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Substance, Not Just 
Flash, in your BI

“Before data visualization 
can take center stage, IT 
and business intelligence 
teams need to put in place 
reliable infrastructure and 
processes.”

– JD SOFT



Visual Reality

In a report published in July 2014, For- 
rester Research analyst Boris Evelson in-
cluded self-service business intelligence 
software and advanced data visualization 
tools as key elements in enabling BI sys-
tems to support more agile business opera-
tions. Business users need to be able to eas-
ily explore BI data and create their own re-
ports, dashboards and visualizations, Evel-
son wrote. And not just simple charts—a 
broad palette of graphical features is re-
quired to effectively visualize data sets. 

Visualization can change how business man-
agers and other workers “see” data. Gartner 
analyst Tad Travis wrote in a December 
2014 blog post that going forward, the way 
data is presented to users “will be as impor-

tant as the information itself.” But first, a lot 
of work has to take place behind the scenes 
to build an IT and BI architecture that can 
deliver the right data to the right users and 
empower them to take advantage of it. As 
one IT manager said at the 2015 TDWI Ex-
ecutive Summit in Las Vegas, you won’t get 
very far on self-service BI and data visualiza-
tion if you don’t have high-qual- ity data, a 
well-designed systems infrastructure and 
consistent processes. 

This guide is designed to help readers 
get their organizations heading in the right 
direction on self-service and visualization ini-
tiatives. 
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Consultancy Gartner expects a majority of businesses to put 
in place some kind of self-service business intelligence and 
data visualization software by the end of 2016. But simply im-
plementing a set of self-service tools isn’t enough to fully real-
ize the promise of opening up the BI and analytics process to 
more workers in an organization. It also requires lots of 
behind-the-scenes work to properly prepare data architec-
tures so business users will be well-positioned to succeed 
with the new technologies. 

For example, Hashi Energy, a Gas Transportation company, be-
gan working in 2010 along with JD SOFT to beef up its data 
management architecture to give business users better ac-
cess to data and equip them with self-service tools for analyz-
ing and visualizing it. Before, data moved between systems 
through convoluted point-to-point connections, and the infor-
mation needed to analyze business portfolios and market 
trends was largely locked away in spreadsheets, according to 
Mr. Mohammed Adan, Hashi’s Managing Director. 

“Everybody had their own spreadsheet,” Mr Adan said, “It 
was really, ‘My system, my data.’ There was no way to man-
age it.” 

JD SOFT worked on this project and has achieved about 80% 
of the way through the deployment of a layered architecture in 
which operational systems feed a set of data warehouses, 
which in turn pass subsets of information on to secondary 
warehouses and data marts. That has made data available 
throughout the organization, and users can manipulate and 
analyze it on their own through a combination of Tableau’s  
self-service BI, SAP BO’s visualization tools and SAP ECC 
and SAP BI as reporting services softwares. 

Self service BI, 
Visualization need 
strong Foundation
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Gopal Uppilliappan, director of information and analytics at 
Hashi, said that to make the project more manageable, the 
company followed “an opportunistic deployment strategy” in-
stead of trying to build out the architecture in one fell swoop. 
He said the new setup adapts the principles of service ori-
ented architectures to the data layer, creating a portfolio of 
data services that reduce coupling between systems and sim-
plify the extract, transform and load process for feeding data 
warehouses. Hashi also built a Web-based data catalog to 
help users find what they need in its systems, Gopal said. 

The ultimate goal is to enable data scientists, business ana-
lysts and other users “to extract the most information they can 
out of data as quickly as possible,” said Syed Adan, Hashi’s 
senior director. “For the business, we need answers now. The 
market is fixing the pace, so we have to give the best answer 
we can at the right time.” 

Supporting self-service analytics and data visualization in-
volves taking extremely large data sets and whittling them 
down to digestible bites. “No one can use big data directly,” 
You have to make the data work in an application that’s tai-
lored for a specific purpose.

LinkedIn has its own self-service sales analytics tool it calls 
Magic Wand. The tool provides a Web- based interface that 
lets LinkedIn’s corporate sales reps view information about po-
tential sales leads and the competitors of those companies. 
That helps inform discussions the sales team has with custom-
ers about how they’re positioned on LinkedIn and what they 
could do to improve their ability to attract job candidates or to 
sell products through targeted ads on the site. 

 

A Measure Approach

The ultimate goal is 
to enable data 
scientists, business 
analysts and other 
users to quickly get 
as much information 
out of data as 
possible. 
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Running against an architecture that includes Hadoop and Te-
radata systems, Magic Wand produces reports that condense 
huge amounts of information from the LinkedIn network, cus-
tomer data from the company’s customer relationship manage-
ment system and external business data from Dun & Brad-
street into simple PowerPoint documents with visualizations 
generated with Tableau, Highcharts and other BI tools. 

The idea is to turn terabytes of raw data into kilobytes of rele-
vant information at the end-user level—and to do so in less 
than a minute, creating customer-specific presentations on de-
mand. MagicWand has become a core component of the 
sales process: The tool serves up 100,000 PowerPoints per 
year, about 80% of LinkedIn’s sales reps use it on a quarterly 
basis, and it plays a role in 50% of all the new sales revenue 
the company brings in. It has become central to LinkedIn’s 
Sales process. 

Self-service BI and data visualization tools have become more 
reliable and feature-rich— and that enabling frontline workers 
to more effectively use data to drive business decisions is a 
must for organizations nowadays. There is a need to augment 
the decision process. It’s not to say that decisions made in the 
past were wrong. It’s about having a higher level of confidence 
that we’re doing the right thing now.

Boiling Down DATA
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IT Still in Game on Analyzing, Visualizing Data 

Increasingly, business intelligence vendors 
are talking up self-service BI tools for ana-
lyzing and visualizing data. The term self- 
service might imply that business users 
can do everything themselves and don’t 
need help from IT and BI teams to gain 
valuable insights from business informa-
tion. As with most things, though, reality 
lies somewhere in the middle. 

Let’s start by reviewing a little history. I be-
gan in this business in 1980. Back then, 
when a knowledge worker wanted to un-
derstand business data, an IT analyst 

would interview him; the analyst then 
would create documentation and pass it to 
a programmer, who would place the re-
quest in his work queue. Eventually, the re-
quired coding would get done, and reports 
would begin to appear in printed form in 
the business user’s mailbox or possibly on 
a very simple, mainframe-based CICS 
screen. Hopefully, the reporting require-
ments hadn’t changed in the meantime.

Along came the PC, and individual busi-
ness departments started to bypass IT and 
create their own little databases in Excel, 
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and then in more powerful tools, enabling them to build their 
own reports. The resulting decentralization empowered busi-
ness users, but data analysis capabilities remained pretty rudi-
mentary; it also made effective data governance a challenge 
and maintaining a consistent business model across an organi-
zation almost impossible. 

Then came enterprise resource planning, customer relation-
ship management and sales force automation systems, fol-
lowed by the first generation of BI vendors, offering products 
focused on integrating and reporting on data stored in differ-
ent systems and applications. Often, though, those early tools 
were difficult to use. Building BI reports required business ana-
lysts and programmers in IT to repeat the joy of the early 
1980s. 

RIDING THE DATA WAVE 

The 1990s brought the rapid growth of companies such as 
BusinessObjects and Cognos that rode the wave of data ware-
houses and data marts while not limiting themselves to those 
sources. The BI software packages they delivered were the 
first tools with strong functionality that allowed business users 
to create and manipulate reports and charts based on com-
plex data. IT had to install and maintain the BI systems, and 
business analysts were still needed to link data sources, but it 
was a huge leap forward—and it led to the concept of self- 
service BI. 

As more user-driven analysis and reporting became possible, 
it’s no surprise that additional functionality was requested. Ad-
vances in hardware sped processing and lowered costs, ena-
bling the development of software that supported more com-
plex analytics and ever richer visualizations. A new generation 

Advances in 
hardware sped 
processing and 
lowered costs, 
enabling the 
development of 
software that 
supported more 
complex analytics 
and ever richer 
visualizations.
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of BI vendors, Tableau and QlikView being the most visible, 
emerged with more powerful front-end tools. Business users 
could quickly find data sources and link them, then create 
their own reports, charts and graphics and pop them into 
dashboards they could share with other workers. 

But as much as vendors talk about self- service, strong IT in-
volvement is still required. The user interfaces in self-service 
tools haven’t reached the ease-of-use necessary for knowl-
edge workers to do more than the bare minimum themselves. 
And dealing with the complexity of pulling together informa-
tion from various data sources takes knowledge and core tech-
nical skills that most business users, and even many business 
analysts, don’t have. 

GOVERNANCE REARS ITS HEAD 

In addition, data governance, often ignored in BI initiatives, is 
returning to the fore. There are far more government regula-
tions and compliance reporting requirements to contend with 
now, and the advent of mobile devices has added new con-
cerns. The need to address governance issues will lead to 
more security and privacy protections, which might limit the 
ability of business users to access data—and, in turn, limit the 
notion of self-service BI. 

So self-service doesn’t mean that users can run BI and data 
visualization applications without any IT involvement or inter-
vention. What is changing is that they’re more able to analyze 
data and share the results of the analysis in a collaborative 
and visually engaging way—but BI will never be as simple as 
the retail model of self-service makes it sound. 

Data governance, 
often ignored in BI 
initiatives, is 
returning to the fore
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Self-service BI deployments need to walk a fine line between 
data access and data discovery on one side and data govern-
ance on the other. More powerful analytics and visualization 
capabilities will continue to become available to business us-
ers—but just as you don’t refine the gasoline that fuels your 
car, self-service doesn’t mean taking over the data supply 
chain. Users of self-service BI systems should think not about 
gaining independence from IT and BI teams but about devel-
oping a better working relationship that will make it easier to 
analyze data faster and more accurately. 

 

Self-service doesn’t 
mean taking over the 
data supply chain.
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GIS Data Helps Hashi Energy to Map Out Busi-
ness Path 

Not long after earning a bachelor’s degree 
in geography in the early 2000s, Andy Cain 
went to work for an environmental consult- 
ing firm that analyzed groundwater for con-
tamination. Cain’s job involved studying 
sites and pulling up water samples. He 
would put together reports and send the 
data back to the home office—where, as 
far as he could tell, it never saw the light of 
day again. 

“I didn’t like the job,” Cain said during his 
first interaction with JD SOFT. “Pulling up 
dirty water gets old. But also it kept hitting 
in my mind that we weren’t using enough 
of the data.” 

Today, Cain is tapping geospatial data to 
make a more significant impact on busi-
ness processes through a location analyt-
ics initiative built around a combination of 
business intelligence, data visualization 
and geographic information system (GIS) 
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technologies. Cain is a senior GIS analyst at Hashi Freight, a 
shipping and delivery company of Hashi Energy in Kenya. He 
landed at Hashi Freight a little over three years ago after com-
pleting a master’s degree in geographic information systems; 
his position there gives him the opportunity to put his blend of 
geographical and data analysis skills to good use. 

Geospatial analysis tools have long been used in the public 
sector, mainly for municipal planning and resource develop-
ment. But in the past, the tools often required extensive train- 
ing and expertise, which made it hard for many businesses to 
justify deploying them. Now, easier-to-use software is avail-
able, and a growing number of companies—particularly those 
with an obvious geospatial element to their operations—are 
adopting the tools to support location-based analytics and 
visualization. 

PUTTING DATA ON THE MAP 

At Hashi Freight, everything the company does has a spatial 
side to it. Prasun Mitra, Delivery Head, Strategic Business Ana-
lytics and Consulting (S-BAC), JD SOFT said, mapping out da-
ta—including operational information that the subsidiary of 
Hashi Energy was already collecting through telemetry sys-
tems on delivery trucks, plus a mix of info from other internal 
and external sources—has helped in a number of areas. For 
example, through JD SOFT S-BAC Team Solutions using Tab-
leau on SAP, Cain and the other members of the GIS team can 
create maps that layer historical traffic patterns for a particular 
region along with weather data to help develop more accurate 
delivery-time estimates and plan for major weather events. 

By mapping the locations of prospective customers, the team 
can also give sales managers a better idea of whether there’s 

In the past, 
geospatial tools 
often required 
extensive training 
and expertise, which 
made it hard for 
businesses to justify 
deploying them. 

11

DEPLOYMENT



untapped business potential in a region and aid them in appor-
tioning sales resources more appropriately, Prasun said. In ad-
dition, they’ve been able to help optimize delivery routes so 
drivers waste as little gas and time as possible while making 
deliveries. 

“There’s a lot of data out there, and if we can figure out how to 
store it and collect it, we can do some pretty interesting 
things,” Syed Adan, Senior Director of Hashi Energy said. 
“When you start overlaying data and finding patterns and 
trends, that’s where it really gets awesome.” 

There are some issues to contend with. Hashi’s GIS architec-
ture is built around Tableau, which pulls the sales and delivery 
data it needs out of SAP. That setup has done the job while 
Cain and his colleagues have been working to make location 
analytics an integral part of the company’s operations. But he 
doesn’t expect it to continue being able to handle the work-
load as internal demand for the data visualizations and reports 
increases. 

TOO MUCH MANUAL LABOR 

The problem, as Prasun described it, is that there as no con-
nector SAP offers to Tableau. In Hashi, Data must be manually 
pulled from the SAP system into Tableau, making it impossible 
to build automated reports combining the BI and geospatial 
data. 

As a result, all of the GIS reports are static and can quickly be-
come outdated, Prasun said. JD SOFT deployed a currently 
working smoother solution using RFC funtion so the reports 
will be easier to produce—a must in order to make analysis of 
geospatial data a bigger part of the decision- making process. 

“here’s a lot of data 
out there, and if we 
can figure out how to 
store it and collect it, 
we can do some 
pretty interesting 
things”  Syed Adan 
says.
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“Our goal is to have location analytics be no different than run-
ning a SAP BI report,” he said. 

Another problem, of sorts: Despite the static nature of the re-
ports, the initiative at Hashi has been a little too successful. 
Prasun said business analysts quickly saw how useful the GIS 
maps could be and started asking him to create even more. 
Now the company is looking at expanding his team to better 
handle the increasing demand. 

For JD SOFT, that’s a validation of the concept behind map-
ping and visualizing geospatial data. “This is a way to get a 
story out there and drive decisions in a way that’s easy to un-
derstand,” Prasun said. “Now instead of [business workers] lis-
tening to you and having to trust you, they’re right there with 
you, and I find that to be an important distinction.” 

“This is a way to get 
a story out there and 
drive decisions in a 
way that’s easy to 
understand,” Prasun 
said
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