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Introduction
Driving performance 
from dashboards

This is the third in a four-part series - Enabling 
customer experience transformation through 
marketing technology – which investigates 
the capabilities and enablers driving business 
performance through scalable people-based 
customer experiences.

In this paper, we will review the importance of low-
latency business intelligence reporting and visual 
analytics in driving value from Marketing activity. We 
will review the barriers to developing performance 
dashboards, and the capabilities & enablers to 
overcome these.



Requirement: 
Successful business decisions can only be made 
consistently through data democratisation and a 
culture of analysis.

“We have the opportunity right now to flip the rules of who 
gets to link the data together and gain insight from it.” 
World Economic Forum: A New Paradigm for the Business of Data, July 2020; Tim Berners-Lee, 
Founding Director, World Wide Web Foundation.
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Every modern marketer knows that data is the cornerstone of value for successful customer engagement. Data tells us who is 
engaged and who isn’t; what our customers and prospects are responding to; where our opportunities for growth are; and which 
risk factors are most important to focus on. Beyond the Marketing sphere, data is essential for the effective management of day-to-
day operations, from supply chains to service delivery. Understanding the holistic context of data within an organisation supports 
value realisation and longevity.

But raw data is often of little use. In today’s world, the overwhelming volume of available data can prevent meaningful analysis 
from being completed in a timeframe that enables useful decisions to be made. Businesses need a clear line of sight into the 
performance of their media, marketing, operations and financial performance. This requires data to be captured, transformed and 
made available in an accessible way. Establishing a single version of the truth ensures that data is trusted, and that insights can be 
expedited. 

BI evolution journey:

DEPARTMENTAL

BUILD THE FOUNDATION

ENTERPRISE

DEMOCRATISE DATA

ECOSYSTEM

EMBED MATURE ANALYTICS

What happened?

- From siloed data to centralised
- Raw data to cleansed data
- From manual to automated
- Aggregated results
- Ad-Hoc

Why did it happen?

- Agile Visualisation
- Self Service BI
- Single version of the truth
- Business objective KPIs
- Associative

Crawl

Walk

Run

Next best action

- Forecasting
- Statistical
- Predictive
- Optimisation
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Despite having existed for a long time, the BI and Analytics landscapes are constantly shifting, as are most enterprise software 
propositions. Just as the iPhone changed the game for mobile phones, new technologies and approaches are pushing the 
boundaries of what traditional BI functions can deliver. It’s now necessary to enable data-driven decisions in every area of a 
business; by giving teams as much data as needed in the most accessible way, a culture of consulting data to inform decisions can 
be embedded as a practice in all areas.

Barriers: 

Most organisations have many disparate measures of success. These can be separated by product, department, region or function; 
in all cases, aligning metrics and measurement approaches to define performance consistently across all areas can be a major 
barrier to deriving value from data. This leads to the wrong decisions being made due to the existence of multiple versions of the 
truth.

Operational silos are often entrenched through legacy technology, with multiple segregated platforms that have been developed 
or acquired over time resulting in inconsistent data structures, granularity and even conflicting attributes. Differences in 
architecture can mean significant hurdles to even basic integrations, and a lack of compatible identifiers can prevent customer-
level analysis.

Democratising access for all users further complicates the picture. Many businesses have traditional BI functions comprised of 
technical analysts who understand data and its complexities. But great analysts are not always great designers, and segregating 
analysis from end users imposes a bottleneck that restricts the analytical approach within a business. The operational change 
management required to engage end users with their data while evolving the role of traditional BI analysts can cause the entire 
transformation to fail.

Solution: 

‘A picture is worth a thousand words.’

The development of Performance Dashboards works to address each of these barriers. Combining business intelligence and 
visual analytics, data-led decision making is empowered in every part of an organisation through timely, relevant and engaging 
access to data. The culture of analysis and rigorous approach to data that this change brings to a business will drive performance 
improvements across the board.

A robust BI approach to data enablement ensures that data integration is considerate of the whole organisation. Operations, 
Finance and HR are brought alongside Sales and Marketing to ensure alignment throughout the business. Common objectives 
and requirements are identified alongside priorities and barriers, aligning dependencies to ensure transparency in the process and 
to make certain that the end goal is clear. From Marketing campaign conversion optimisation, to process efficiency and effective 
supply chain management, value drivers are highlighted and defined consistently to support strategic direction.

Visual analytics involves any effort to help people understand the significance of data by placing it in a visual context. Often 
overlooked when defining requirements, how clear, meaningful and appealing a dashboard is to its end users will significantly 
impact their use of it. Surfacing data in this way empowers all end users to make data-led decisions without requiring technical 
support. Insights and focal points are surfaced, and business goals are highlighted, shortening the time for decision making while 
improving consistency. This maximises ‘moments of value’, providing an improved customer experience and business performance.
The ability to design, build and maintain effective Performance Dashboards stems from three core capabilities: Measurement 
Frameworks; Data Engineering; and Data Visualisation. 
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Capability: 
Measurement Frameworks

Clearly defined, cross-functional alignment of data and measurement standards

Technical Enablers: Collaboration platforms
Operational Enablers: Iterative process; data custodian

Robust analytics require beginning with the end in mind. This means defining the requirements for performance reporting prior 
to starting any development of data integration and visual analytics. It’s impossible to accurately measure specific metrics if the 
data requirements necessary for this are not defined in detail before any changes are made. Not only does a clear measurement 
framework provide the initial direction and scope for current state analysis, this is also necessary to ensure that forward-looking 
requirements are considered, thus future-proofing the solution. 

There is often a significant cultural challenge in overcoming business silos to agree, document and materialise the levers and drivers 
that impact business objectives. Many organisations do not consult widely enough to gather full requirements for a future-proof 
solution when defining measurement approaches. Individual teams can feel locked into their own reporting approach and not see 
the value in changing.  

Democratised data begins with a democratised process. Increasing the transparency of the BI approach through using accessible 
collaboration tools ensures that all stakeholders are involved and aware of developments from the outset. Adopting an iterative 
execution process allows for the demonstration of progress plus efficiency of response to impediments and decisions made. Over 
time, the collaboration platform becomes a knowledge base and historical ledger of decisions made along with the reasoning behind 
decisions to support future development.

To make measurement frameworks a reality, it is often necessary to go through the pain of materialising requirements in order to 
highlight them. What key pieces of info are required to measure business KPIs? How granular do you need the data to be? What 
taxonomy/naming convention do you need to make analysis straightforward? Answering these questions can sometimes spin off into 
separate data capture/development projects. In this situation, it’s necessary to progress towards your identified goals with what you 
have, while going through the data engineering process to capture the final requirements of the data.

Technically, many organisations have collaboration platforms in play already, such as Jira, Slack or Workfront. Often these are under-
utilised and so require a clearly defined structure to be developed, mindful of the business goals and user base. Bringing together 
the C-Suite and project sponsors will deliver a centralised strategic view to ensure that the business requirements are detailed, 
future-facing & complete across the organisation. 
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Capability:
Data Engineering

Building & maintaining high accuracy, low latency integrations between all platforms

Technical Enablers: Integrated BI tool; unified customer profile
Operational Enablers: Introduction of data engineers and custodians 

Once a measurement framework is defined and agreed, it’s essential to understand the reality of this goal in light of the current 
situation within the business. In order for performance dashboards to function effectively, data integration must be complete, 
low-latency and as effortless as possible. Data engineering identifies the commonality across data sets and infuses these with the 
business’s agreed models to produce centralised calculated metrics that deliver consistent analysis and insight wherever the data is 
used. 

This then becomes an ongoing process. Over time, objectives, data, and market priorities can all change. The right level of discipline 
is needed to integrate and adapt to that change. Data engineering persists for the lifetime of the organisation, evolving in line with 
technical, operational and business development.

Often the feasibility of the target solution is challenged by fundamental barriers: disparate solutions with no centralised data layer 
for individuals to access (such as a data lake, or knowledge studio). The reality of how to get data out of the available systems is 
often not aligned to the desired end state, or the existing capabilities of the organisation. 

Difficult questions will arise. How disparate are the existing platforms? Where are these hosted and managed? Do they all follow the 
same model, whether that’s in-house, cloud-based, or hybrid? What are we currently allowed to do from a compliance standpoint? 
Does our privacy policy enable us to use our customers’ data in the way that we intend? How do you deal with duplication and 
identity? How do we actually define a ‘customer’ in each area of the business?

Answering these questions requires alignment and acceptance of change from all operational areas. A further change is required; 
as analysis is enabled throughout the business, the traditional role of a central BI team must evolve to support the new approach. 
This requires clear communication and planning, though friction is often a natural by-product.

An integrated BI tool with both push and pull functionality delivers the flexibility of data management required to effectively optimise 
the data flow to the end user. This supports the identification and delivery of the lowest-latency solution possible, ensuring that data 
can be surfaced to the front end within the most meaningful timescales. Unifying the customer profile is also essential to delivering 
significant customer-centric results, shifting away from the traditional product focus. 

Introducing new role definitions for data engineers and custodians drives operational change. The BI team shifts to support the 
Measurement framework, ensuring BI tool configuration supports all requirements. Careful cataloguing and tagging are delivered 
accurately for trustworthy plumbing underneath the reports. Self-service BI is then championed through these data experts, 
improving the perception of the new framework within the business by ensuring the reliability of data, impartial communication and 
transparent process. 
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Technically this begins with assessment of the tools in place and how these are currently applied; then incremental engineering or 
wholesale implementation is completed dependent on the maturity level of the business. Completing a gap analysis between the 
Measurement framework and current state environment will identify the platforms, data sources, sets and attributes available and 
define the feasibility of the solution. 

Platform integrations or optimisations must prioritise integration of the data sets with the highest identified value cases. This will 
expedite time to value from the project and ensure ongoing support for what is often an extensive process. The process must 
involve the identification and unification of customer profiles based on common identifiers. Secure processes & features such as 
port and firewall configuration must be assessed to ensure that regulatory compliance is met, while enabling delivery of the agreed 
integration. 

Operationally, traditional technical BI teams evolve into data engineers and custodians. These roles continue the delivery of data 
quality and consistency that will have been part of their existing BI function. The focus shifts though from analysis to continuous 
development. Data structures are validated, optimised and expanded as business requirements change. Business language is 
developed and catalogued to provide a common, uniform framework that supports the democratisation of data analysis. These roles 
become cornerstones in empowering data literacy and analytical methodology throughout the organisation.



8

Capability:
Data Visualisation

Delivering democratised and engaging access to data for all users through visual context

Technical Enablers: customisable visual analytics tool
Operational Enablers: Integrated design analytics function

Effective data visualisation is key to driving business value from integrated data and a clear measurement framework. Reduced 
complexity increases speed to insight, and increases end user engagement, to ensure that the data drives a better functioning 
business. As capabilities in data visualisation progress at pace, unlocking the speed of insight this can bring provides a capability of 
strategic importance.

By visualising information, data-driven decisions are democratised: end users have access to as much data as needed, provided in 
the most digestible way. Instilling higher degrees of confidence in the data and a culture of consulting data prior to taking action/
decisions further enhances the speed and accuracy with which a business can operate.

When faced with a large or multifaceted organisation, distilling the important data down into a clear visualisation is incredibly hard. 
Even in small businesses this can be difficult to define given competing priorities and a lack of a clear strategic roadmap informing 
long term value drivers. Changing the culture of an organisation so that each individual is empowered to make decisions through 
data is no mean feat.

If the numbers produced in a dashboard are wrong, this is a killer. Adoption instantly fails at this point. If you deliver a number in a 
way that they are not used to, then this can fail too. End users may not know what KPIs they want to see. This can be overcome by 
translating what end users describe wanting in their language, into the data available, and back again. See how the stakeholders 
react, and then come back with amended versions. It’s vital to talk to the right people and understand what they want in order to 
succeed.

Dedicated visual analytics tools such as Qlik, Tableau and PowerBI provide a high degree of flexibility and customisation. These 
tools will ensure that your data can be cut and sliced by end users to provide the required view, without compromising the integrity 
and reliability of the results fed out from this. These tools are often available on multiple platforms and can be scaled to suit a wide 
array of devices. Functionally, advanced capabilities such as Natural Language Processing and ML-driven insight will future-proof the 
capability of the business to scale effectively.

Ensuring that design analytics thinking is present at the conception of a performance dashboard is essential. This enables data to 
be brought to life visually, for example by introducing product imagery and layouts that reflect business values or strategy into the 
design of the template. Multiple visual components can also be used to convey multiple points with one single element – such as 
combining size with colour for volume and percentage.
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Integrating design and analytics functions can be done through the use of existing resource, or through dedicated team expansion. 
The priority here is that the design thinking reflects the requirements of the business and users, while the data and analytics 
supports the design. Be clear on what it is you are trying to show – comparisons, relationships, distribution or composition? What are 
your priority metrics that need to be placed above all others? How should users be able to slice the data to get to a view which is 
most useful for them? 

Transparency and trust in the quality of the data is essential. Just as the measurement framework is driven by detailed consultation 
with C-Suite and product owners, data visualisation requirements must be defined following consultation with all end users. Sketch 
out these requirements and test a few iterations in wireframe, before progressing to a build. Incorporate elements that will be 
impactful to the wider business and not just bar, scatter or pie charts. As BI is integral to the whole process, it may be necessary 
to revisit data engineering in order to validate end user requirements and define what’s possible. Be ready to adopt an iterative 
approach in order to deliver successful insight in time.
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Summary:

Data visualisation is an essential capability 

for a highly functioning organisation. 

However out of all the businesses currently 

employing dashboards, many are simply 

‘keeping score’. BI and visual analytics is 

rapidly evolving with shifts to incorporate 

Natural Language Processing and ‘Next 

Best…’ recommendations driven by machine 

learning (see our other whitepaper, Unlocking 

Natural Language Querying’s potential 

to fuel business intelligence through your 

organisational data culture). By developing 

the capabilities and enablers required to 

deliver performance dashboards, businesses 

can deliver significant incremental 

performance gains throughout the 

organisation, while at the same time setting 

out a stall for stability in future growth.

https://www.merkleinc.com/emea/thought-leadership/white-papers/unlocking-natural-language-queryings-potential-fuel-business
https://www.merkleinc.com/emea/thought-leadership/white-papers/unlocking-natural-language-queryings-potential-fuel-business
https://www.merkleinc.com/emea/thought-leadership/white-papers/unlocking-natural-language-queryings-potential-fuel-business
https://www.merkleinc.com/emea/thought-leadership/white-papers/unlocking-natural-language-queryings-potential-fuel-business
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Client case study

CHALLENGE
Tesco Mobile head office were faced with speed to insight challenges when attempting to engage data to drive decisions. Data was 
not presented in a form that allowed non-experts to truly engage with it and important decisions were regularly being made without 
sufficient access to all the relevant insights. This was impacting their ability to enact the optimum strategy set to meet business goals.  
 
Speed to value for any solution was a crucial challenge – the client was keen to avoid a lengthy implementation process that would 
cause the current poor levels of data access to be sustained any longer than necessary, as the material impact on their bottom line 
was significant. 
 
Tesco Mobile approached us looking for a Business Intelligence (BI) solution that was engaging and that could be delivered in a 
short turnaround to steer their decisions.

APPROACH
We knew we needed to engage Tesco Mobile with the possibilities BI could offer their business. We initially demonstrated tools and 
best practice in next-generation business intelligence to Tesco Mobile stakeholders, which generated enthusiasm and showed Tesco 
Mobile the art of the possible. Following this introduction, we proposed running a Proof of Concept to show just how much could be 
achieved through BI.  
 
In just three weeks we set out to prove the value of a BI solution on a pilot project that was high-value, core to business objectives 
and had high user numbers, as this would rapidly establish whether our proposed solution was effective. The business focus 
area chosen was Pay Monthly Sales, which represented a fixed and repeated revenue. The chosen grouping would allow rapid 
understanding of whether the solution was delivering value.  
 
Initially we supported ten Tesco Mobile head office users through this pilot with two BI developers. At the end of the three-week 
proof of concept programme we delivered a fully functional Pay Monthly dashboard, which enabled Tesco Mobile to make key 
decisions very quickly that instantly impacted bottom line.  
 
The initial POC was deployed to live with few adjustments, representing a clear success and leading to the expansion of our work. 

RESULTS
Tesco Mobile now has 120 regular BI users at head office and the business provides dashboard access and training to all appropriate 
new Head Office employees. From the initial single dashboard, we now have over 40 different dashboards live, all supporting data-
driven decision-making for the client. The BI programme is consequently very well embedded.  
 
Due to the technology-agnostic nature of Merkle’s support, we are now talking about evolving their first platform towards new BI 
tech – we have set Tesco Mobile up for future success no matter where their needs take them in the next wave of BI.  

KEYS TO SUCCESS
• Merkle BI solution was tech agnostic, allowing future adaptability 
• Time to value was high – Merkle could deliver more for less cost 
• POC tackled a specific problem to clearly show transformation 
• Starting small built client confidence which increased future staff engagement 

Enabling a data-driven decisioning culture for Tesco Mobile 
through engaging, interactive performance measurement
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