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What	is	it?

All organisations need information about their 
business so they can learn what is going well 
and what isn’t. BI comprises the strategies and 
technologies used by organisations to analyse 
data in order to provide historical, current, and 
predictive views of business operations – actionable 
information that helps executives, managers and 
workers make informed business decisions.

Beyond this, creative use of BI allows connections to 
be made and new insights to be generated that will 
drive innovation and improvement in public services.

Business intelligence comprises a number of 
key elements and tools (see Figure 1).

Introduction

Who	is	this	for?

This briefing is for anyone who has an interest in 
harnessing data generated by local public service 
organisations to support place-based policy design 
and decision-making. You might be in a new job with 
responsibility for handling data, an experienced 
manager just coming into your organisation, or 
just starting out. It’s a checklist for the wise, a 
starting point for those with less experience.

Key to creating business intelligence (BI) is to understand 
that harnessing data should not stand alone. It is one 
part of your organisation’s and its partners’ digital 
landscape, including their cultures and capabilities.

Figure	1.	Types	of	business	intelligence
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BI tools What are they? Comments

Inbuilt	
system	
reports

Reports that come with line 
of business systems, like 
housing or social care that 
everyone needs, e.g. arrears 
levels by housing office, 
numbers of looked after 
children. Most systems also 
claim to produce the statutory 
returns for their service.

 › Can be available out of the box for 
immediate use by managers.

 › Options for getting different data 
presented differently can be limited.

 › Need to configure the system as intended by the 
supplier to get expected results for statutory returns.

SQL	server	
reporting	
services

A query language used with 
relational databases to extract 
data from the tables.

 › Best used for extraction, rather than presentation.

 › With a good understanding of the database 
structures, any information can be extracted.

 › Requires a degree of technical skill and understanding.

 › Good understanding of relational databases in general 
and the particular line of business system you are using.

 › Good understanding SQL.

 › Without these elements, there is a high 
risk of getting the wrong answers.

 › Running SSRS reports against live databases 
can slow them down. Best not to chance it 
and have a copy of live for reporting.

Presentation	
tools	(Power	
BI,	QLIK,	
Excel	etc)

Takes data extracted by some 
other means, allows it to be 
manipulated and presented 
through tables and charts 
so that it is meaningful to 
managers. Often called data 
visualisation tools.

 › Be prepared for a few iterations as managers come 
to an understanding of what they are looking for.

 › The better the dashboard writer understands 
the data, the better the dashboard will be.

 › Requires some technical skill to 
create good dashboards.

 › Sometimes need to build interim or staging platform 
from which the dashboards can be driven.

Statistical	
analysis	
tools	(R,	
SPSS,	Excel)

These are tools which help 
with statistical analysis, to 
understand the significance of 
the data you are looking at, e.g. 
the strength of a relationship 
between two variables.

 › This is a specialised task, requiring statistical literacy.

 › Without sufficient data analysis, there is a risk that 
the organisation will be hamstrung through not 
understanding the impact of its operations.
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BI and performance 
management – outputs 
and outcomes

As technology becomes more sophisticated, so does 
the ability to harness data in ever more sophisticated 
ways. In these straitened times, it becomes even 
more important to understand what information 
is needed to support local priorities. Many councils 
now are not looking just to deliver outputs, but to 
achieve better outcomes for residents, businesses 
and their places. What is the difference?

A simple example of an outcome might be a clean 
street. To deliver that, you need to decide how that 
is achieved: bins emptied regularly, the street swept, 
dog walkers cleaning-up, no fly-tipping, etc. These are 
outputs. Finally, you need someone to decide if the 
street is indeed clean. Some of those elements are 
easy to record, others less so. You might find that the 
bins are emptied regularly, but the street is messier 
afterwards. Do you send in a street inspector to judge 
the street, or rely on an absence of complaints?

More complex is to understand those outputs that 
contribute, for example, to improving health and 
wellbeing, or the educational outcomes of looked after 
children. Look at what the London Borough of Barking 
and Dagenham has done with its Social Progress 
Index1 to get an idea of the potential of multi-variate 
statistical analysis – one of the tools of BI – to design 
and target public services to achieve better outcomes.

BI and business systems 
management

To labour the point, BI is a reflection of real-life 
activities that are recorded as data on business 
systems. The easier it is to record and the better 
it fits into worker’s day-to-day operations, the 
more likely it is to be consistent and accurate.

BI	produced

BI	review	
and	service	
direction

Business		
system	change

Service	
activity

Business	system	
recording

© 2021 Activist Group

It is useful to think of BI and business systems 
management as an ecosystem. For example, a social 
care business system needs to support social workers 
in their everyday work, assure the organisation that 
assessments are being recorded accurately and in 
a timely manner, and that the interventions arising 
from these assessments are generating the intended 
outcomes. Doing this effectively requires a good 
understanding of how social workers work with their 
service users and the flow of an assessment. This 
understanding will inform when and where the required 
data required is entered, ideally as part of delivering 
the service. Many of the complaints about poor quality 
data can be traced to a failure to understand the context 
of data capture. Time spent ensuring ease of use will 
be repaid many times with data that does not need 
a big clean-up operation at statutory return time. 
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How good is your data?

Intelligence about outcomes does not come conveniently 
only from one system, but often needs to pull together 
data from many. For that, you need good master data. 
Master data is the key data about people, properties 
and businesses that should be consistent across the 
council. It needs active management and control. 
Without it, you will be uncertain about the validity of the 
comparisons that you are making, and you may need to 
spend considerable time and effort in cleaning-up data 
whose quality should be baked into your architectures.

Who is responsible for BI?

The answer is almost everyone. Most have Excel on 
their desktop, a tool that has as extensive analysis and 
presentation capabilities that can often be deployed 
with assistance from a few YouTube videos. But how 
reliable would this approach be organisation wide?

Most councils have a mix of central and departmental 
teams. When deciding on your organisational model, 
there are a couple of key things to bear in mind. If 
the systems and reporting are too distant from the 
service, there is a risk that the resulting information 

will not be owned by them. Similarly, if the business 
systems management is not closely coupled with 
reporting, the risk is that the reports will not be 
accurate, either because the report writers have 
insufficient understanding of the data, or the input 
does not align properly with operational use. Of 
overriding importance is clarity about responsibility and 
accountability, for example local services responsible for 
local performance indicators and statutory reporting, 
corporate teams for stitching together the data about 
broader outcomes. Figure 2 illustrates two options. 
Most important is to be clear about your choices.

Who understands BI?

Familiar to many report writers is the dispiriting 
activity of investing time in producing a report, only 
to find it is hardly looked at. Reviews of this activity 
often find file shares full of reports that look very 
similar but are mostly unused. Whilst there may have 
been a steadily growing level of investment in data 
management, tools and skills in recent years, there 
remains a legacy in the UK of an ageing workforce. The 
average age of the local government workforce lies in 
the mid-late 40s.2, 3 Basic training in the mid-1990s for 
public sector professionals did not include much in the 
way of data analysis, visualisation and interpretation. 

Figure	2.		
Two	potential	options

Option 1 – 
Strategic focus

Option 2 – 
Operational focus

Option 3 –  
Central strategic, 

departmental operational

Centralised reporting 
Centralised analytics  
Centralised business 
systems management 

Departmental reporting  
Departmental analytics  
Departmental business 
systems management  
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Getting the best out of the data requires dialogue with 
the professions in your organisation to understand 
the nature of the data collected, for example any 
inbuilt biases and limitations, and the support they 
need. Organisations should regularly audit their BI 
services to comply with ethical principles and to have 
confidence in their data and how it is being used.4

Similarly, we should ensure that staff producing BI 
reports based on BI have had the appropriate training. 
Some of the user interfaces are very easy to use, 
and it is easy to produce meaningless or distorted 
information using them. A forthcoming Socitm 
briefing will address the topic of data visualisation.

How to buy an 
analytics tool

It may be that you are reading this briefing because 
you need to procure a BI application. The Socitm guide 
to buying a computer system will help you through 
the different stages of procurement.5 Before you 
start, though you need to think through the elements 
discussed here. Make sure you know the answers to 
the questions posed for your organisation. You can 
get a good view of what’s available from an internet 
search, in particular Gartner for business analytics.6

Conclusion

Once the preserve of specialists, performance 
management and BI have been ‘democratised’,  
increasingly being put into the hands of system users.  
Make the most of this by ensuring that you are reporting 
on the right outputs and outcomes with the right tools, 
and that the right results are being presented with 
confidence. Ultimately, we want to use the analysis 
and interpretation of data to provide meaningful 
insights, which will enable councils/organisations 
to make evidence-based decisions to improve the 
outcomes for citizens and communities. Good luck!
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