interesting... the idea that a product would solve the problem. That purchasing the right system will impart training and application adoption throughout the organization. This topic leads to the next discussion.
III.
IS THE ENTERPRISE READY OR ABLE TO INCORPORATE IR PRACTICES AND METHODOLOGIES?

In evaluating how ready the enterprise is to utilize and reap the benefits of IR, four overarching questions should be considered:
1. What are the technical resources available to support implementation and operation of the application?

2. What is the current technical status and organizational position of employees operating anticipated implementation stations?

3. How much of a change in procedure and practice would be required to fully utilize IR processes and methodologies at these implementation stations?

4. How will the organization culture and hierarchy support or inhibit realizing decision making and decision implementation benefits that could be realized by utilizing IR practices and methodologies.

A) Technical Resources
We begin with technical resources because they are the easiest for most parties concerned to grasp. These resources include

1) servers and server platforms

2) internal vs. external hosting solutions

3) database platforms

4) hardware, networking and software capabilities of IT staff

5) **interfacing with existing applications and systems

Of all these questions, 2, 4 & 5 are probably the most important, with 2 & 5 being the most often overlooked.

Internal vs. External Hosting Solutions
An increasing number of external hosting solutions are available to support various data storage and reporting applications. These solutions may appear to carry a higher operational cost, but they minimize or eradicate the initial startup costs that come with software licensure. Often templates of existing applications are available to adapt to the needs of the organization, so visualizing what's possible (this topic will come up again) is easier to communicate to employees and development to deployment times may be reduced. Additionally, these options could reduce the need for additional application support staff.

Existing Capabilities of IT Staff
With the ever increasing range of products and applications IT is required to support, it is more and more difficult to project whether the staff in place can adequately manage the new implementation. In fact, it is even difficult to ascertain how much the vendor is able to support the adaptation of their own product to client needs. It is absolutely necessary that responsible IT staff be allowed to visit site(s) that are similar to the organization's own and discuss application implementation successes and difficulties in those settings.

Interfacing with Existing Applications and Systems
There are two asterisks next to this question. I have seen this hurdle alone double and triple implementation budgets. Failing to recognize the full impact of this condition has even caused entire new development efforts in alternative environments in order to accommodate operational needs. What caused this tremendous burden? The failure to recognize a conflict between a task scheduling system in place at the enterprise level and the scheduling feature of the IR deployment platform... simply put, the former disabled the latter. As a result, complex reports requiring significant system resources to process could not be scheduled to run during non-peak hours. 
Recommendation(s)

Locate and interview as many other users as is possible. Resources invested at this stage may present undesirable findings, yet they could literally cut the final realized cost (the unplanned for, actual cost) of implementation drastically.
B) Employee Technical Status and Organizational Position 
This second question is less quantifiable than the first. It is, however, at least of equal importance.

Technical Status
New technologies require a foundation of technology experience to be adopted quickly. If the gap between current general technology familiarity and the skill sets required to operate IR applications is large, using the IR applications will be more difficult for employees operating an IR implementation station.
Organizational Position & Responsibility
Additionally, deploying IR capabilities to certain levels of the organization may mean a redistribution of decision-making authority. It is one thing to assign decision responsibilities to a position... it is another to see if the person in that position can adjust to discharging that responsibility.

Recommendation(s)
Assuming the necessary equipment and access can be deployed at the implementation station, the success of implementation at any level of the organization rests on three main factors:

1) Reliability
The system must work and perform when the employee needs it.

2) Relevancy
The system must produce information the employee sees as necessary to performing their job tasks. 
3) Simplicity
The process for using the application must be clear and straightforward.
If any of these conditions fail to be met, employee will not be encouraged to use the system nor will they see using the system as an organization advantage. Information about the overall successes and improvements being experienced by the organization must be communicated to every level in order to counter, as much as is possible, negative and resistive perceptions to implementation.

C) Procedure and Practice Change Requirements
As we move through the questions, quantifying the factors becomes more difficult. However, anticipating that an employee who has been doing their job for several years in a particular way with particular tools will instantly be able to incorporate IR methodologies and practices into their job processes is not usually realistic.

Procedure and Practice Change

Take this case in point: As part of an implementation process several functional experts received training on using the report application development environment. The anticipated outcome of the training was that these functional experts would be able to translate their experience and expertise into active participation in the report development process. This effort was an ambitious one and involved a total of 250 select individuals.

The outcome of this training effort and the implementation it was engaged to support did not materialize as expected due to a subtle but significant factor: the functional experts were accustomed to doing their jobs and tasks. They were not accustomed to analyzing and modularizing those jobs and tasks. The ability to translate the report application development capabilities into the daily operational processes was assumed and the consequences of its falseness not anticipated.
As a result, one major benefit (as described at the beginning of this paper) that was expected out of the IR implementation was not realized as expected in the original plan. IT and consultant resources with experience using the report development mindset were brought in to support and make realizable deployment deadlines. Costs, as you can imagine, were much higher than originally expected.

To be fair, awareness of this report development mindset has grown in the years since the initial development effort. More and more individuals are asking for training and authorization to use the system to modify report applications to more suit their needs. Even more individuals are beginning to see the possibilities of how reports targeted to provide data and functionality never before available to them can positively impact their task requirements and are requesting that applications be developed or modified to meet those needs. However, it is long after the organization expected to be able to utilize this capacity in its employees.

In short, giving someone a powerful tool to get their job done may not result in the tool being immediately used to its fullest capacity, or anywhere close, to improve performance.
Process Familiarity
It is no accident that financial personnel are often the first level of IR deployment. These individuals are often already familiar with a variety of software applications used to perform their job tasks. To expand or shift to another application that has been built with their needs in mind is usually a straightforward and comprehensible change.
Recommendation(s)
Consult with performance experts to assist in evaluating report development process skills for individuals selected to participate in developing applications as part of the implementation. Design, develop and facilitate seminars that present straightforward scenarios of how application adoption can alter and improve task performance. Gaining the fullest benefits of new technologies often rests on the link in the employee chain least familiar with its application, not as much on the one with the most familiarity. Engaging the active participation of individuals at every level possible results in solutions and performance improvements never anticipated in the original plan. It also provides the fuel for ongoing application development to continue the performance improvement process. Be aware the process could take years to be more fully adopted.
D) Effect of Organizational Culture and Hierarchy on Adopting IR Practices and Methodologies
If all the prior factors are planned for and considered, organizational culture and hierarchy can still do much to inhibit fully realizing the benefits of adopting IR practices and strategies.
Decision-Making
IR is designed to support independent investigation and discovery of data relationships. IR applications are meant to empower individuals in positions at all levels of the organization to make better and more informed decisions. The approach held by the organization culture towards this distributed decision factor can dramatically affect the benefits that might be realized by this empowerment. Too tight a grip will stifle the realization of potential benefits, too loose will lead to costly mistakes as employees gain experience in applying information provided by the tool towards their decisions.
Hierarchy
Those in the upper levels of an organization often exempt themselves from training and knowledge requirements that are required of those employed by them. Instead, they rely on the expertise of those they employ to take their insights and ideas and translate them into the ad hoc reports or applications they in turn critique and turn back for further refinement and development. This paper does not advocate that these leaders become report developers. This paper does advocate that these individuals become as familiar as possible with the capabilities of the development environment so that they can envision and encourage inspirations they or others in the organization have that could contribute to performance improvement.
Recommendation(s)

Beneficial results tend to be more common when development and implementation strategies attempt to fit, as much as possible, the ability to access the information with the ability to use the information in decision-making processes. Asking employees to see and be responsible for data and process effects they cannot control does not encourage, or even allow new process adoption. The organization may benefit even more by expanding its programs to capture, evaluate and implement innovations contributed at all levels.
CONCLUSION
The trend towards IR is being driven by forces that are far beyond any organization. Implementing IR practices and methodologies is in the future of every organization, no matter its size or scope. The factors presented in this paper can contribute significantly to effective and successful implementation strategies that fit with the organization's present culture and personality while opening the path to realizing further benefits and ongoing performance improvement as organizational culture, employees, tasks and processes evolve to more fully incorporate IR capabilities. 
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