
AG Tan- Welcome to the latest edition of the Ask QueBIT About Analytics Podcast brought to 

you by QueBIT the trusted experts in analytics. Our goal is to cut through the jargon and hype 

around analytics and data science and share practical advice to guide you on your analytics 

journey. You can find us at quebit.com. That's quebit.com. Thank you for joining me today I’m 

AG Tan. We live in data-rich times according to an article in Forbes Magazine in 2018, over the 

last two years alone 90% of the data in the world was generated. The other 10% took us 

thousands of years to collect its mind-blowing isn't it? Though the skeptic in me doesn't 

necessarily equate the million tweets that went out since you started listening to this podcast with 

the complete works of Shakespeare. Even so it's still amazing and overwhelming. As humans we 

have limitations. There are only so many pieces of data we can ingest, absorb, and derive 

meaning from; that's why we have come up with ways of organizing, understanding, and 

communicating data to end up with useful insights. If you are wondering whether to invest in a 

stock you may look at a graph of its performance and not just long lists of numbers. If you're 

trying to explain your dog's behavior, you will probably tell an entertaining story rather than 

relate dry statistics about tail-wagging frequency and bark volume over time. Raw data 

especially when you have heaps and heaps of it as we increasingly have is only as useful as the 

stories it tells. Business intelligence is the art and the technologies that help us make sense of the 

data and put it to good use. My guest today is Robin Wilkinson who is the general manager of 

QueBIT’s business intelligence and data management practice. Robin's been passionate about the 

power of organizing data and using business intelligence or BI technologies to unearth the stories 

in the data. She's also an avid and active outdoors person and excellent company, welcome 

Robin.  

 

Robin Wilkinson- Thank you AG glad to be here.  

 

AG Tan- So Robin, it's really great to have you here and I'm really excited to hear about your 

take on the evolution of business intelligence or BI and perhaps we can start by you giving 

everyone an introduction of you know what it is. 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, sure. So I've been in this business for a very long time longer than I'd 

like to admit, but you know business intelligence of the technology driven process for producing 

timely, accurate, high value, and actual information; and really the actionable piece is really the 

most important it helps executives, managers, and other corporate end users to make informed 

business decisions. Business intelligence tools are crucial to the growth of the company and the 

go-to tool for gaining insights and making efficient data driven decisions. And you know, I really 

believe in this that BI is about providing the right data at the right time to the right people so that 

they can make the right decisions. 

 

AG Tan- Can you give us an example of what you mean by having the right data to the right 

people so they can make the right decisions? 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, sure. So we like to think of intelligence business intelligence and two 

different ways one being strategic intelligence, which is more like the historical type the eye that 

we've seen over the years where you know, we're building dashboards self service capability 

analysis around historical information may be specifically around revenues and profits while the 

KPI’s it's a reactive process versus operational intelligence where you know this is you know, 



what really excites us here at QueBITC is building the right time data monitoring alerts, it's a 

proactive process. We actually just recently built a solution to one of our customers around 

product recall and how important it is to when a food recall comes into play being able to pull 

the food off the shelves immediately. So you know very proactive you know.  

 

AG Tan- So for the proactive part of it, I guess the difficulty is that you need all that information 

at your fingertips quickly in order to deal with the crisis situation right? And I assume that 

information may be available in different systems around the company, but business helps you 

bring it together and highlight it for the people who actually need to act in that moment. Is that a 

fair characterization?  

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, that is very accurate detailed description. Yeah, so you know there are 

multiple data sources typically that come into play and those data sources need to be brought 

together to provide this information in real time because companies who do produce food need to 

be able to react in real time when a recall comes in because you know it could cost a lot of 

money. So yes, it's very important that we have the right data the right time and be able to alert 

the people immediately. 

 

AG Tan- I mean I can imagine that this is applicable you know in any business that might be 

dealing with a crisis. I mean I guess any company that does recalls or even I was thinking like I 

live in a town that had some gas explosions last year. I can imagine that company might have 

benefited from having real-time information as well. 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, it's back to like the proactive process just being able to react, you know 

at the right time might not always be real time, but you know being able to react it to reduce 

costs is a big deal for companies. 

 

AG Tan- Right, so right time being relative to the situation? 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Right exactly.  

 

AG Tan- Thank you. So is business intelligence a new concept or is there some history there? 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Oh there’s some history, actually going back to 1865 believe it or not.  

 

AG Tan- Wow 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Richard Devins of Cyclopedia of Commercial and Business and they don’t 

use the term business intelligence to describe how a finance VAR saw Henry Furnese had 

successfully beaten competitors and profited by understanding the market in the conditions 

surrounding it other than they did actually. So that was an interesting snippet and then you know 

coming of it real time in the late 1950s an IBM computer scientist Hans describing the potential 

of gathering business intelligence through the use of technology. So you know it does have some 

long-running history. I think over maybe the last fifty or so years it's really coming to itself. Even 

today there are fifty plus BI products across the world, but you know really the platform story is 

not the same as it was before 2007 which is kind of an interesting year because that's the year 



IBM acquired Cognos Analytics which you know cognos analytics is a product that we resell and 

implement here at QueBIT and it's the year I actually joined QueBIT.  

 

AG Tan- So it sounds like a kind of a very special year. One thing I've always wondered about 

business intelligence as whether the constraint was around the data gathering part. So I imagine 

that in the past in 1865 the process of gathering the data to serve business intelligence must have 

been very tedious. I imagine these English guys sitting at desks with peat caps on filling in pages 

and pages of ledgers and paper and ink and adding them all together manually to get to those 

numbers, whereas today obviously we have an amazing ability to gather data all the time; our 

phones are gathering data our computers are gathering data our browsers are gathering data our 

ERP systems are gathering data. So I guess what I'm trying to ask is the constraint on the data 

gathering part or the operational you know use of technology just to run the business and process 

orders and all of those things that must have been a constraint because without data you can't 

really do business intelligence. So is that part of the story over the last hundred years or so? 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah so you know it's interesting in the seventies was when it got caught. I'd 

recognize that this particular problem around the data silos and he proposed the relational 

database model which gained tremendous popularity over the course of you know through the 

mid-eighties 

 

AG Tan- Right  

 

Robin Wilkinson- And that's really when decision support systems came into play and you 

know that was the reason it was the data silos it was really hard to gather the data is very 

fragmented disjointed and that's really when BI started to come into play and you know with 

technology advancing as well. 

 

AG Tan- Right and so the relational database model that was really a standardized model for 

gathering data which spawned a whole bunch of different products right? Oracle and Microsoft 

Sequal server and IBM DB2 and so on and so forth, but because it was a standardized model it 

made it easier to combine data from different systems that was using the different platforms 

because they had a same theoretical framework. 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, exactly really through the eighties is when you know data started to be 

put into data warehouses being able to access the data from one place. The struggle though was 

that the data warehouses were very technical in nature and usually required an expensive IT staff 

or you know BI to run the report. You know that there wasn't a lot of awareness around how to 

make use of the technology around the business community, it was really IT owned.  

 

AG Tan- Right  

 

Robin Wilkinson- And you know at this time, there were limitations on computers so things 

would take a long time to run both was so yeah as we've gone through the cycle you can see how 

things have come a long way. 

 



AG Tan- Yeah, you know I imagine that the more data has become available and the easier it 

becomes to get at it the more the business wants it, right. So the business requests are probably 

always one step ahead of the speed at which IT can provide the answers. 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, you know in today's world, you know data is just becoming massive 

right as you said earlier data is coming from everywhere and I don't know what IT departments 

can necessarily keep up with that, you know, just like growth of it.  

 

AG Tan- Right 

 

Robin Wilkinson- So you know we see back twenty or so years ago when IT did own the data 

and producing standardized report, you know this day in age I think that it is just getting too big 

for IT to really own both the data and creating the report and I think our business users are 

getting so much more technically savvy, but do they want to do their own analysis. So it's nice to 

see when companies allow their end users to really take control to do the analysis thing they need 

to do business better.  

 

AG Tan- That’s a really good point that the technology is evolving, but the people are evolving 

too.  

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, you know it's interesting. I think there's two sides right to BI business 

and technology and it's almost like a split personality. So this intelligence requires a company 

culture dedicated to the principles and practices that make high-quality usable insight possible, 

just simply installing software and flipping it doesn’t all work you know you need both sides 

working together. 

 

AG Tan- Yeah just because a lot of data is coming in just making sure that data is properly 

organized and validated mean I guess that's what data governance is all about, isn't it?  

 

Robin Wilkinson- It is and you know data governance is really important as well and I think if 

the IT groups really take in power in you know the data in put all those checks and balances into 

it that just makes the business even more successful using that data because they don't have to 

worry about whether or not the data is correct or they can trust it and when business users trust 

the data you know I see these systems really take off and really benefit a company. 

 

AG Tan- Yeah so what I think I heard you say is, you know in the old days when the tools were 

not quite there the IT department owned both the collection of the data and also the generation of 

the analysis for the business users and that would require some turnaround time and obviously 

there's also things that get lost in translation right a business user might be asking for something 

but the IT person may deliver something else because they don't completely understand the 

question or perhaps the business user because they don't have access to the data doesn't actually 

know exactly the question they want to ask, whereas today I think I heard you say that a more 

productive division of labor because now first of all business users are more technically savvy. 

Secondly, they have better tools available to them a more productive division of labor now is for 

the IT to really focus on getting the data in really good shape and as you said well governed so 

everyone can trust the correctness and the accuracy of the data and the definitions of the data and 



then the business users can leverage these wonderful tools to really do their own analysis and do 

their own explorations and identify their own questions and find their own answers.  

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, exactly and I think the tools today certainly Cognos Analytics is very 

self service very easy to use, I think IBM has done a great job with the user interface, you know 

for those who have upgraded to the newest release Cognos Analytics you know we're just finding 

users able to adopt it so much better than some of the older releases, which is great, you know 

the dash boarding capability and the visualization, you really can put it in the hands of a business 

user and let them run with it. 

 

AG Tan- Yeah I know I've been very impressed from what I've seen of Cognos Analytics and 

the whole integration of the Watson capabilities with some of the predictive stuff is also really 

cool and I think IBM just to be fair to other vendors IBM was also responding to pressure from 

the market right because there are a lot of other great tools out there as well and so the games 

like really being raised across the board. I think that's fair to say.  

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah definitely, I think you know with the Tableaus and the Clicks being 

kind of a departmental type tool and I would say not one-size-fits-all I think companies own 

more than one BI tool today, but certainly a tool like Cognos you know it's at the enterprise level 

it’s going to be rolled out enterprise-wide and governed, you know in secured at the enterprise 

level. But you know now with the as you said some of the advanced analytics capabilities built 

into the tool with exploration which allows you to bring in some data import some data and it'll 

tell you and recognize some drivers around that data, so maybe if you are looking to see, you 

know this is an example with some customer loyalty branding, you can bring in some products 

just see the correlations between the products and what the characteristics of people are buying 

those products and it does that all for you out of the box. So it's great that they keep adding in 

more and more of this functionality which you know some of the other products don't offer.  

 

AG Tan- That's really cool. So Robin we're getting to the last bit of the session and I always like 

to ask whether you have any tips or tricks or advice for somebody who wants to get going on a 

BI project. So what's a good place for people to start? And what should they try to avoid? 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, so we work with a lot of customers obviously and you know the one 

thing is you know the BI has been around for a long time if I think every company today is doing 

some sort of BI and as technology evolved maybe you want to do things maybe a little bit 

differently, but one thing's for sure, taking it step by step maybe in a phased approach instead of 

you know trying to do everything at once like I call boiling the ocean. In today's world 

everybody wants things fast. So, you know we like to deliver in days or weeks not months and 

years because it's really important to get this information into people's hands so that they can do 

their job’s better not so much their jobs, but maybe just do better decisions at the right time. 

 

AG Tan- Do you find that people sometimes underestimate the challenges in organizing the 

underlying data before they can actually get the benefits of BI? Or is that just a misconception I 

have?  

 



Robin Wilkinson- I think it depends. I think different companies have different skill sets, we 

work with all different kinds of people, but I think it really comes down to really individual 

companies and the people that work there. I don't think it's like a straight across board that you 

know misunderstanding. 

 

AG Tan- Yeah I've certainly in my life as a consultant sometimes come across situations where 

the business users and IT don't always understand each other and part of what we do sometimes 

is like being therapists to bring them together and you know helped translate so that they can you 

know lead to a win-win. 

 

Robin Wilkinson- Yeah, you know I think why I am doing what I do is working with the people 

that I get to work with and you know when we say success, when you get those oohs and ahhs 

and you get people working together it's great obviously that doesn't always happen, but that's 

our goal to get people to work together. Now maybe they don't speak the same language as they 

are talking through things, but yeah we helped facilitate those conversations like I said, but that's 

really what we love to do. 

 

AG Tan- Those are great words to end this on. Thank you very much Robin.  

 

Robin Wilkinson- Thanks AG. 

 

AG Tan- Well, that's it for today. Thank you for listening. We would love to hear from you. Do 

you have anything you would like to Ask QueBIT About Analytics? You can tweet us at Ask 

QueBIT or email us at info@quebit.com. That's info@quebit.com. Until next time! 

 


