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Some industry buzzwords gain market 
acceptance, while others end up on the 
scrapheap. Business intelligence (BI) 
has gained acceptance (even though 
there are many definitions for it), but 
knowledge management (KM) has had a 
mixed reception. Knowledge manage-
ment has struggled because organiza-
tions have often tried to implement large 
enterprise-wide knowledge management 
projects and failed, and also because of 
the complexity bringing together the 
many components and technologies 
involved.  
 
I believe that knowledge management is 
at last viable and that business intelli-
gence has an important role to play in 
knowledge management projects. The 
objective of this article is to explain 
why. Before proceeding further, I should 
point out that most of us, including my-
self, tend to be somewhat careless when 
using the terms data, information and 
knowledge. I will try and be as consis-
tent as I can when using these terms in 
this article. Every time I try and define 
these terms in articles and presenta-
tions, however, I always get comments 
and e-mails disagreeing with my defini-
tions. It is okay to disagree, but hope-
fully my definitions will at least ease the 
discussion in this article. 
  
If you have read my previous newslet-
ters, you will know that I view an IT sys-
tem as supporting three types of appli-
cations and applications processing: 
business transaction (BTx) applications, 
business intelligence applications, and 
collaborative applications.  
 

Are you wondering how to query differ-

ent systems simultaneously? Do you 

need to graph and chart your data, pivot 

data and even join answer sets from dif-

ferent systems? Download a free trial of 

Nexus, the only query tool designed to 

query every major database. 

 

BTx applications are responsible for run-
ning day-to-day business operations and 
store data, or facts, about those opera-
tions in a data repository that is typically 
managed by a database system. The da-
tabase system allows applications and 
users to store, access and manipulate 
the BTx data.  
 
Business intelligence applications ana-
lyze business operations and produce 
information to help business users un-
derstand, improve and optimize business 
operations. This information may be pro-
duced by analyzing and reporting directly 
against BTx data, but is more commonly 
done by processing the data stored in a 
data warehouse. A data warehouse pro-
vides the ability to gather data from vari-
ous BTx data sources and integrate it 
into a single data repository. Like a BTx 
data repository, the data warehouse data 
repository is managed by a database sys-
tem, which uses languages such as SQL 
and XQuery for data access and manipu-
lation. 
  
Business intelligence applications in the 
past have simply analyzed detailed data 
warehouse data and produced high-level 
summarized data, or measurements, 
about business performance. The recent 
trend, however, is toward the use of busi-
ness performance management (BPM) 
applications that put these measure-
ments into a business context, i.e., they 
relate the data measurements to busi-
ness goals and objectives (See Figure 1). 
Putting performance measurements into 
a business context improves the busi-

ness decision-making and action-
taking processing because the re-
sults become actionable. If you know 
that today’s sales figures are 10 per-
cent below target, then you can de-
cide how to fix this problem and take 
the appropriate action.  
 
Putting the measurements into a 
business context creates business 
information. This information may be 
embedded in enterprise portal web 
pages, documents, spreadsheets, 
presentations, audio, video, e-mail 
and so forth. It may be stored and 
managed in a data repository, but it 
is more commonly stored in a con-
tent repository. A content repository 
supports additional business seman-
tics (i.e., business metadata) like au-
thor, date produced, etc., compared 
with a data repository. It also adds 
facilities like versioning, workflow, 
templates and search tools. Like a 
data repository, a content repository 
is managed by a database system.  
 
When business users receive infor-
mation from a business intelligence 
system they use their expertise or 
knowledge to make decisions and 
take actions. The decision-making 
and action-taking process may in-
volve interaction with other users. 
This interaction is supported by col-
laborative applications and process-
ing. This approach to decision mak-
ing can be considered to be a non-
programmed approach. If, however, 
the knowledge of the business user 
can be captured as a set of best busi-
ness practices in the form of a set of 
business rules, then the decision-
making and action-taking process 
can be programmed or automated.  
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When business users make decisions and 
take actions they use their business 
knowledge to tie the actionable informa-
tion to the business processes and activi-
ties they are responsible for in their role in 
the organization. The ability to relate infor-
mation to business processes is very im-
portant. Unfortunately, this aspect of the 
decision-making process is poorly sup-
ported by BI applications and BI vendors 
because the developers of these applica-
tions and software have a data-centric 
viewpoint of business operations, rather 
than a process-centric perspective. This 
deficiency, however, is starting to be ad-
dressed.  
 
The ability to relate actionable information 
to business processes also provides the 

foundation for other ways of automat-
ing decision making and action tak-
ing. Less experienced business users 
(support representatives in a support 
center, for example) could be given a 
guided-analysis workflow (developed 
by business experts and based on 
best business practices) that helps 
them interpret actionable information, 
discover additional information, and 
make the right decision to fix busi-
ness problems, optimize business 
processes and satisfy customer 
needs.  
 
The diagram in Figure 1 demonstrates 
how knowledge management can help 
business users improve business 
processes. You can see from the dia-

gram that business intelligence plays 
a central role in knowledge manage-
ment. For a traditional BI system to 
fully support a knowledge manage-
ment environment, however, it must 
provide, or work in conjunction with, 
capabilities like business process 
management, business planning soft-
ware, collaborative software, portals, 
content management systems and be 
able to support more timely data feeds 
(See Figure 2). The result is what I call 
a smart BI framework (See Figure 3). 
The term smart knowledge manage-
ment framework could have been 
used, but as I have already mentioned, 
the knowledge management term has 
some baggage associated with it.   
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