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Executives at small and midsize companies are making critical business decisions every day based on the information 

available to them. This information can come from a variety of sources: opinions from peers and colleagues; a personal 

sense of intuition or business judgment; or data derived internally or externally to the organization. This is particularly 

worrisome given the lack of confidence in data available to decision makers: a 2007 report conducted by the Economist 

Intelligence Unit (EIU) and commissioned by Business Objects found that nine out of ten corporate executives admit to 

making important decisions on the basis of inadequate information.1  This suggests that problems in decision-making 

are arising in the quality, amount, and timeliness of information. As a result, today’s small and midsize companies are 

destined to make a number of uninformed decisions on an alarmingly regular basis. Executives simply do not have the 

relevant information required to make the best decisions in a timely manner. They must thus find a way to create an 

accurate, actionable 360-degree view of their enterprise. Real-time visibility provides not only a means to verify and 

justify results, but also full confidence that small and midsize companies are leveraging consistency, accuracy, and 

timeliness via a single data source to make better, faster decisions.

Seeing the Big Picture: 
A Corporate Guide to Better Decisions through IT

Small and midsize companies today have access to more information than ever before. However, 

many of them have fallen victim to their own success. With rapid growth, small and midsize companies everywhere 

are inundated with waves of data—about products, competitors, suppliers, customers, and so on. They need to get a 

firm grasp of this data so that their executives can extract the relevant information whenever they need it, to make the 

right decisions. 

The information explosion is not the only problem facing small and midsize companies when it comes to data 

management. There’s also a growing tendency for employees to deploy their IT savvy to create and maintain files 

on local drives rather than shared databases, effectively creating “micro-silos” of data. This tendency includes such 

practices as using e-mail to work around network servers, according to a 2007 FileMaker2 survey focusing on IT 

process management in small and midsize companies. So-called “employee free-styling” (i.e., the tendency of users 

Why Do Small and Midsize 
Companies Need Information Visibility?
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to manage IT applications in an autonomous and unsanctioned way) is creating not only a data management problem 

but also serious workflow headaches, as well as potential compliance catastrophes.

These data silos are preventing departments within small and midsize companies from making the best decisions—

and in some cases causing them to make decisions which hurt the organization as a whole. Most 

enterprise information is buried in spreadsheets and isolated information silos that have evolved over time—all un-

doubtedly serving critical short-term needs, but ultimately slowing the pace of decision-making to a crawl. A typical 

example of this plays out when individual salespeople collect and maintain customer data in Excel spreadsheets—data 

which to all intents and purposes is “hidden,” and which certainly cannot be manipulated by management to make as-

sessments regarding profitability, or to perform analyses of the sales funnel. This speaks directly to the quality of the 

data available to management and executives for their decision-making processes.

Compounding the issue of data quality is the sheer quantity of data generated by day-to-day business activity. Estimat-

ing 40 gigabytes of data space for each user computer, an organization with 100 employees can generate 4 terabytes 

in user data alone. Factor in the data generated throughout the supply and distribution chains, and you’ve got an infor-

mation haystack of monstrous dimensions. Furthermore, in today’s fast-paced business climate, data growth rates for 

typical small and midsize companies can double every two years. 

The perception of executives, however, is that most of the information needed to make decisions is available “in the 

computer system,” or at least locked away until the moment is right for it to be accessed and used. After all, with the 

automation of business functions, such as accounting, shipping, and manufacturing, there’s a natural expectation on 

the part of executives that more data must necessarily translate into more available data—and data with greater rel-

evancy. But in order for the enterprise not to succumb to the “analysis paralysis” that volumes of data can generate, 

IT must be able to access and provide accurate, verifiable information in a timely fashion to decision makers across 

the enterprise. 

But what if your enterprise system has not been structured to track and report this information? What if this informa-

tion or metric is not even defined? For instance, does everyone in your sales department agree on what constitutes a 

qualified lead? Does marketing agree with sales? And when financial managers conduct cost–benefit analyses of lead 

conversion, what definition are they using?

The point is that until a data query is defined, formulated, and tracked, that data might as well not exist—and it’s cer-

tainly not available to executives “in the system.” 
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This does not even begin to take into account the information that has not been “digitized,” including intuition, business 

judgment, etc. The sheer time it takes to extract information is also having a negative impact on operations in small 

and midsize companies. From the EIU’s 2007 report: “Only 10 percent of executives report that information to make a 

decision is usually there as needed… another 40 percent also say that waiting for information to be updated is a com-

mon cause of delay in their decision-making.”

The information available in today’s business climate is a double-edged sword, and small and midsize companies must 

find ways of accessing the right information at the right time to make better, faster decisions without getting bogged 

down or delayed.

Small and midsize companies that successfully negotiate these parameters for information visibility—quality, quantity, 

and timeliness—derive benefits in three critical strategic areas of business decision-making: 

1. Alignment of business activities with corporate strategy
Key visibility benefit: ability to adjust activities and strategy in lockstep, as required by the business plan and shifting 

market conditions (e.g., entry of new competitors into market, adoption of new business practices, etc.)

2. Resource allocation and utilization
Key visibility benefit: ability to evaluate new demand alongside work-in-progress efforts—as well as resource 

optimization against true budget and resource capacity constraints

3. Standards, compliance, and risk reduction
Key visibility benefit: reduction in the overall organizational strain of regulatory compliance, as well as compliance to 

industry-specific guidelines and customer mandates

What Can Information Visibility Do for Your Organization?
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1. Alignment of Business Activities with Corporate Strategy
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If small and midsize companies are going to successfully transform into entities that are truly greater than the sum of 

their parts, they’ll need to respond faster and smarter to market challenges with better decision-making capabilities. 

One vital concern which is often overlooked in discussions of information visibility is the need for stringent alignment of 

departmental objectives with corporate strategy.

Business activity alignment is the ability to take your theories and put them into practice—in essence, taking the 

strategic plan and translating it into tactical steps. This results in more clearly defined executive roles, as well as an 

enhanced ability to leverage technology towards growth.

Additional business benefits include achieving a balance of cost and investment towards organizational goals; a bal-

ance between internal limits and external growth; enhanced collaboration for better decisions and departmental align-

ment; and a 360-degree view of customers for better customer experiences as well as marketing and sales efforts.



To ensure alignment, management should focus on the development of a common set of metrics within the organiza-

tion, which naturally requires a common set of definitions. Typically, different parts of the organization develop metrics 

specific to themselves and their purposes—resulting in a lack of consistency in reporting and an inability to aggregate 

information to senior management. According to the EIU’s 2007 report, in fact, 57 percent of companies do not have a 

common set of metrics to work with. 

The challenges become apparent when management tries to aggregate departmental information to make enterprise 

decisions. A lack of consistent definitions and metrics makes it particularly difficult for management to determine which 

way alignment needs to tilt, if at all. One caveat: small and midsize companies must strike a balance between letting 

groups identify and define the best metrics for themselves versus defining metrics in the best interests of the organiza-

tion as a whole. 

The end result of strict alignment of activities with corporate strategy is that individual departments are no longer pay-

ing lip service to the business plan; instead, it serves as a coherent action plan, with all cogs working toward the same 

objective instead of grinding the machine to a halt.

How IT Supports Alignment: By providing analysis and reporting tools to create a centralized, unified view of all 

the company’s critical information, IT can provide the visibility necessary to ensure that departmental activities are in 

line with the overall corporate strategy.

57 percent of 
companies do not 
have a common set 
of metrics to work 
with. The challenges 
become apparent 
when management 
tries to aggregate 
departmental 
information to 
make enterprise 
decisions.

2. Resource Allocation and Utilization
Having the right resources is no longer enough to survive. To succeed, it’s vital to know how you’re going 

to use them most effectively. Enterprise-wide resource visibility ensures that you have the right people, investments, 
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equipment, and assets aimed at the right activities. Lack of adequate visibility into corporate resources, on the other 

hand, makes it difficult to assess the state of your current strengths and weaknesses and to map resource allocation 

accordingly.

Organizations that make inefficient use of their resources are going to find themselves struggling to hold on to market 

share and business viability. For instance, from an operations view, are you teetering between just-in-time and just-in-

case when interacting with your suppliers and customers? Similarly, how are you balancing your cash flow? Are you 

paying others before you get paid? Are you investing in the right projects? 

Similarly, the sales force may be strong collectively, but do you have the right people handling your most profitable 

accounts and territories? Do you know which accounts and territories those are? Is your marketing department 

preaching to the converted? If you don’t have the right resources targeted at the right activities, you could be expending 

high-impact resources on low-impact campaigns. 

As for resource utilization, are you putting more into your systems than you’re pulling out? You may be collecting large 

amounts of data, but if it’s not available in time to make the best decisions, you may be falling prey to the garbage-in-

garbage-out maxim.  

Small and midsize companies must find a way to quickly identify and locate resources in line with (potentially conflicting) 

needs in order to ensure that the right resources are deployed and engaged in the right activities.

How IT Supports Resource Allocation: By seamlessly combining sales, customer, financial, and operational 

data, IT makes it possible for management to make better-informed decisions in deploying the right people, investments, 

equipment, and assets for the right activities at the right time.

Organizations that 
make inefficient use 
of their resources 
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3. Standards, Compliance, and Risk Reduction
Is compliance holding you back or pushing your organization forward? Small and midsize companies 

face a deluge of requirements and standards from government agencies, employees, customers, suppliers, and 

industry groups. Thus, they require full visibility into these requirements, as well as into the resources they’re deploying 

to meet them.

The three business compliance issues which most commonly arise center on reporting, auditing, and brand image. 

Additional compliance efforts may be directed at meeting industry terms, standards, and guidelines, as well as 

applicable World Trade Organization (WTO) requirements for rules of origin. Furthermore, failure to meet standards for 

quality, environmental friendliness, or social responsibility could damage an organization’s brand in the marketplace.

The primary challenge, of course, is that with limited resources and infrastructure, compliance often places an inequitable 

burden on small and midsize companies. Indeed, many organizations struggle to keep their head above water in their 

effort to find the resources to complete the necessary paperwork—to say nothing of the auditing processes necessary 

to avoid the heavy penalties of non-compliance, such as fines, work interruptions, and seizure of assets. 
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Regulatory compliance, whether it’s the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX) in the US, the Financial Instruments and Exchange 

Law (also known as J-SOX) in Japan, CLERP 9 in Australia, the LSF in France, or simply generally accepted account-

ing principles (GAAP), has famously placed a disproportional burden on small and midsize companies compared to 

their larger brethren. In the US, for example, SOX compliance has smaller companies nation-wide up in arms. From the 

2006 SEC Advisory Committee Report: “We believe that the problem of improper scaling for smaller public companies 

has existed for many years, and that the additional regulations imposed by the Sarbanes-Oxley Act only exacerbated 

the problem and caused it to become more visible.” 3  

Similarly, many industries, in addition to government authorities, impose standards and reporting requirements. Thus, 

small and midsize companies need the capacity to back up their claims (with respect to country of origin, “green” com-

pliance, etc.) with a complete, accurate view of information in a timely fashion. 

With the complexity and breadth of all these requirements, it’s incumbent upon IT to serve as a facilitator in order to re-

duce the overall organizational strain of standards and compliance. Indeed, if you have the proper systems in place for 

tracking and reporting, it’s possible to leverage compliance as a driver for improvement, rather than an organizational 

burden. Such improvements include credible financial statements, high quality products and services, and (in some 

industries such as pharmaceuticals) shortened product development lifecycles.

How IT Supports Standards and Compliance:  By capturing and enforcing industry standards and compliance 

requirements in your company’s technology infrastructure, IT provides real-time information, allowing management to 

track performance and make adjustments more rapidly.

3 Securities and Exchange Commission. 2006. Final Report of the Advisory Committee on Smaller Public Companies to the United 
States Securities and Exchange Commission.  (http://www.sec.gov/info/smallbus/acspc/acspc-finalreport.pdf, page 32)
(accessed November 29, 2007).
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Market conditions and customer demands shift, and it’s your people who are in the best position to react accordingly. 

Your organization needs to have an accurate and actionable 360-degree view of the enterprise. Real-time visibility 

provides a means to verify and justify results, as well as full confidence that your company is leveraging the right 

information at the right time to make better, faster decisions. With the right IT personnel and infrastructure, small and 

medium companies can respond quickly and effectively to changes in the market.

If you want to help your company create an accurate and actionable 360-degree view of your organization that allows 

you to make better, faster decisions, you can jump-start the process by following three steps.

How Can IT Help Your Organization 
Make Better, Faster Decisions? 

740 St.Maurice, 4th floor, Montreal, Qc, Canada, H3C 1L5  Phone: +1 514-954-3665  Fax: +1 514-954-9739
Technology Evaluation Centers   www.technologyevaluation.com 

Management should perform a health check of its business activities and IT infrastructure. Your management needs to 

understand where the organization is, where it needs to go, and what IT systems are needed to get there. Management 

also needs access to real-time information to ensure that departmental activities are in line with corporate objectives. 

Management should look to IT to help the organization

 R extract the relevant business information to provide a clear overview of the company’s current health;

 R provide the necessary analytics and reporting tools to conduct a gap analysis to determine what the 

       company is doing and what it needs to do; and

 R create a framework to document a performance plan and review, including desired results, measures 

       and standards.

Step 1 – Assess your current 
  business environment and IT infrastructure 

The use of different metrics, terms, and standards can impair the organization’s ability to communicate effectively and 

meet compliance requirements. More importantly, this can hamper management’s ability to aggregate information 

to create a unified view of all the company’s critical business information. Management should look to IT to help the 

organization

 R get buy-in from key internal and external stakeholders on what to measure and how to measure it;

 R develop key performance indicators (KPIs) across your company that can assist management in 

       making  informed business decisions; and

 R design analytics and reporting tools to provide quick access to the right information, tailored to the

       appropriate stakeholders’ needs.

Step 2 – Establish a common 
  set of metrics across your company  



Management should determine what needs to be done and then deploy the right resources to the right activities. To 

achieve corporate goals, management needs insight into its best opportunities and its most effective resources—and 

how well it is using them. Here, IT serves as the engine to analyze and report all business opportunities and activities 

and give management the overall visibility to allocate resources in the most effective manner. Specifically, IT should 

help the organization

 R capture and organize relevant business information so it can be quickly and easily accessed whenever 

       needed; 

 R unlock key business information so that management can make informed decisions regarding the 

       effective allocation and utilization of resources and investments; and

 R create a collaborative environment to monitor, manage, and analyze progress against corporate goals.

Step 3 – Execute the plan
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Small and midsize companies live in an aggressively competitive world. Information can be one of the most powerful 

competitive tools available, or it can bog your company down. Small and midsize companies that can successfully 

align IT with their business objectives will be the ones to stay ahead of the competition by having access to the right 

information at the right time, allowing for better, faster decisions.

Bottom Line
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