




Further Praise for Actionable Intelligence

“BI starts with an attempt to ask the right business questions until the 
answers reach an actionable outcome. This book reminds us to begin 
with back to basics before we jump into developing what users ask for. 
Keith calls it ‘The Initial Answers.’ From my experience, within-memory 
technology and advance visualization, businesses may no longer have 
to ‘peel the onion’ or drill down to reach the Actionable BI. Bringing 
together the power of BI and the business knowledge of the users is the 
ideation process Keith describes in his book.”

—Elizabeth Lim, Vice President & CIO, Enterprise Information
Management, STATS ChipPAC Ltd

“Big data is the buzzword these days; there is not a week passing through 
without an article, a blog, a discussion around this topic. There is no
denying the fact that data, and if big even better, off er a big potential for 
business people. But is this enough? Surely not. . . . Through the book, 
Keith, Cliff , and Donald will guide you through this data jungle and 
enable you to unveil the full potential of your data for actionable intelli-
gence. Do yourself a favour, read it!” 

—Roxane Desmicht, Senior Director, Corporate Supply
Chain, Infi neon Technologies

“Only a few years ago, the ability to have access to data across a global 
enterprise was the challenge. Leaders struggled to make decisions in the 
absence of near time information. Fast forward to the present, and those 
same leaders are still challenged to make decisions—because there is too 
much data. Actionable Intelligence provides a road map to navigating the 
big-data space to provide decisions and, more importantly, results. Kudos to 
Keith Carter and team in sharing their career passion and lessons learned.” 

—Edward DuBeau, Sr. Director, ERP, Zoetis

“This book, Actionable Intelligence, is a fantastic resource in shifting our 
energy from delivery of technology to delivery of insight and organiza-
tional outcomes. Whether new to BI or a seasoned veteran, Actionable



Intelligence provides a ‘how to,’ or refl ective assessment, on how we as
BI professionals add real value.”

—Stuart Ward, Platform Manager: Business Intelligence
and Reporting, ANZ Bank

“Actionable intelligence represents the next frontier of innovation. 
Decision makers would be wise to empower their operations to harness
eff ectively actionable intelligence to gain a competitive advantage. 
Actionable intelligence promises to level the playing fi eld among profi t-
seeking enterprises, regardless of size. This book off ers a glimpse into
paradigm-shifting approaches that every business owner ignores at
its peril.” 

—Justin Swindells, Patent Attorney

“So much of the hype about Big Data has led organizations to expend 
large sums of money with relatively little return on their investment or 
to wallow in the slough of despair as they try to fi gure out all they want 
to know. This book from a highly experienced and skilled practitioner 
working within a global context cuts through all the nonsense with 
delineated action steps, sage advice, and insights from many diff erent 
practical situations. Carter’s key point is that Big Data is ONLY useful
when it provides actionable intelligence that informs decisions and 
guides responses. It grows by accretion as more and more insights are 
derived and delivered with impact across the organization. This book 
will be sheet music for the practiced eyes and ears of senior manage-
ment and an open entrée for data practitioners within enterprises to
become more central to core operations that increase competitiveness
in complex global markets with their ever changing parameters and
issues. Larger nonprofi t and government agency leaders can also glean 
many useful insights from this volume. This is a must-read for 2014 and 
beyond for senior leaders, managers across the enterprise, and those lead-
ing work in applied data fi elds.” 

—Dennis Cheek, Ph.D., Executive Director, National Creativity
Network, USA, Co-Chair, Global Creativity United, 

and Visiting Professor, Innovation and Entrepreneurship, 
IESEG School of Management, France
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Dedicated to my late mom, Mary Kennedy Carter, 
and my dad, Donald Wesley Carter Sr.

Their life and love is a source of constant inspiration.
This book is also dedicated 
to you and people like you

who want to help others make better decisions.
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xi

  What’s actionable intelligence?
 In speaking around the world on the topic of making 

better decisions using facts, I’ve found again and again that
leaders from all industries yearn for more information. They want to be 
able to assess risks and opportunities quickly and effi  ciently. They want 
answers in enough time to be able to make a diff erence. They want to 
seize opportunities. They need intelligence that is on time and accurate. 
They want what I call “actionable intelligence.”   

 A Vision of What Could Be: The Hospital 
Information System

As I was beginning my own journey into actionable intelligence, my 
mother had a stroke. Her stroke led me to understand the real need for 
intelligence in a transformative way. 

 It was a gray day in early 2010. I was on my way to my offi  ce at the 
Estée Lauder Companies, Inc. in Melville, New York, where I was work-
ing in a global role establishing an intelligence organization, running the 
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project management offi  ce (PMO) for supply chain, managing Sarbanes‐
Oxley and customs compliance, and implementing operational effi  cien-
cies throughout the business. 

As I drove to the offi  ce, my head was fi lled with thoughts of supply 
chain intelligence. My thoughts were interrupted when my cell phone
started ringing. 

It was my father. 
“Son, I’m at the hospital. Your mother fainted in the bathroom this 

morning and I couldn’t revive her.” 
Silence. . . . 
I asked, “Where are you? What hospital?” 
“Please come to South Nassau Community Hospital,” he responded. 
When I arrived at the hospital, my mother, Mary, was sitting up in 

bed, looking a bit weak. 
The doctor told me, “Your mother had a stroke.” 
She looked fi ne, but could only mouth words to us. She could not 

speak. Miraculously, she began to speak about 30 minutes later and was 
able to move her arm. We spent the rest of the day at the hospital, wait-
ing and wondering. 

At about 6:30 the next morning, as I was making my way out of my 
house, my cell phone rang. It was a nurse at the hospital. 

“Mr. Carter, come quickly to the hospital,” he said. “Your mother 
had another stroke.” 

I was numb. 
I immediately called my dad and drove over to the hospital. 
When I arrived at my mom’s bedside, she couldn’t speak, she couldn’t 

move the right side of her body or her left arm. As she was poked and 
prodded by the doctors, she didn’t visibly react to any pain. 

Tears came to my eyes. Here was my mom—my hero for life—now 
with a contorted face and unable to speak or move. 

I became greatly concerned. What eff orts would be made to support 
my mother?

I asked for information—basic things, such as what we could expect 
medications to do to help my mother. The hospital staff  responded 
coldly: “We are busy. Later we will try to give you the information.” 

I pushed for more: “How did this second stroke happen? What do 
the MRI and X‐rays look like?” 
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 They responded, “We don’t have that information. Go to records 
downstairs.” 

 I did, but to see the records I had to stand in line and pay. I received 
the images on a disk in a format I couldn’t immediately view. 

 In fact, I ran into roadblocks that prevented me from gathering facts 
at every turn. 

 It was diffi  cult to fi nd doctors who would explain the situation, 
and nurses were at best impatient and often downright mean. (I would 
realize later that their frustration stemmed from being worked hard and 
lacking information themselves to respond to customers like me.) 

 The situation was beyond frustrating. I just couldn’t access informa-
tion fast enough, and relatives from all over the country were asking me 
again and again, “What’s the status?” “How’s Mary?” “What medicines
is she taking?” “How often?” “When?” “How much?” “With what?” 
“What are the side‐eff ects?” 

 And so on and so on. 
 I became information central. I set up conference calls at specifi c 

times for my relatives to provide information so I wouldn’t have to call 
50 people individually. However, these calls were very frustrating because 
I was stuck between a hospital that didn’t readily share updates about my 
mother and family members who wanted to be totally involved in her 
care. They were all concerned, and so was I. We wanted facts so we could 
understand and improve the situation. 

 Thankfully, an angel and dear family friend, Dr. Linda Huang, 
helped us move my mom to Columbia University Presbyterian Hospital 
(Columbia for short). 

 Each case of moving a patient from one hospital to another is dif-
ferent, but typically, the accepting physician reviews the case and assesses 
the risk versus the benefi ts of moving the patient. Thankfully, Linda, a 
graduate of Columbia Dentistry and assistant professor of the same, was 
able to make it happen. 

 Columbia was amazing! I drove there following the ambulance. 
When I arrived and saw my mother being taken care of, I immedi-
ately approached a doctor. He took the time to walk my father and me 
through her case. 

 I had been trying to understand the medications prescribed to my 
mother at the other hospital, but the nurses and doctors were always 
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too busy there. When I asked the doctors at Columbia, they said, “Wait 
one moment.” And, indeed, in just minutes, they presented a chart of 
medications. The chart explained the indications, contraindications, 
side eff ects, timing, and dosages of all the medications. Wow! Talk about 
instant information. 

It was amazing; the hospital staff  had time to spend with me and had 
all the information they needed at their fi ngertips. 

Later, I would ask the doctors more questions—specifi cally, about 
the MRI that I never saw at the previous hospital. You will recall that the
previous hospital gave us a CD that could be viewed only using specifi c 
hospital software—and cost me time and money to receive. 

The Columbia doctor took me over to a workstation in the hallway. 
These workstations were located throughout the hospital. He logged in, 
entered my mother’s information, and immediately brought up all her 
records. He showed me the MRI on the spot, and calmly and respectfully 
showed me the infarction (dead part of the brain) and explained its impact. 

I didn’t have to go to a separate records department. I didn’t have to 
wait in line. I didn’t have to pay. And, importantly, I could immediately 
view and understand the information. Why? Because the information 
was at the doctor’s fi ngertips. And, he took time to explain everything to 
me in a way that had meaning. 

The hospital information system was so powerful at Columbia that 
anytime I wanted information I could simply ask and it was given. Staff  
could just as easily access information. 

I was very impressed, and my family was pleased with the under-
standing that this new fl ow of information enabled. The level of care 
at Columbia was remarkably more engaging and patient‐oriented—all
because of information. 

It was this hospital experience that propelled me toward a journey 
to actionable intelligence capabilities: instant access to forward‐looking 
information on everyone’s desktops.   

 Benefi ts of Actionable Intelligence 

 As a business leader or a business function lead, you have customers. 
Don’t you want to be able to fi nd information about a specifi c request 
from a customer immediately? Just as Columbia University Presbyterian 
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Hospital has thousands of patients, you might have thousands of orders. 
The ability to fi nd the right information for a customer at the right 
moment—and to be able to immediately explain the information—
earns you so much trust and faith, it is impossible to measure the benefi t. 

 Without the kind of hospital information system that Columbia 
University Presbyterian has, when someone asks a question you likely 
have to say, “Let me call you back,” then research the information, which 
possibly involves e-mailing other people. (Hopefully, they will send a
response.) This is an issue because people are impatient and very busy. 
The reason they are asking your business a question is because they want 
to know the information right now, not 30 minutes later and certainly 
not days later. 

 Think about the soft benefi ts of having answers at your fi ngertips: 

•    You don’t have to take as much time to answer the customer. 
•    The customer has more confi dence in your ability to deliver. 
•    Expectations can be set quickly.   

 The hard benefi ts: 

•    When you share the information, you can react to the customer’s 
request and achieve hard benefi ts right away by adjusting the order 
if they need more or less. 

•    More broadly, all plans can be adjusted to take into account all the 
known information at all times, leading to real savings and increased 
effi  ciency at a relatively small cost.   

 For a concrete example of what actionable intelligence can do, con-
sider this quote from a product director in a large fast‐moving consumer 
goods company. 

 We’ve been carefully tracking an important product launch, 
worth $55.6 million in the next 12 months. The actionable 
intelli gence tool showed me the global forecast has increased
by 160,000 pieces globally for the next six months in the last four 
weeks alone, a $10 million increase. This information enables us 
to stay ahead of the demand increases and proactively coordinate 
a response, reducing costs and ensuring we don’t go out of stock 
and avoiding airfreight.   
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 See the diff erence? Speed and results! Readily available 
information for decisions enables proactive actions and creates 

heroes like this product director. 

Actionable intelligence capabilities can result in massive benefi ts for 
you, your coworkers, your boss, your customers—basically, everybody 
related to the company. Let this book be the guide on your journey, and 
you may soon fi nd yourself the next actionable intelligence hero. 

Now please join me for a good walk on the journey to delivering 
actionable intelligence.   

 How to Use This Book

 The book is written as a guide for sharing best practices, emphasizing 
key points, and defending eff ective intelligence methodologies. Business 
managers can use it to work with IT and say, “Look here! We can work 
together like this.” I also expect IT to be able to use it to run to senior 
management and say, “Hey! We can be really good partners with you on
delivering sales.” 

When stuck on how to visualize data or tell a story, pull out this 
book and follow the ideation methodology. 

At the end of each chapter is a section called “Summary and
Considerations.” 

There you will fi nd: 

• A Point to Ponder 
• A Quote to Remember 
• A Question to Consider   

To evolve the concept of actionable intelligence, I encourage you to 
share your thoughts, ideas, and experiences. You can do so on my web-
site:  www.keithbcarter.com .  

http://www.keithbcarter.com
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1

                                                             Introduction

  My hope is that readers come away from this book with the 
realization that they can improve the lives of others by giving 
them the answers they need to make better decisions faster 

and easier. 
When team members have usable information at their fi ngertips, 

they can: 

• Answer questions faster, with little or no eff ort needed to collect 
the data. 

• Make better use of their time, planning improved outcomes. 
• Make improvements for the future, instead of dwelling on past failures.   

If actionable intelligence sounds a lot like business intelligence, it’s 
no wonder. 

Using this book as a guide, you can play a part in making a positive 
impact on your colleagues by achieving the dream that business intelli-
gence (BI) has promised since the term was fi rst coined way back in 1858. 

BI tools are the same across industries, whether you are helping a 
business, government, or nonprofi t. BI concepts can also be helpful for 
individuals who want to make revolutionary change. 
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While they are very diff erent in the end, both BI and actionable 
intelligence start with a question. 

When a new question is raised, time is of the essence; the intelligence 
organization needs to respond quickly. However, due to the rigidness of 
the system and lack of focus in the organization or the governance meth-
odology, it can be diffi  cult to make the changes necessary to arrive at a 
complete decision. 

For example, analysis might be performed in Excel, because a busi-
ness user requires additional factors or information. The results will likely 
be presented in PowerPoint—with static data points that are as limited in 
usability as when the project began. 

For years, the smartest minds in BI have struggled with how to deliver 
forward‐looking answers to improve outcomes. Vendors and consultants 
have recommended how to leverage “regular” data—and now big data. 

The promise is a single source of truth. If  we can get all the data into f
one place, with no data duplication, only  then  will we be able to visualize 
the data and reach information nirvana. 

Actually, a single source of truth may actually introduce risk. The 
answers look so perfect and precise that they tempt people into making 
decisions that should really require more thought and additional data 
enrichment from various sources. 

For the past 15 years, dedicated, hard‐working teams have churned 
out BI reports but missed the mark on the original vision of business 
intelligence. 

I off er an alternative approach to achieving incredible results from 
business intelligence: 

• Live and work with purpose to improve the lives of others by giv-
ing them the answers they need to make better decisions faster and
more easily. 

• Deliver sustainable improvements in agility, impact, cost savings, 
improved quality, excellent customer service, and more. 

• Build a team of passionate and purpose‐driven organization mem-
bers to identify the burning platform(s) and share a vision of  “what 
good looks like.” 

• Work with these “doers” and start delivering iterative answers. Cut 
out the “talkers.” 
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•    Build the benefi ts case with quick wins. 
•    Watch out for cultural and political challenges that get in the way of 

sharing data, sharing intelligence, and sharing success and recognition. 
•    Allow for mistakes. 
•    Be open to changing course, vision, and focus, if needed. 
•    Do whatever it takes to deliver results.   

 I also challenge you to think about whether your organization has 
capabilities to: 

•    View forward‐looking metrics answering: What will our business 
performance look like in the future according to our plans?

•    Answer a customer’s questions about their orders without e-mailing 
others for information. 

•    Instantly understand the impact of a catastrophe on the business. 
•    Regularly validate the data quality (timeliness and accuracy) on a 

visible dashboard. 
•    Run strategy meetings with the data needed to make fact‐based deci-

sions without stressing out your organization by requiring them to 
cobble data together into Excel.   

 If your company can do all of these things, it is far ahead of most, 
according to a Harvard Business Review  study of Fortune 1000 companies w
and large government agencies (“Who’s Really Using Big Data” by Paul 
Barth and Randy Bean, September 12, 2012). 

 The study stated that: 

•    Only 15 percent of respondents ranked their access to data today as 
adequate or world‐class. 

•    Only 21 percent of respondents ranked their intelligence capabilities 
as adequate or world‐class. 

•    Only 17 percent of respondents ranked their ability to use data and 
intelligence to transform their business as more than adequate or 
world‐class.   

 I have seen the same thing in my own studies here in Singapore. During 
the Big Data World Conference September 2013, Dr. Jussi Keppo and I ran 
a big data clinic in which we encouraged conference participants to write 
down their key learnings, strategic business questions, and capability gaps. 


