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Ever since the early days of commerce, business people have struggled with business intelligence (“BI”) and business planning. In the days before computers, all business analysis and planning functions were performed by accountants using paper, pencil, and a calculator. Back then, the year-end closing of the books, along with the related ‘business intelligence’ reports generated after the close and the budget season were heavily labor intensive and, despite their efforts, resulted in relatively little useful information when compared to today’s standards.
Much has changed since those days. With the advent of personal computers and the electronic spreadsheet, many businesses utilize these new tools to do their job faster. With every improvement, however, more and more information was requested by management as they tried to maximize corporate results. As the accounting departments tried to keep up with the demand, they produced thousands of electronic spreadsheets. A typical company’s large collections of spreadsheets, or SpreadMarts
, became very hard to manage and, as a result, the cost and productivity gains promised by computerization were lost. The architecture of a SpreadMart also leads to the isolation of data into distinct data silos within the company. The data silo occurs when related data is stored in different storage systems and is unable to communicate or interact with other related data.
This whitepaper will discuss how 2 large banks and a large grocery retailer moved off their SpreadMarts and gained efficiencies using two technologies, Hyperion Oracle Essbase® and Applied OLAP Dodeca®.  
Technology
Oracle Hyperion Essbase is the market leading On Line Analytical Processing (OLAP) server technology. It is used by companies who want to look at data from the point of view of the dimensionality that naturally occurs in many data sets. For example, corporate data sets often describe data based on its account, timeframe, geographic origin and product. Further, these same data sets may have some reference to actual, budget or forecast data, commonly known as a scenario, legal entity or management responsibility. Each grouping of these traits is referred to as a dimension. Each dimension normally has a natural hierarchy. For example, weeks roll into months, months roll into quarters and quarters into years to form a natural hierarchy of time. Essbase was designed to help users understand data as it rolls up through these hierarchies throughout the different dimensions in the data set. 
Essbase does much more than just aggregate data upward. It has a very powerful calculation engine that can conceivably replace millions of 2D spreadsheets for functions such as top-down allocations. Further, Essbase was originally conceived as a storage mechanism to get data out of the SpreadMart silos and into an open database. In fact, this paradigm was so ingrained into the software design that the name Essbase itself was derived from the vision of an ‘Extended SpreadSheet dataBASE’.

These companies use Applied OLAP Dodeca® as their user interface to Essbase.  Dodeca retains the Excel flexibility desired by these customers but manages the separation of the data and spreadsheet templates in a way that makes SpreadMarts obsolete.  Using Dodeca, corporate data is managed in Essbase or relational repositories while the spreadsheet templates, though designed in Excel, are managed in a central repository and are married to the data when the user requests the report.  This assures the templates used are always the versions approved by management and the data is fresh and up-to-date. Further, these companies chose the Dodeca solution because it is easy to configure, easy to deploy and easy to use.  Companies such as JP Morgan Chase, US Bank, Kroger, Albertsons, Supervalu, Saks, Big Lots Stores, and ABF Freight System have reduced costs and increased the value of their investment in Essbase by deploying applications based on the Applied OLAP platform.

Technology In Action
Even the most attractive technology does nothing until someone takes that technology and applies it to solve a problem.  This fact has been noted many times over the years.  Inventor Dean Kamen, who invented the Segway scooter, said
“In some cases, inventions prohibit innovation because we're so caught up in playing with the technology, we forget about the fact that it was supposed to be important.“  

This is certainly true in software.  Good companies apply innovative technology to solve business problems in order to optimize their returns.  The remainder of this whitepaper will describe how three companies have implemented innovative solutions using Essbase and Dodeca technologies to cut costs and improve user productivity.

Bank #1
For many years, this large bank used a BI reporting tool to extract data and create reports for its 2000-plus branches. However, the tool that was used was not optimized for the task and suffered significant performance problems.  Because the query and report generation process took 24 hours, it was only performed once a month after the financial close was completed. The reports were usually distributed to the branch managers 6 to 8 days after month end. As a consequence, each branch had created their own methods for daily reporting of results towards their monthly goals. The 2000-plus homegrown systems varied in sophistication with some having no more than a manual hand written account of new loans, new accounts, and other key factors. Others homegrown systems were more sophisticated and included spreadsheets detailing activity.  In essence, there were hundreds, if not thousands, of SpreadMarts deployed at the bank. 

The bank also had other challenges with its BI solution.  The system in place was very costly to maintain.  Making a simple change to the standard reporting format was estimated to cost $60,000.  The high cost of maintenance made it difficult to modify reporting to react to changing business conditions. The in-flexibility of the old system caused either more files to be added to the SpreadMart in an attempt to get the information to make better decisions or decisions were simply made based non-optimal information. In either case, this increased either the real cost associated with creating the spreadsheets or increased the opportunity cost due to non-optimal decisions.
Finally, the bank did not have a formal system for gathering forecast information from the branches. The absence of such as system made it harder for regional managers to proactively manage their branches and had an adverse effect on profitability.

To solve these issues, the bank implemented Essbase as the data engine with Dodeca as the user interface.  The Essbase engine is optimized for the type of processing the bank desired at the branch level. As a result, the processing time dropped from 24 hours using the prior solution to 30 minutes using Essbase.  The new time window afforded the bank by Essbase allowed the bank to implement daily reporting at the branches. 

The daily reporting functionality has been highly successful.  Branch managers can now login in the evening and see their same day results and use this information to proactively run their local branch.  Further, regional managers can see how their branches perform daily and make adjustments to affect profitability in the current reporting period. The adoption of the new system has been very high.  The high adoption rate is evidenced by the high number of calls to the help desk if the system is off-line in the morning.  This very situation happened less than 2 months after the system went live and the help desk logged 75 calls before 9 am inquiring about the expected system ‘up-time’.

The Essbase/Dodeca combination has empowered the bank to implement systems to satisfy other business requirements, such as weekly forecasting, into the system.  In the weekly forecasting models, the branch manager inputs branch data into a spreadsheet template running within the Dodeca interface.  When a branch manager has completed their input, they simply press a button to send data for their branch back to the Essbase database.  Essbase then aggregates their branch data with the data from the other branches and rolls up regional and bank-wide totals.
In addition to daily reporting and weekly forecasting, the bank integrated sophisticated analysis capabilities into the system. One example is the ability to drill-down for more detailed information that applies to a specified number. One example of this capability is the ability drill from a number stored in Essbase to the underlying detail residing in the general ledger. If further detail is required, users can drill further into the data until they reach the source document, such as image of an invoice, without leaving the system.

In summary, the bank cut costs by eliminating both an ineffective BI solution and many home-grown branch reporting systems and increased user productivity by implementing a single, easy to use system for daily reporting, weekly forecasting and sophisticated analysis.

Bank #2
Another large bank had a different problem that was both financially costly and adversely affected productivity.  This company used a home-grown custom application to extract, summarize and report data for branch office operations. The primary users of this system were branch operations managers who needed reporting to run their business. 
The home-grown system used hard-coded report formats which made changes to a report both cumbersome and expensive; one change requested was estimated to take 100 man days to implement.  The problem was compounded when the bank continued to make acquisitions.  Due to the cost of implementing changes to the existing system, acquired companies continued to maintain and use their own systems.  As a result, the bank costs increased as they had to maintain and train users on multiple systems.

Despite its shortcomings, the existing application provided adequate standard reporting. However, the existing application did not have any facility for ad hoc query and analysis that allowed users to easily explore their data.  The absence of ad hoc reporting is a common shortcoming in many reporting solutions. 
To solve these issues, this bank also chose Essbase as the data engine with Dodeca as the user interface. The hierarchical nature of data sets normally stored in Essbase make ad hoc reporting a natural fit. As a customer explores their data set in Essbase, they naturally see patterns in the data which they would like to investigate. To see the detail underlying a number in the database, the user simply double-clicks on the dimension item for which they would like detail.  For example, if a user wanted to see the detail underlying ‘Quarter 1’, they would simply double-click on ‘Quarter 1’ and Essbase would determine from its database structure that the user really wanted to see ‘January’, ‘February’ and ‘March’ and retrieve it into their spreadsheet. The functionality was previously marketed as ‘speed of thought’ analysis but, unlike many marketing claims, it really is. 

Dodeca has replaced the home-grown interface for all users and is a single interface for both standard reports and ad hoc analysis at the bank. Dodeca is completely metadata driven and highly configurable. This configurable nature makes it very easy to implement changes requested by users.

In summary, the bank cut costs by eliminating home-grown system and the numerous acquired systems with a single, configurable solution.  User productivity has been improved by implementing a single system for both standard and ad hoc reporting and by the ease in which the system can be easily updated to reflect changing business needs.

National Grocery retailer
A large national grocery retailer had highly leveraged Excel for reporting and planning that was costly and required many manual operations to complete. They also used a popular standalone BI solution in both the corporate and divisional offices.

 Their weekly forecast process is a typical example of SpreadMart inefficiencies. Each week the following steps were performed to complete the forecast:

1. Corporate headquarters prepared an Excel template that was emailed to each of the company’s 17 divisions.
2. An analyst at each divisional office would use the standalone reporting tool to extract data from the legacy ledger system.

3. Historical data was then keyed into the spreadsheet.
4. The division added their revised period and quarterly forecast data.
5. The division then emailed the completed spreadsheet back to corporate.

6. An analyst at corporate used copy & paste to consolidate the 17 divisional spreadsheets into a consolidated corporate spreadsheet.

Corporate analysts also prepared a number of additional reports required for weekly corporate reporting.  Each of these reports had many steps as well:

1. Extract data from multiple data sources.

2. Manually key data into Excel
3. Perform over 50 sorting functions to rank each of the 17 divisions on more than 20 key metrics. 
This process was not only costly and prone to error but very limiting as well. The retailer wished to expand their forecasting from the divisional level to plan at over 3,000 stores.  They also wanted to plan in more detail as well by expanding the forecast from 100 high level accounts to 1,500 line item accounts.  As you may have guessed, the amount of labor necessary to manage a SpreadMart of this size made the expansion impractical.

This retailer chose Essbase as their single source data repository because it can scale to provide information at the level of detail required to run their company and allow them to automate the collection of forecast data, the consolidation of the data and reporting of the corporate results. The Essbase engine allows the company to store and aggregate data for a large number of data points including:

· Division, store, and department level
· Account and line item level
· Year, period and week level
· Actual, budget, forecast and projection scenarios
The calculation engine of Essbase was also pivotal in providing users the option of top-down budgeting, where the Essbase engine is used to allocate high-level input data to the lowest level. Of course, the calculation engine is also used to quickly aggregate data from the bottom-up.

The Dodeca user interface is used to retain the Excel spreadsheet functionality but, unlike Excel itself, the spreadsheets work within a managed environment. It manages the spreadsheets in the system and manages deployment to the user community at corporate, divisional offices and store locations. 
Using the new system, users in the field enter data into a spreadsheet template delivered at runtime to the user’s desktop. The user no longer enters historical data as the latest historical data in automatically retrieved and integrated into the template by the system. Once data input is complete, the user presses a button to submit the data back to the database where is automatically aggregated with the data from the other divisions. When the last division has completed their input, the corporate analyst simply opens a report and the consolidated numbers are there, complete and ready to use.  

The retailer also leverages Dodeca’s robust scripting functionality. Scripting is used to quickly and easily implement custom business rules. These business rules are used to assemble the complex corporate reports that require scores of data retrievals and related sorting and ranking of the results. 
In summary, the retailer cut costs and increased productivity by significantly reducing the amount of labor necessary to assemble their forecasts and reports.

Summary

Many early corporate systems evolved over time to SpreadMarts. SpreadMarts are hard to manage and expensive to maintain. They also lock their data into an isolated data silo where it cannot readily interact with other systems to fulfill user requirements. Some large companies have implemented a combination of Essbase and Applied OLAP Dodeca to cut their costs and increase productivity.
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� Wayne Eckerson of The Data Warehouse Institute coined the term SpreadMart to describe the combined use of Excel as a spreadsheet and data mart.
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