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Business Intelligence at Guthy-Renker:  

The Promise and Challenges of Sensing the Pulse 
 

Steve Johnson came out of a meeting feeling like a million bucks. He had just heard Guthy-Renkerôs Vice President 

of Marketing Planning and Analysis, Rob Reynolds, tell the attendees that for the first time, he had been able to 

make a meaningful prediction about the future, based on data, and watch that prediction come true. As Vice 

President of Information Technology, Steve was in charge of the business intelligence project that made it possible 

for managers like Rob to get the data and analysis they needed to make timely and well-informed decisions.  

The praise he just heard was the latest of several recent, unexpected signs that the business intelligence project was 

turning a corner. Just the previous week, the Executive Vice President of Marketing loudly thanked Steve for the 

ñdaily flashò report, ñI love it, I use it daily, and itôs the number one report in my tool kit!ò What made this so 

extraordinary was that, only six months earlier, the same EVP had firmly asserted that the daily flash was less than 

useless. After nearly two years working mostly behind-the-scenes ï acquiring new data sources, improving IT 

capabilities, and re-engineering processes ï the project was beginning to yield real dividends for managers at all 

levels, winning over hearts and minds in the process. 

When Guthy-Renkerôs then-CIO placed Steve in charge of business intelligence two years before, it had been a 

parochial project of the IT department that automated labor-intensive tasks but had little impact on business 

processes in other departments. The CIO had a vision of using it as a driver of organizational transformation, and to 

realize this lofty goal, Steve and his team would learn many important lessons along the way. Steve measures 

success by asking himself, ñAre people involved? Are people invested in the project?ò and he is proud to say that 

now, in 2010, the answer is ñdefinitely yes.ò  

Nevertheless, Steve realized many challenges remain. The IT staff under his leadership are still learning how to 

develop technology in cooperation with business users ï whose ways of working and communicating are very 

different from those of software developers. Steve has been able to provide several business users with intelligence 

of genuine value, but is still only beginning to learn what effects this information will have on the way people work 

ï and what unintentional side-effects will follow. And looking to the future, Steve has to decide how best to provide 

a business intelligence infrastructure for Guthy-Renkerôs development into an increasingly virtual, increasingly 

international organization. 

Guthy-Renker: From Infomercial Studio to Direct Response Marketing Leader 

Guthy-Renker is one of the largest and most respected direct marketing companies in the world, with distribution in 

61 countries. Since 1988, Guthy-Renker has discovered and developed dozens of well-loved, high quality consumer 

products in the beauty, skincare, entertainment and wellness categories. Known for award-winning productions and 

marketing campaigns featuring some of today's biggest stars, Guthy-Renker has been credited with transforming the 

broadcast direct marketing industry.
1
  

Direct marketing  is a business model based on what Guthy-Renkerôs website calls ñthe immediacy of great ideasò, 

designed to get products into consumers hands as quickly and directly as possible, with equally quick and 

measurable feedback on marketing campaigns. It is distinct from other forms of marketing in two primary ways: 

first, it reaches consumers directly with a sales proposition, or ñcall to actionò, instead of pursuing more indirect 

goals such as brand-building; second, it is designed to elicit immediately measurable responses from customers. The 

broad category of direct marketing includes direct mail, telemarketing, email marketing, and other forms, as well as 

direct response television marketing ï Guthy-Renkerôs specialty. 

The basic business plan is simple: find products that offer genuine value to a wide range of consumers, produce 

infomercials with celebrity spokespeople that demonstrate the value in a compelling way, add a ñcall to actionò such 

as a toll-free number, buy the media, and measure the responses from each campaign ï how many calls came in, 

how many orders were placed, and how many people became repeat customers. 
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 Source: www.guthy-renker.com. 
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From www.guthy-renker.com: ñWith so many options for consumers in our media-soaked culture, you need 

to create highly-targeted communications programs. At Guthy-Renker, we go directly to the consumer with 

meaningful and transformative products. And we present the benefits of these products in such a way that 

consumers can begin to experience the effects of having the brand in their lives. The pure chemistry 

between our products and high-profile celebrities is a refreshing truth in a time of deep consumer 

skepticism. As weôve discovered over the years, a compelling, honest, and authentic demonstration of 

remarkable products is the most direct way to move our brands into fast-forward mode.ò 

The directness and authenticity of the direct response marketing model is refreshing not only for consumers but also 

for the marketers, who are able to roll out campaigns very quickly upon adopting a product, and measure the 

performance of products and campaigns very quickly and unambiguously. Not all products are well-suited to direct 

marketing (see sidebar for Guthy-Renkerôs product criteria) but plenty of them are ï enough for Guthy-Renker to 

report sales of more than $1.5bn per year and an average annual growth rate of 25% per year over the past decade.
2
 

Guthy-Renker got its start in the mid-1980s as an infomercial marketing partnership between Bill Guthy and Greg 

Renker. Their first breakout success was marketing Napoleon Hillôs ñThink & Grow Richò series of books and 

lectures, grossing $10 million in 1987. They came to believe that there was substantial opportunity in owning the 

products they marketed. Instead of merely making infomercials to advertise other companiesô products, they would 

acquire and control their products from development to marketing to distribution, and in 1988 they founded Guthy-

Renker to put this idea into practice.  

Unlike a traditional marketing agency, Guthy-Renker takes ownership of the product designs, and manages them all 

the way through from manufacturing to order-taking. The firm now markets no fewer than sixteen products in the 

categories of beauty, fitness, health and nutrition, entertainment, personal development and business opportunities. 

By far its star product has been Proactiv® Solution, a skin care treatment that has fuelled Guthy-Renkerôs growth for 

the past 15 years.  

Guthy-Renker continues to seek new opportunities. The growth strategy currently focuses on international 

expansion as a way for the company to stay among the leaders in its industry. Each year, international sales typically 

account for about 30% of Guthy-Renkerôs revenue. Over the years, the company has launched offices in India and 

Russia, and it also owns offices in Sweden, Finland, Germany, Japan, China, Australia, and the UK. Guthy-Renker 

continues to expand its consumer brands product portfolio through acquisitions. In 2008 it paid $15 million to buy 

Scalp Med, a line of hair care products that stimulate hair growth. The next year it signed an agreement to begin 

promoting CyberDefender computer security software, its first foray into technology products.
3
 

 

   

Figure 1. Proactiv® Solution acne treatment, Tony Robbinsôs Ultimate EdgeÊ motivational program, and  

Heidi Klumôs In An InstantÊ skin care products, are representative of Guthy-Renkerôs product portfolio. 
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Guthy-Renkerôs key to success is its enrolling of customers into a ñclubò to ensure repeat business.  The firm usually 

takes a loss on the initial order due to expenses of infomercial production, media buying, and telesales.  This is 

offset by the revenue generated from the repeat or ñcontinuityò orders that are highly profitable.  The key to a 

successful campaign is selecting products that will entice customers to remain in the club for a long time. 

Business Value Network and ñthe Funnelò 

Today, Guthy-Renker is the entrepreneurial hub of a group of businesses that make up its value network. Guthy-

Renker produces the infomercials internally, but almost all other functions ï product design, manufacturing, media, 

call centers, fulfillment, shipping, customer service ï are outsourced. Yet Guthy-Renker owns the intellectual 

property (such as product formulas), the customers, and the data, and thus plays the leading role in determining the 

future of the whole network. This makes Guthy-Renker the ideal vantage point from which to evaluate and manage 

not only its own performance, but that of the entire network. 

 

Data

Data

Inbound

Orders

Infomercials

Media Spend

Call To Action

Toll-free Number

Web Address

Direct

Response

Data

Data

Data

International 

Distributors

Kiosk & Retail 

Partners

Fulfillment

Customer Service

Distribution

Telemarketing

Call Centers

Media

Inbound

Orders
Product 

Websites

Infomercial Production

Media Buying

Campaign Management

é and Business Intelligence

 

Figure 2. Guthy-Renkerôs value network 

 

The success or failure of direct response marketing depends on the businessôs ability to convert ñresponsesò into 

ñnet shipped ordersò (that is, orders paid for and shipped, minus any that have been returned). Steve Johnson uses a 

diagram called ñThe Funnelò to illustrate the steps in this process, and the numerous ways a response can ñdrop offò 

and fail to become a net order (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. ñThe Funnelò with drop-offs explained on the left side 

 

Managing ñthe Funnelò requires the ability to evaluate what is happening in many parts of the value chain, such as 

the telemarketing call centers , the fulfillment centers, shipping , and customer service ï all of which are outsourced 

activities. Gathering information from all of these partnerships is tricky, but is essential to evaluating and improving 

performance. 

Business Intelligence: Discipline and Methodology 

Vital to successful competition in a dynamic and turbulent business environment are a companyôs abilities to collect 

and analyze data, to sense and respond to changes, and to make decisions informed by the latest and most accurate 

information. For a largely virtual organization like Guthy-Renker, whose stock-in-trade is information, this need is 

even more acute.  

Since its earliest days, Guthy-Renker has met the need for information by relying upon its IT department to acquire 

data and produce reports ï phone calls received, orders placed, products shipped, etc. That required a lot of time and 

labor ï IT staff were often crunching numbers manually in one-off Excel worksheets ï and IT didnôt understand the 

business well enough to provide sophisticated analysis beyond just reporting the data. Before long, the companyôs 

growth and the accelerating pace of business demanded a more formal and professional approach to decision 

support. 

Over the same time period, the business-technology discipline of business intelligence (BI) (ña broad category of 

applications, technologies, and processes for gathering, storing, accessing and analyzing data to help business users 

make better decisionsò, Watson 2009) had grown increasingly sophisticated in its capabilities and practical 

accessibility to new users.  
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Not long ago, a business intelligence capability typically referred to a few highly-trained analysts crunching a firmôs 

historical data on powerful computers in search of patterns that could inform future decision-making (also called 

ñdata miningò). Over the past few years, however, the BI paradigm has morphed into an approach that strives to 

provide business users at all levels of authority and technical skill with the information they need, at the time they 

need it, to make informed decisions. Based on the adage, ñwhat gets measured, gets doneò, BI has become faster, 

cheaper, easier-to-use, and pervasive throughout the organization.  

Guthy-Renker realized that in order to make the most out of its products, customers, and marketing campaigns, it 

would need first-class capabilities to collect data from its partners and produce timely, accurate reports of what was 

happening at all stages of ñthe Funnelò. In 2006, it launched its first formal business intelligence project. 

Early BI comes to a stalemate 

Before the BI project, Guthy-Renkerôs data was managed with FoxPro, a database management system (DBMS) and 

programming language (now called Visual FoxPro and distributed by Microsoft). The FoxPro database was 

obsolete, poorly structured, and unable to scale up with the business. Furthermore, it required an enormous amount 

of manual work by the IT department, which had to import and format data, run queries, and produce reports, with 

little automation. The FoxPro system incorporated data from some of the partner companies, but not all, and the IT 

department was too burdened with its maintenance to develop more advanced capabilities. 

Guthy-Renkerôs first business intelligence project scope was, to quote Steve Johnson, ñkill FoxProò. The project 

replaced the outdated DBMS with IBM Cognos business intelligence software, running on an Oracle database, with 

Informatica as ETL (extract, transform, load) tool. However, this initial project lacked what Steve calls 

ñmethodologyò ï it primarily replicated the same table structure as the old, inadequate FoxPro system, and was 

undertaken without seriously thinking about how to serve business objectives. 

Steve Johnson: ñWhen the CIO asked me to help, the first thing I noticed is that we didnôt fix the data, we 

just replicated the poor FoxPro table structure.  Secondly, I noticed that the business was involved in the 

discussion, but not the vision. An oversight that can lead to frustrated business users later on. 

As the business began to use the new tool, and compare the results with what they were receiving from the 

partners, the data did not match.  Since the BI tool was new, the assumption was that BI was wrong.  This 

led the business to hold BI in suspect and therefore they began to abandon the tool altogether.ò 

By failing to consider the businessôs data needs, Guthy-Renkerôs IT department had developed a costly new tool that 

failed to provide any meaningful new capabilities for the business, built a bad reputation for business intelligence, 

and arrived at a sort of stalemate in which no one used the tool. In order to trigger a ñchange waveò, around 2008, 

Guthy-Renkerôs CIO asked Steve Johnson and Manish Gupta to take over the BI project and put it on the right track. 

The new BI Team: development with methodology 

Steve Johnsonôs title is Vice President of Information Technology, and Manish Guptaôs is Director of Information 

Technology. Though neither Steve nor Manish had extensive experience with business intelligence, they are both IT 

leaders with many years of experience, who had worked together before and enjoyed a consistent track record of 

success on projects such as enterprise resource planning (ERP) implementation as well as Supply Chain 

Management. It was because of their track record that the CIO placed them in charge of turning around the business 

intelligence project. Steve and Manish immediately realized that business intelligence was a different kind of IT 

project that required its own methodology. 

Manish Gupta: ñVery early in the game I realized unlike other enterprise projects I have done, BI is not a 

fixed duration project but itôs a journey with continuous evolvement. The important thing is to understand 

big picture. The only way we can navigate and enjoy the ride is to make all stakeholders part of that 

journey ï business users, technical team, stakeholders and other leaders in the organization.ò 

The third pillar of the business intelligence team at Guthy-Renker is Trinus Corporation, a 15-year-old consultancy 

founded by industry veteran Sanjay Kucheria and with expertise in data integration, data warehousing, business 

intelligence, and enterprise planning. Guthy-Renker was initially introduced to Trinus by IBM, the provider of the 

Cognos software, thus beginning a partnership Johnson describes as ñan incredible, non-stop, momentous effort 



SIGDSS/TUN BI Congress II: Teaching Track 

6 Thirty First International Conference on Information Systems, St. Louis 2010  

since then.ò Trinusô team includes several highly-skilled Cognos and Informatica architects and developers, and is 

led by Vijay Manickam, whose title at Trinus is Director, Client Services. His role at Guthy-Renker has been that of 

a project architect and agenda-setter: 

Vijay Manickam: ñWithin Guthy-Renker I play the role of business intelligence óleadô or ósolutions 

architectô. The solutions architect is responsible for the development of the overall vision that underlies the 

projected solution and transforms that vision through execution into the solution. The solutions architect 

doesnôt look only at technology, but also is involved in process re-engineering and providing leadership to 

the development team to achieve the common vision. I work very closely with the business to understand 

their ópain pointsô and convert their pain points into actionable items which results in actually fixing those 

problems.ò 

The Trinus teamôs expertise confirmed Steve and Manishôs own intuitions about what needed to be done, helping 

them to generate the initiative and momentum to get the new BI project rolling. The team has articulated a 

methodology for the BI project that calls for attention to three parallel ñmanagement tracksò: technology readiness, 

business process re-engineering, and organizational readiness (or ñchange managementò). 

 

 

 Figure 4. Guthy-Renkerôs BI methodology 

 

Technology Readiness 

The technology readiness track is the primary responsibility of Manish Gupta, who recognizes that ñgood ideas are 

only good if you can execute themò and has worked relentlessly to improve the BI teamôs ability to execute on 

managementôs vision. From the unsuccessful BI project in 2006, Manish took away one important lesson: switching 

to a new technology is not enough to bring about a vision for business transformation, if you merely migrate the 

same bad processes, bad data, and bad behavior from the old systems. Changing the ñattitude and aptitudeò of the 

development team is a vital necessity for a successful project, even if it is invisible to end users. 

When Manish took the reins, he conducted a full audit of the BI project, discovering a dysfunctional software 

development environment and shoddy programming practices instituted as standard operating procedures (for 
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example, a blurring of the lines between development and production servers). Early on, he overhauled the 

development infrastructure and instituted best practices in order to create ñthe right environment for the right work,ò 

an organizational investment that has reaped dividends in terms of the teamôs ability to execute on tasks. 

In addition to improving infrastructure, Manish knew he would have to ñshake upò the developer team. By shuffling 

team membersô responsibilities, he hoped to disrupt habitual ways of thinking so that his developers would not 

repeat the errors of the past. Getting it right also meant that the team would need experience with successful BI 

implementation. One of the problems of the first BI project had been that the project leader didnôt know who to trust 

for quality advice. Manish rebuilt the BI team by changing roles, bringing in new developers, and importantly, by 

bringing in Trinusôs consultants, resulting in a team that was ready to move the ball forward. 

One of the ongoing challenges in technology readiness includes the fully-outsourced nature of Guthy-Renkerôs 

business model. Each of Guthy-Renkerôs vendors has its own independent technology infrastructure, and they vary 

widely in sophistication, quality, and speed. Manish has recently been working with the vendor management team to 

make sure that a commitment to technology investment is part of each new or renewed vendor agreement. 

Manish Gupta: ñBecause of Guthy-Renkerôs business model, since most of the information resides outside; 

as an organization we felt that we need full command of managing information across analytical and 

operational processes for organizational excellence. The key here is to have a common data model for all 

data of interest regardless of the data's source, so we have taken the hub-and-spoke model approach where 

Guthy-Renkerôs BI system collects the information from all sources, validates it and then redistributes to 

other partners for consumption.ò 

Organizational Readiness 

Organizational readiness is the primary responsibility of Steve Johnson, and it has become one of the most important 

parts of a successful business intelligence project. Managing organizational readiness means ñsellingò BI to the 

business, teaching people how to use it, and advocating and evangelizing adoption of the new tools. Focusing on 

organizational readiness is a key improvement upon the previous BI projects at Guthy-Renker, which were mainly 

technology-oriented and were rejected by business users. 

One of the keys to preparing the organization for new BI capabilities is to involve business users at various stages of 

the design and implementation process (see business process re-engineering, below). But not just anyone is chosen ï 

Steveôs team ñcherry-picksò business people who are open-minded to the new tools, or are well-positioned as 

ñchange agentsò, to convince others to enroll into the vision.  Only later are people considered ñhard to convertò 

brought in for training or otherwise involved. 

These basic guidelines are not new ï all good IT project leaders devote some resources to involving and convincing 

business users ï but Steve Johnson has gone further, developing a professional methodology for managing 

organizational readiness. One of the tools that his leadership team uses is a version of Guthy-Renkerôs organization 

chart, color-coded to indicate degrees of ñconversionò to business intelligence. 
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Figure 5. Part of a ñtraffic light chartò (names changed) 
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This ñtraffic light chartò allows project managers to decide who needs persuasion, training, or other attention; it also 

helps them identify departments or groups that are particularly likely to have problems with the new tools. Some of 

these problems can be particularly serious ï especially where jobs are threatened by the new technology ï so Steveôs 

team has developed strategies for mitigating them. One such strategy is an ñambassador planò, in which ñfully-

convertedò project ambassadors are positioned in departments that may resist the new tools, either to address 

problems when they appear or to make sure conflicts ñbubble upò instead of quietly boiling. 

Business Process Re-engineering 

At the intersection of technology readiness and organizational readiness, business process re-engineering (BPR) is 

where much of the value of business intelligence is created. In the BPR track, business analysts identify the ñgapò 

between the current way of doing things, and the best possible way to do them. This requires an understanding of the 

needs of the business as well as knowledge of the capabilities of technology, so that the team can go beyond the 

question, ñCan the tools do what the business wants?ò and ask, ñCan the tools enable us to do more than the business 

realized was possible?ò  

The term ñprocessesò in this context includes business rules, the way the data is transformed, ownership of data, 

report reviews by business users, and more. One example is the way that conversion rates of calls to orders was 

calculated; before the BI project, different departments such as telemarketing, fulfillment, and accounting may have 

had different ways of calculating the same metric. The BI team introduced a standard approach by implementing a 

process to determine metrics that are commonly adhered to by the enterprise, helping to create a ñsingle version of 

truthò that the business could use to make better decisions. 

Vijay Manickam: ñThe process of consuming data by the business was not standardized before - i.e. 

without any governance. BI introduced  data governance and data stewardship - standardized the 

definitions, improvised the insights into data and delivered the data at the right time to the right people.ò 

The BPR track is where the needs of the business are translated into action items for the BI developers. Trinusôs 

Vijay Manickam helped Guthy-Renker develop a ñget well planò.  ñWe came in from a strategic standpoint, where 

we said óLetôs try to understand what is going on. Letôs try to list out every ópain pointô that we have in this 

organization at this point.ôò Trinus looked at the way processes were performed, and proposed ways to improve 

them. These action items, along with explicit requests from the business, were prioritized according to their potential 

for creating value. Although led by IT, the effort is jointly ñownedò by other business departments. 

Vijay Manickam: ñThe business of course shares ownership of the data. Steve leads the Business 

Intelligence team in the capacity of the VP of IT. However, BI is driven by Business Interests! The 

prioritization of what needs to be made available for analysis is completely owned by business. We 

leverage their expertise for validation and approval of data and reports.ò 

BPR at Guthy-Renker proceeds in several ñlevelsò of both current and future state and at each level, different 

members of the business are invited to collaborate with the IT team. At the first, highest level meetings, high-level 

managers are invited to help IT leaders understand the major activities of the enterprise, and determine what kinds of 

BI capabilities are needed. At the second level, middle managers might be brought in to explain the processes and 

transactions that make up a particular high-level activity. This allows the IT staff to begin planning the technology 

solution, and to identify the specific hands-on users that will be using the tool. In a third or fourth round of BPR, 

these hands-on users are brought in, and IT can begin to write training manuals and SOPs (standard operating 

procedures) for the yet-to-be-built systems. 

The BPR track goes hand-in-hand with technology readiness and organizational readiness. It supports technology 

readiness by helping IT to understand business problems and determine the solutions that they must implement. It 

supports organizational readiness by giving business users a chance to participate in the development and make sure 

the tool suits their needs. When business people feel that their input is incorporated into the development process, 

itôs far more likely that theyôll ñbuy inò and feel positively inclined toward using the new tool. 

Governing BI 

One of the lessons Guthy-Renker has learned from experience is that a successful project requires effective 

governance. The three project management tracks ï technology readiness, organizational readiness, and business 
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process re-engineering ï are overseen and reviewed by a project management office (PMO), and their high-level 

agenda is set by a steering committee including VP-level executives from several departments. These layers of 

governance serve two important purposes: to learn and improve the efficiency and effectiveness of project 

implementation, and to make sure business intelligence remains aligned with Guthy-Renkerôs strategic and tactical 

objectives. 

The steering committee is fortunate to have the sponsorship of Guthy-Renkerôs two co-CEOs, Kevin Knee and Ben 

Van de Bunt.
4
 Their sponsorship of the project gave it the momentum it needed to begin winning the trust of 

managers who had been disappointed by the previous BI implementation, and encouraged the steering committee to 

align BI with the companyôs strategic objectives. As a multi-disciplinary team, the committeeôs major role is to 

prioritize BI initiatives, taking into consideration the companyôs strategy but also their own goals. Forcing 

departments to agree on which projects will be done first makes each of them think about which of their projects 

will have the greatest impact on performance. Being involved in the governance committee motivates executives to 

take ñownershipò of the BI reports and capabilities they request, and to make sure their employees use them.
5
 

Though Steve, Manish, and Vijay are all part of the IT team, they stress that business intelligence would be doomed 

to failure if it came to be seen an ñIT projectò. At its heart, the goal of implementing BI is to transform the way 

Guthy-Renker does business ï to create new ways of evaluating performance, uncover hidden opportunities, and 

make new information-based strategies possible. IT has an important job to do as far as architecting and building the 

technology, but it is the partnership with other departments, and the multidisciplinary leadership, that makes BI a 

ñdigital transformationò project. In the next section, we describe how the project has unfolded. 

A New Architecture for Business Intelligence 

The changes implemented at Guthy-Renker are best visualized by comparing Figure 6, the state of data processing at 

Guthy-Renker before the first business intelligence project, with Figure 7, the BI teamôs goal scenario. The earlier 

FoxPro-based IT system was characterized by few data sources, a few simple reports for a limited group of users, 

and several labor-intensive manual steps (represented by the blue arrows in Figure 6).  

 

 

Figure 6. Processing data at Guthy-Renker before BI 

 

                                                           

4
 Founders Bill Guthy and Greg Renker are now co-Chairmen of the Board.  

5
 For more on the role of executive sponsors and the steering committee, see Eckerson (2009). This industry white 

paper was specifically shared and recommended by the principals of this case study.  
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One of the implications of the manual effort required in the ñbeforeò scenario was that it limited ITôs ability to add 

capabilities to the system. FoxPro developers already spent many hours gathering and formatting data to be put into 

FoxPro, and many more hours querying the database and producing reports. Adding new data sources and producing 

new reports would have multiplied their work. To get from this scenario to a practical business intelligence 

implementation required not just an increase in scale or computer power, but a new IT architecture. 

Figure 7 shows the ideal business intelligence architecture envisioned by Steve, Manish, and Vijay. A key difference 

is that all data sources supply data directly to a business intelligence system (such as a data warehouse ï see next 

section), by way of automatic ETL (extract, transform, and load) tools, so that IT staff no longer have to manually 

load data every day, week, or month that they are produced. Then developers and analysts who want to produce 

reports deal directly with the BI system, and donôt have to worry about the quirks and idiosyncracies of the original 

data sources. 

 

Figure 7. Intended BI architecture at Guthy-Renker 

 

In order to achieve the ideal architecture, therefore, IT had to first get to work upgrading its behind-the-scenes 

capabilities and automating the most tedious work. Some of the first improvements were the implementation of 

audits, balances, and checks (ñABCò) to improve ñdata hygieneò and reduce the manual corrections that need to be 

done in data loading. One these tasks were complete, the BI team was able to add new data sources and roll out new 

reporting tools for a wider range of business users. The next section describes the components of the business 

intelligence system Guthy-Renker is building. 

Elements of a Business Intelligence Solution 

Data source systems 

Part of implementing a business intelligence solution is identifying and locating the relevant data within an 

organization. These may be structured data stored in relational databases, or unstructured data kept in spreadsheets 

and other formats. They may be dispersed among departments and functions, or centralized. In Guthy-Renkerôs case, 

most of the data originates from its partners and vendors, each of which may use different technologies and terms. 

Potential problems include redundant data, stored in multiple sources with varying levels of accuracy and 

completeness. 
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Enterprise Data Warehouse (EDW) 

A data warehouse is a central repository for organizational data, built to ensure that all data is validated, consistent 

in its definition, and permanently stored for historical analysis. It solves the problem of redundant and inconsistent 

data sources, by reconciling all data into ñone version of the truthò that all business users and BI analysts can draw 

on. Guthy-Renker is in the process of rolling out an EDW, and currently uses an operational data store (ODS) 

instead, a more dynamic kind of data repository with the principal difference being the lack of complete data history.  

 

Extract, transform, load (ETL) tools 
Data from diverse sources are ñcleanedò, rendered consistent, and loaded into the data warehouse or ODS by means 

of an ETL tool. Before Guthy-Renker adopted business intelligence, its FoxPro developers had to clean and 

transform data manually by manipulating complex Excel spreadsheets, wasting countless hours. Implementing ETL 

software to automate this work was a major ñbehind-the-scenesò fix that freed up the IT staff to work on higher-

level functionality like providing new reports for business users. 

Reports, Dashboards, Scorecards, and Alerts 
From the point of view of most business users, business intelligence is about asking business questions and getting 

timely answers. There are a number of ñinterfacesò by which BI can satisfy their needs. Reports can be daily, 

weekly, monthly, or on-demand documents that provide information in a pre-defined format. Guthy-Renkerôs 

reporting capabilities have significantly matured from the FoxPro days; with Cognos they can provide more types of 

reports, faster, with analysis, charts, graphs, and other content that was not possible before. Dashboards and 

scorecards represent simple interfaces that allow users to monitor a small set of key performance indicators 

(KPIs) in near real-time via a computer screen, web page, or mobile device. Alerts are software programs that 

monitor KPIs and send an e-mail or some other kind of message when a condition is met, such as a KPI falling 

below acceptable levels.  

Analytics/Cubes 
In addition to pre-defined reports, dashboards, scorecards, and alerts, business users also need to be able to ask one-

off, ñad hocò queries of the data, and receive answers on the fly. Some of the tools for this include data marts and 

OLAP cubes, bounded subsets of data prepared for specific types of questions, which can be queried much faster 

than the entire data warehouse. Power users and professional analysts have always demanded these capabilities, but 

the trend in BI software design is to try to make them more accessible to common users. Reports, dashboards, 

scorecards, alerts, and analytics interfaces like OLAP cubes serve different goals for different users. They may serve 

operational, tactical, and strategic purposes for everyone from line managers to executives, casual users to 

professional analysts. Figure 9 (next page) shows what some of Guthy-Renkerôs report, dashboard, and analytics 

interfaces look like. Trinus describes these interfaces in terms of a ñBI continuumò: 

 

 

Figure 8. The BI continuum 

 


