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Hello and welcome to the latest edition of our Technology Updates.  This edition deals with Reporting 
and Business Intelligence.  The ability to view accurate business information in a timely manner is key to 
businesses making informed management decisions.  This is of even greater need in today’s business 
climate than ever before.  A 2009 Gartner paper predicted that because of a lack of information, 
processes, and tools, through 2012, more than 35 percent of the top 5,000 global companies will 
regularly fail to make insightful decisions about significant changes in their business and markets.  Can 
you afford to be one of these? 
 
If you need to assess whether you are maximising the level of Business Intelligence you are getting from 
your systems then you should read on... 
 
The areas of Reporting and BI outlined in this edition include: 
 

 COINS reporting – a brief review of what is available in COINS, the hidden costs of reporting 

and do standard reports give you Business Intelligence. 

 What is Business Intelligence? – a brief introduction as to what is Business Intelligence.  

 Data Warehouses and Data Marts – a brief outline of what each of these are and what you 

need to think about when designing them  

 Third Party Reporting Tools – introduction to tools that you can integrate into your COINS 

system and provide best of breed solutions 

 Dashboards – what are they, how are they used, what you need to think about when designing 

a dashboarding solution 

 Solution Design and Implementation – overview of what you need to think about when you 

are designing, developing and implementing your Reporting and Business Intelligence solution 

for your Business. 

 
 
This document has been created to provide a brief insight into what is a massive subject.  If you need 
any further information or help on any areas of Reporting and Business Intelligence within your business 
then please contact us. 
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Getting data out of COINS has never been easy!  
Most of you will have masses and masses of 
data held in your COINS database, all of which 
could provide you with most of the information 
that you will need for making informed business 
decisions.  Getting this data out, in a suitable 
format however, can be quite difficult.    
 
COINS standard Reports 
COINS provides a standard suite of reports in all 
modules which provide information on the 
facts, but these are generic reports and often 
don’t give each user company the information 
they really need for their business.  
 
COINSplus Configurable Report Writer 
The configurable report writer in COINSplus 
provided added capability to create bespoke 
reports but it was limited in its usability and on 
the complexity of the reports that could be 
developed.   
 
COINS OA Designer 
The development of COINS OA Designer is a 
massive step forward in providing the reports 
that users need.  It has made it easier to create 
bespoke or more complex reports, however 
unless you have the technical capability to 
design and develop the reports you need then 
the business will never be able to obtain the 
intelligence it really needs to monitor and 
control its operations and finances.   

 
Hidden costs of reporting 
Excel is often used to manipulate and develop 
the COINS reports further, which is all well and 
good and will often provide the user with the 
final report that is required.  There is, however, 
a cost to the business every time a user exports 
to excel and manipulates the data. Whether this 
is to alter the report format or to combine data 
from other reports or sources.  If this is done on 
a regular basis then these “hidden” costs can 
grow and grow. If the core reports have been 
designed and developed correctly, however, 
there should be no reason to export to Excel at 
all! Many COINS Clients generate their Board 
Packs via excel, using COINS figures for part of 
the data and other third party system data to 

provide the final reports.  This does mean that 
the development of the final packs require 
resource and knowledge as opposed to be able 
to click a button and generate the report.  The 
use of third party tools with richer functionality 
may provide you with the reports you require 
via automated processes thus saving time and 
money in doing so and ensuring accuracy and 
transparency at the same time. 
 

 
Do standard COINS Reports give you 
Business Intelligence? 
The answer to this question is yes, but a 
qualified yes! The basic reporting of facts and 
figures of operational activity will provide a 
degree of Business intelligence (BI) giving you 
an insight into what has happened in the past 
eg: the current position of total purchases of 
certain commodities, or of the current level of 
contract costs.  These factual based reports 
however do not tell you how your business is 
performing or what potentially lies in store in 
the future.   
What really does the fact you have spent a 
certain amount on a commodity for a project 
tell you?  Shouldn’t your reports be answering 
some of the following questions? 
 

 How much of the budget has been used up 
by this value? 

 What is the average unit price for the 
commodity that you have bought? 

 How does this compare to the unit price 
used to create the budget? 

 What is the overall trend of the average 
price- is it going up, if so what impact will 
this have on your final cost to complete? 

 
This is a simple example that highlights how you 
should be looking to design your reports to 
create Business Intelligence.   Firstly you need 
to ask the right questions, as to how you want 
to measure and report on your business 
performance, and then you need to be able to 
design and develop the correct reports and user 
outputs to give you the answers. 
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Business Intelligence (BI) is about making the 
information within your organisation available 
to your employees, in a timely and consistent 
manner, in order to provide valuable insights 
that lead to confident decisions and actions that 
improve business performance.  With this data, 
business users are able to conduct analyses that 
yield overall understanding of where the 
business has been, where it is now and where it 
will be in the near future. Business intelligence 
serves two main purposes. It monitors the 
financial and operational health of the 
organization (reports, alerts, alarms, analysis 
tools, key performance indicators and 
dashboards). It also regulates the operation of 
the organization providing two- way integration 
with operational systems and information 
feedback analysis.   
 
Business Intelligence can be looked from a 
simple point of view at as using data to look 
into the future whereas basic reporting involves 
looking at the past. 
 
 
 

Managing your data stores to give you the 
reports you require 
In order to deliver the reports and hence 
Business Intelligence in an efficient and timely 
manner from the COINS database a degree of 
data manipulation will be needed.   Most ERP 
systems, including COINS, are designed to 
support a business’s day to day operations, 
procurement, finance etc etc.  They have not 
been designed for complex reporting and BI 
solutions to be run against them.  For example, 
a finance system might keep track of every 
single widget bought; when it was ordered, 
when it was delivered, when it was paid and the 
system might offer accounting principles (like 
double bookkeeping) that further complicates 
the data model. Such information is great for 
the person in charge of buying "widgets" or the 
accountant trying to sort out an irregularity.  
The CEO and other senior management, on the 
other hand, will not be interested in such 
detailed information, they want to know 
information like "What's the cost?", "What's the 
revenue?", "did our latest initiative reduce 
costs?” 

 
 
 
 
In order to provide an efficient Business  
Intelligence solution manipulation of your core 
data is required.  You will have to make the 
data that is being used for the BI solution into a 
more manageable format and size.  There are 
two principle ways of developing new data 
stores that are specifically for running reporting 
and BI solutions –  

 Data Warehouses 

 Data Marts 
A Data Warehouse is a repository of an 
organization's electronically stored data. Data 
warehouses are designed to facilitate reporting 
and analysis.  Data warehousing provides only 
the level of data that is needed for business 
based reporting and business intelligence and 
ignores all the finite granular detail that is held 
within the transactional system. 
A Data Mart is a subset of an organizational 
data store, usually oriented to a specific 

purpose or major data subject that may be 
distributed to support business needs.  Data 
marts are analytical data stores designed to 
focus on specific business functions for a 
specific area within an organization. Data marts 
are often derived from subsets of data in a data 
warehouse, though in the bottom-up data 
warehouse design methodology the data 
warehouse is created from the union of 
organizational data marts.  
The design of a data mart tends to start from an 
analysis of user needs, bringing certain data 
through from the database relating only to their 
requirements eg Procurement.  A data 
warehouse on the other hand tends to start 
from an analysis of what data already exists and 
how it can be collected in such a way that the 
data can later be used by the business. 
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A data warehouse is a central aggregation of 
data across the whole database (which can be 
distributed physically); a data mart is a data 
repository that may or may not derive from a 
data warehouse and that emphasizes ease of 
access and usability for a particular designed 
purpose. In general, a data warehouse tends to 
be a strategic but somewhat unfinished 
concept; a data mart tends to be tactical and 
aimed at meeting an immediate need. 

COINS use the Data Mart approach to make 
complex reporting easier to execute.   Prior to 
the development of Data Marts the processing 
load on the server of running the complex 
reports developed in COINS OA Designer caused 
major issues with the system as whole.  The 
core COINS system would be adversely affected 
and would result in both the slowing down of 
user processes in the day to day COINS based 

processing, along with the reports themselves 
potentially taking many hours to run.  The 
investment in more hardware to create report 
servers, on which to run the reports was one, 
expensive, answer.  The development of 
subsets of rationalised data was seen to be 
more advantageous, hence the development of 
COINS Data Marts. 

 
The design of the COINS based Data Marts are, 
however, crucial to obtaining the reports you 
need for your business. This is where expert 
help will be needed if you are to achieve the 
results you require.  In depth knowledge of the 
COINS database and data structure is required 
in order to create the rationalised data.  
Without this you will not be able to deliver any 
relevant final visual product to the user base.
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As a COINS user you are not limited to using 
the reporting solution that has been provided 
to you by COINS.  There may be numerous 
reasons why the COINS reporting tools will not 
provide you with the necessary reports your 
business needs, these could include: 
 

 Not able to develop the report you 
require with the standard tools due to 
report complexity 

 Not able to develop the report in the 
format and deliver it to the business as 
you require eg via an intranet 

 Requirement to report across different 
business systems where not all the data 
you wish to report business performance 
on is held within COINS 

 Requirement for building business 
scenarios and “what if” intelligence 
scenarios 

 
There are many third party reporting tools that 
can be used to develop bespoke reports from 
your COINS database.  The extraction of data 
from the COINS database via ODBC connection 
to our own Data Warehouse or Dart mart 
structure, using for instance a MS SQL 
database, can be easily set up.  This will then 
allow you to use any SQL based reporting tool 
to develop your reports, including the standard 
Reporting Services package provided in 
SQL2005 version onwards.   
 
Alternatively reporting solutions such as 
Business Objects and COGNOS can extract 
data directly from COINS or from Data Marts 
holding COINS data.  These, and other 
solutions available in the market place, have 
been developed by companies who are only in 
business to create Reporting and Business 
Intelligence solutions and thus have developed 
best of breed features and functionality.  
Whilst COINS OA Designer is a powerful tool 

for designing enquiry screens and reports in 
COINS, the level of sophistication in the end 
user solutions on offer from these best of 
breed providers go much further than COINS 
OA Designer is capable of providing.  It is case, 
therefore, of horses for courses.  What is it 
that you need to report on, how do you want 
to measure your business and how do you 
want to distribute this information around 
your business.   
 
The development of ad-hoc reporting, allowing 
end users to adapt or create their own reports, 
is made relatively easy using many specialist 
third party reporting solutions. They enable 
people to drag and drop data sets into or out 
of the reports designer view.  In COINS OA, 
however, the creation, editing or adaption of 
reports is not an easy end user process.  These 
tasks require specific technical knowledge and 
capabilities, along with knowledge of the 
COINS OA Designer Training and a good degree 
of technical knowledge of COINS database and 
Progress 4GL programming language.   
 
 
Unlock the potential of COINS OA Designer 
It should be made clear that COINS OA 
Designer is a powerful tool and is something 
that we strongly recommend any COINS user 
company purchase if they are using COINS OA.  
It enables you design your own COINS OA 
pages, enquiries and data entry screens as well 
as developing complex reports directly from 
the COINS database.  However without the 
necessary expertise to develop the required 
output it might be a “white elephant” and be 
another under-utilised piece of software within 
your business. Build IT can help you unlock the 
potential of your COINS OA Designer and 
optimise your return in investment in this 
excellent tool.  
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Many Business Intelligence solutions in the 
marketplace offer Dashboard interfaces.  
These are high-impact data visualisation tools 
that help the end users make better, more 
informed decisions. Like a car's central console, 
the graphical interface simplifies critical real-
time information so that you can see what's 
happening at a glance. Dashboards, however, 
do more than just provide a read-out - they're 
highly interactive, enabling you to perform 
point-and-click analysis to easily predict the 
outcome of changing variables or 
circumstances with greater accuracy.   
 
The key pressures within businesses behind 
developing Dashboard initiatives are: 
 

 Need to gain visibility into key business 
processes 

 Need to replace “gut feel” decisions with 
“fact-based” decisions 

 Need to remove spreadsheet based 
processes to get one version of the truth 

 Need to improve timeliness and accuracy 
of of business decisions 

 Need to align business activity with 
company strategy 

 
The bulk of the pressures outlined above relate 
to two main themes that regularly arise in the 

world of Business Intelligence.  First, 
companies have a need to increase the 
confidence in the decisions they make. That 
involves improving the quality of the 
underlying data by filling information gaps and 
enhancing the relevance of business 
information.  Second, companies are 
consistently looking for ways to increase the 
speed of access to this data.  This is where user 
friendly dashboards bring such a quick return 
by providing the data in easy to view formats 
allowing non technical user to gain a real 
understanding of how the business is 
performing. 
 
Because of the tangible efficiencies and savings 
that are delivered by improving visibility of 
your operations, dashboards have a rapid time 
to value, with half of all companies achieving 
positive ROI within less than a year of 
implementation. 
 
Dashboards should provide the ability to click 
into the data and dig deeper to view further 
granular data.  All the key areas that relate to a 
person’s role should be viewable from a single 
dashboard, thus giving quick and easy access 
to all the key metrics and the underlying 
operational data in an easy to use format.   
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Dashboards should also be able to provide you 
with the ability to develop “what if” scenarios.  
This is where changes to key financial or 
operational variables: eg  change in the cost of 
materials, or the extension of time on project 
completion, can be changed in the dashboard, 
the effect that this will then have on other 

areas of the business are generated and shown 
in the dashboard in real time.  These scenario 
builders can be very powerful when a business 
is undertaking future planning and assessment 
of its performance if where changes to project 
and business variables are expected. 

 
For example the user can change a number of 
variables to see what impact they will have on 
profitability.  The screens below show an 
example where changing of the Unit Price from 
£5.46 to £4.92 results in the business moving 
from a profit of £3169.36 to a loss of £187.28.  
The user variable controls are all connected 

and provide immediate assessment of the 
variable changes. 
 
The “what if” scenarios can be set up for many 
different business scenarios or variables to suit 
each business’s areas of operation.  They can 
provide powerful visual impact on business 
performance as the variables are altered.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you are looking to develop a dash boarding solution to help monitor and control your business here 
are basic some principles on which to base your selection criteria for creating a dashboarding 
solution?  
 

1. Easy of Use: Dashboards must be highly intuitive to use, requiring no formal training for the 
end user.  

2. Complete View: Dashboards should provide access to any data source to provide a complete 
view of the business.  

3. Trusted Data: Metadata should provide the context for each metric used, demonstrating how 
it has been calculated, and end users should be confident in the original data source.  

4. Easily updated: This visual technology will be end-user led — super users should be able to 
update or introduce new metrics without intervention from IT.  

5. Role based Views: The ability to create role-based dashboards will enable the creation of 
performance metrics for individual departments or business areas.  

6. Dig Deeper: Integrated analysis and reporting ensures users can drill down through the 
dashboard to detailed reports that explain trends and issues where required.  

7. Mobile access: Users should be able to access the dashboard from any location – on the web, 
through the company portal, via their mobile, smart phone or PDA, by email, or displayed 
within Microsoft tools such as PowerPoint or Adobe Acrobat.  

8. Automatic Alerts: By tracking metrics and providing alerts when thresholds are breached, a 
dashboard should allow “management by exception”.  

9. Personalisation: Users should be able to choose what information to display and design the 
dashboard layout to meet their own requirements.  
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The specification, design and implementation 
of your reporting and Business Intelligence 
solutions are critical to ensuring you optimise 
your future business performance.  The 
development of dashboards, together with 
how you are going to measure your 
performance, through metrics and key 
performance indicators (KPI’s), need to 
undertaken with care and insight  to ensure 
you are  getting a good understanding of how 
your business is performing, and to help you 
make informed business decisions.  It is 
sometimes necessary to get an external 
viewpoint of how you should be measuring 
your business as you are sometime too close to 
things when inside the business.  Build IT can 
help you establish your key criteria and 
measurement points and then go on to design 
a dashboard and monitoring solution that gives 
you the information and intelligence that you 
need to monitor and control your business. 
 
Build IT, in conjunction with our partner 
companies, has all the necessary experience 
and expertise to design your measurement 
metrics and KPI’s.  Once the base 

measurement methodology has been defined 
we can then create Data Warehouses or Data 
Marts based on your COINS data.  Then finally 
we can design and create either complex 
COINS OA based reports and dashboards or 
look to use third party tools where required to 
provide you with the end user output that your 
business requires.   
 
Alternatively we can help you research and 
review other third party tools available in the 
marketplace so that you get the solution that 
will meet your requirements. 
 
The development of your Reporting and 
Business Intelligence strategy is crucial to your 
Business; please make sure you give it the 
attention it deserves.  Remember the 2009 
Gartner paper predicted that because of lack 
of information, processes, and tools, through 
2012, more than 35 percent of the top 5,000 
global companies will regularly fail to make 
insightful decisions about significant changes in 
their business and markets.   Can you afford to 
be one of these? 

 
 
 
If you need help on any areas outlined in this Technology Update then please contact: 
 
 

 
 


