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Introduction — Why Business Intelligence Matters

Every organisation collects data. Sales figures, customer records, operational logs, and financial transactions pile up day after day. Yet having data is not the same as understanding it.

Business Intelligence, or BI, exists to close that gap. It helps organisations move from raw data to useful insight, and from insight to better decisions. This book introduces BI in clear, practical terms. It avoids technical jargon and focuses instead on how BI supports real people making real business decisions.

This is an introductory guide. BI can look very different depending on the industry, size of the organisation, and business goals. What follows is a solid foundation that prepares you to recognise, understand, and engage with BI wherever you encounter it.
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Step 1 — Understanding Business Intelligence
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Business Intelligence, often shortened to BI, is the practice of using data to support better decision-making. Every organisation generates large amounts of data as it operates — from sales transactions and customer interactions to production records and financial activity. On its own, this data has limited value. Business Intelligence exists to turn that raw data into information people can understand and use.

At its core, BI helps organisations answer three fundamental questions. First, what has happened? This involves looking at historical data to understand past performance, such as sales results, costs, or customer behaviour. Second, why did it happen? BI tools allow users to explore data in more detail, identify patterns, and uncover the factors that influenced outcomes. Finally, BI helps answer what is likely to happen next, supporting planning, forecasting, and informed action.

It is important to understand that Business Intelligence is not just a piece of software. While BI does rely on technology, it is better described as a way of working with information. BI brings together data, analytical tools, structured processes, and people with business knowledge. These elements work together to transform data into insight.

Reports and dashboards present information in clear, visual formats that are easy to interpret. Analytical tools allow users to explore data, compare results, and test assumptions. Models and forecasts help organisations prepare for future scenarios. Each of these elements exists to support one goal: answering meaningful business questions.

When Business Intelligence is used well, it reduces reliance on instinct, guesswork, and incomplete information. Decisions become more transparent and defensible because they are based on evidence. Over time, BI helps organisations learn from experience, improve performance, and make decisions with greater confidence.
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Step 2 — Decisions Are the Reason Business Intelligence Exists
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Every organisation exists in a constant state of decision-making. Some decisions are small and routine, while others are complex and far-reaching. What they all have in common is that they depend on information. Business Intelligence exists for one clear reason: to improve the quality of decisions.

Decisions are typically made at three levels within an organisation. Operational decisions happen every day and keep the business running. These include decisions such as approving a transaction, adjusting stock levels, scheduling staff, or responding to customer requests. These decisions require accurate, up-to-date information and often need to be made quickly.

Tactical decisions focus on improving how the organisation operates. They are usually made by managers and team leaders and involve analysing trends over weeks or months. Examples include adjusting pricing strategies, improving marketing campaigns, or optimising processes. Tactical decisions rely on summarised and comparative data that reveals patterns and performance over time.

Strategic decisions shape the long-term direction of the organisation. These decisions are made by senior leaders and involve questions such as entering new markets, launching new products, or changing the business model. Strategic decisions require high-level insight, historical context, and often predictive information to reduce uncertainty about the future.

Business Intelligence supports all three levels by delivering the right information to the right people at the right time. Operational users may need simple, real-time reports. Managers may rely on dashboards and trend analysis. Executives often need concise summaries and forecasts that highlight risks and opportunities.

Without decisions, BI has no purpose. Data only becomes valuable when it informs action. Understanding how decisions are made — who makes them, when they are made, and what information they require — is essential to understanding how Business Intelligence creates value.
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Step 3 — Data as a Business Asset
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In many organisations, data is treated as a by-product of doing business rather than as something valuable in its own right. Sales are recorded, invoices are processed, customers are registered, and systems move on to the next task. Yet behind every transaction, interaction, and operational process lies information that can provide lasting value. When managed properly, data becomes a long-term business asset.

Unlike physical assets, data does not wear out when it is used. In fact, its value often increases over time as more history is collected and patterns begin to emerge. Years of sales records can reveal seasonal trends. Customer interactions can highlight preferences and behaviour changes. Operational data can expose inefficiencies or opportunities for improvement. Business Intelligence exists to unlock this hidden value.

To understand why data matters so much, it helps to distinguish between expert knowledge and organisational knowledge. Expert knowledge lives in the minds of individuals. It is built through experience, training, and intuition. While this knowledge is extremely valuable, it is also fragile. When people retire, change roles, or leave the organisation, much of that knowledge can disappear with them.

Organisational knowledge, on the other hand, is captured and stored in systems and data. It represents the collective experience of the organisation over time. Transaction histories, performance metrics, customer records, and operational logs all contribute to this shared memory. Business Intelligence helps transform this stored data into usable knowledge that can be accessed by many people, not just a few experts.

By organising, analysing, and presenting data consistently, BI ensures that insight is preserved, shared, and reused. Decisions no longer depend solely on who happens to be available or how long someone has been in a role. Instead, they are supported by evidence drawn from the organisation’s own history. In this way, BI protects organisational knowledge and turns data into a lasting strategic asset.
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Step 4 — From Transactions to Insight
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Every organisation relies on systems that capture its day-to-day activities. These are known as OLTP systems, or Online Transaction Processing systems. They record events such as sales, payments, reservations, deliveries, and inventory updates. Their primary purpose is to ensure that each transaction is processed quickly, accurately, and reliably. Speed, consistency, and availability are critical because these systems keep the business running.

OLTP systems are designed to handle very large volumes of small transactions, often with many users working at the same time. They constantly insert, update, and delete records as business activities occur. For example, a retail system updates stock levels the moment a sale is made, while a banking system records deposits and withdrawals in real time. These systems focus on what is happening right now, not on long-term trends or historical analysis.

While OLTP systems are excellent at recording activity, they are not designed for analysis. Running complex queries or reports on live transactional systems can slow them down, disrupt operations, and even risk data accuracy. In addition, OLTP data is usually highly detailed, scattered across many tables, and structured for processing rather than understanding. This makes it difficult for business users to analyse without specialised technical knowledge.

Business Intelligence requires data to be separated from daily operations so it can be explored safely and efficiently. By moving data out of OLTP systems and into analytical environments such as data warehouses, organisations can analyse large volumes of historical data without affecting operational performance. This separation allows data to
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