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Problem Assessment
Informed decision making is the hallmark of a high-performing organization.  For many years, the Austin Fire Department (AFD) has collected high-level performance measures, but could not produce detailed operational measures in a timely fashion.   While high-level data is useful for identifying problems, the key to solving problems in practice often requires more fine-grained analysis.  As one manager put it, “It’s as if we had the executive summary without the report.”  

AFD managers needed to analyze operational and performance data, but the available software did not allow useful direct access to the information in those systems.  ”We shovel data into our systems with a bulldozer, but pull it out with tweezers.”  The lack of information handicapped effective AFD response to important strategic issues such as overtime use, location of fire apparatus, and firefighter staffing.  
Program Implementation and Cost
With a minimum of effort, AFD has implemented a new-generation business intelligence software system that gives line managers and executives the direct ability to easily query and analyze more than 10 GB of data stored in seven distinct databases pertaining to various business functions.  This is paired with new data governance policies and procedures to ensure the consistent and proper handling of organizational data.   
AFD is using QlikView business analysis software, sold by QlikTech.  QlikView is simple to implement because it uses next generation in-memory association technology rather than traditional data warehouses and analytical cubes.  AFD approached this “solution” with a good deal of skepticism, even though it has received many awards for innovation, because it sounded too good to be true.  In addition, this is a relatively unknown company in the U. S. public sector; so it was definitely not the “safe” choice for a BI system.

Nevertheless, after careful testing and 15 months of production use across multiple business functions, AFD can verify that it works as advertised and are planning a department-wide expansion of its pilot.  One analytical application designed for Combat Operations Battalion Chiefs allows interactive analysis by station, by battalion, by number of runs, and by various time factors—hour of day, day, week, year.
The initial pilot provided QlikView licenses to 16 individuals for a total cost of $50,000.  The software loaded easily on existing server and desktop hardware.  Implementation time was literally a matter of weeks.  Due to the intuitive nature of the software, AFD didn’t have to pay for expensive initial training or add technical support staff.  The Planner I who developed the screen for Combat Operations Battalion Chief’s, is a non-IT professional completely self-taught in QlikView.  
Although it is seamless and transparent to the manager, queries can reach into multiple databases and the software will return an integrated result set.  For example, the department can finally link AFD personnel data to corporate accounting system transactions, and drill down into payroll information using associated granular timekeeping codes that are “lost” when the timekeeping information is entered into payroll.  Data are usually refreshed daily so that managers can count on accurate, timely information.  Customer satisfaction with the system is very high.  Managers love the intuitive graphical user interface because they can extract information easily, immediately, the way they want.  The benefit of no longer having to spend hundreds of hours collecting data and preparing it for analysis is “priceless.”  Phase II plans include adding dashboards and additional AFD business sections—inspections, firefighter training, and work orders.
Tangible Results

With QlikView, it is like the blinders are off, and AFD can more clearly see and understand how its business works.   AFD has tangibly improved its data analysis and decision making.  And that improves its level of service to the public.  For example, AFD was involved in contract negotiations with a neighboring emergency service district regarding automatic aid—whoever is closest goes first to the call.  The partner jurisdiction claimed the City of Austin owed it money because its units responded to calls within Austin’s territory.  Using QlikView, AFD easily compiled information on the frequency and type of responses: its runs into their jurisdiction, and their runs into the City of Austin.  This allowed AFD to demonstrate that both entities were providing approximately the same level of service to each other, and so expense for the City of Austin taxpayer was avoided.  Another example relates to apparatus placement, a politically charged decision on where to locate fire engines and ladders.  Firefighters assigned to one area of town asked for an additional apparatus because they sensed that the high number of calls were delaying response.  After initial analysis, it was determined that a different part of town was even busier and needed backup more.  Using hard data quickly gathered from QlikView, AFD was able to determine that the move balanced the workloads of responding apparatus and had the net impact of decreasing the number of long response times.   Because this system provided the facts to explain and back up management’s decision, there was no backlash from the neighborhood that “lost” an engine, nor from the ladder company that originally asked for more help.
QlikView enables performance management by improving the availability, timeliness, visualization, accuracy, and quality of data.  And it encourages a better decision-making process.  First, through the process of using the data, managers standardize definitions and terms.  There now is agreement on what ‘incident’ and ‘response time’ mean.  Second, because managers are self-sufficient in obtaining the data they need,  there is no delay while waiting for IT, and nothing is lost in translation.  “We don’t lose momentum.  We can now have fact-based discussions.  And we ask smarter questions.”  For example, leave analysis now includes patterns of usage, not just low leave balances.  “We can identify issues more pro-actively and test assumptions.” 
Lessons Learned

Managers without any previous useful reporting systems may have a hard time initially describing what they want.  At first, AFD tried to develop screens and reports on a white board, but discovered that using QlikView itself to prototype and model requests was far more helpful.  In fact, this method was so successful that it was hard to keep managers focused on design of charts and graphs because they would start analyzing and commenting on the data, even in very rough form.  A byproduct of these design sessions was visibility to bad data, and managers often left these meetings with lists of data needing cleanup.
The cost and difficulty of implementing traditional business intelligence systems is common knowledge.  The Austin Fire Department’s lesson was that when you remove the software as an obstacle, another problem surfaces:  some managers aren’t sure what they need to analyze, or don’t know what to do with the data.  Old habits die hard, and decision-makers accustomed to using intuition may not think to delve into the data before making a decision.  So initially we sold our QlikView wares to managers who demonstrated a prior inclination to use an analytical approach.  One early user confirms: “The benefit of using data is not really validated until you use it to prove a reality or disprove a conventional wisdom.  Once you ‘get it’, you realize that you cannot live without it.”
Another key lesson is that meaningful access to data is disruptive.  In the micro sense, business intelligence software points out processes that need to be improved because they create or perpetuate dirty data.   QlikView has made it clear that the department’s current method for handling properties results in many data discrepancies and improvements will have to be made.  In the macro sense, an analytical, fact-based approach to operations management can lead to significant organizational change.   Effective data analysis and performance reporting may empower people to challenge sacred cows and commonly held assumptions.  AFD is separating myth from fact regarding causes and solutions for overtime, something that was not readily available before QlikView.  
Happily, AFD has strong leadership that is passionate about analytics and fact-based decision making to support any changes that may result from improved knowledge.
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