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“MOST PEOPLE USE STATISTICS LIKE A DRUNKARD USES A LAMPPOST; 
MORE FOR SUPPORT THAN ILLUMINATION.”
- Mark Twain
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It would be impossible for us not to con-
sider the global pandemic and its impact 
on the state of digitalisation as part of our 
three-part series on data strategy, and for 
good reason. The COVID-19 pandemic has 
taught all of us new things about society, 
about ourselves, and how we do work. 

While some businesses had to shut-down 
due to national regulations, most in the mari-
time industry were deemed essential workers 
and had to find new ways to do many things 
that were once normal almost overnight. 

Many challenges with service availability, 
communication, and decision management 
had to be overcome and fast. The rapid de-
centralisation of many teams led to techno-
logical and cultural advances. While many 
at first sought ways to continue things as 
they used to do them, they soon realised 
that novel approaches contain opportuni-
ties for sustained change and optimisation. 
Some say organisations’ digitisation has 
moved forward five years in just the first six 
months of the COVID-19 pandemic.

What are the implications of the things 
we are looking at in our three-part series 
on data value generation? One of the is-
sues many organisations have faced was 
inertia creeping into their decision-making 
processes. 

START AT THE BEGINNING:  
DATA MANAGEMENT IS FUNDAMENTAL

Early in 2020, one could just walk into 
the office next door to ask for a particu-
lar piece of information. Now, with most 
of the administrative staff being in home 
offices, the only thing one has found next 
door was a child in home-schooling. That 
has meant we have had to resort to Mi-
crosoft Teams, Slack, emails, our phones, 
or any other means of communication to 
reach that someone sitting on the data we 
need to make a decision, or worse, get the 
data needed to compile a report to get to 
someone else needing to make a decision. 
These situations reinforced two things we 
know about decision-making: the power to 
decide needs to be democratised and the 
main resource to enable this decision de-
mocratisation is data. 

DECISION DEMOCRATISATION AND DATA
To achieve this democratisation, we need 
to enable our people to have access to cor-
rect, reliable, and relevant data across or-
ganisational functions on a centralised plat-
form via an intuitive interface. Additionally, 
they need access to business intelligence 
(BI) tools like Qlik Sense, Microsoft Power 
BI, or the range of others available on the 
market that enable them to load that data 
into an intuitive user interface that allows 

them to quickly visualise the information 
inside the data, to derive insights, and to 
ultimately take a decision. 

It is important in a governed framework 
that data access is as open as possible for 
any individual that makes decisions on the 
spot. Put simply, while visualising and wran-
gling data in one’s own domain might be 
sufficient most of the time, all too often, 
it is the data coming in from another busi-
ness unit or function that provides valuable 
context that enhances certainty. Nobel Lau-
reate Daniel Kahnemann put it best when 
he said, “No one ever made a decision be-
cause of a number. They need a story.” 

BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE TOOLS ARE 
FUNDAMENTAL
Modern self-service business intelligence 
tools easily enable users to build new 
analytics applications in minutes using a 
web-based drag and drop interface. More 
importantly, they enable people to extend 
existing dashboards and analytics with ad-
ditional data with just a few clicks. This flex-
ibility allows companies to bring digitally 
based, reliable, and informed decision-
making to every level of their organisation. 
Not being able to reach a certain individual 
would no longer throw a spanner into the 
decision works since vital information can 
be drawn from a centralised source, easily 
refined, and easily understood.

Traditionally, enterprise BI solutions re-
quired substantial effort to set up and cus-
tomise. However, with today’s technology, 
building a BI dashboard is much easier than 
it was in the past resulting in a BI market that 
is crowded and very competitive. It is easy 
to get dazzled by fancy features and pretty 
dashboards that do not necessarily add val-
ue. Companies must make sure they get the 
best value out of their investment. As a start-
ing point, buyers should ensure that their BI 
vendor has a proven track record of deliv-
ering tailored solutions to the needs of the 
bulk materials industry. This will make it eas-
ier to access relevant and actionable infor-
mation for the planning and decision-making 
process across the maritime industry.

WHERE THERE’S DATA, THERE’S KEY 
PERFORMANCE INDICATORS
“Most people use statistics like a drunkard 
uses a lamppost; more for support than il-
lumination.” When Mark Twain wrote this 
quote more than one hundred years ago, 
the second industrial revolution saw elec-
tricity replace steam as the main source 
of power. Today, data drives industries 
around the world and is replacing uncer-
tainty. With the latest digital technologies, 
one can measure almost anything, but just 
because they can measure something does 
not mean they should. The challenge is to 
count the things that really matter and re-

late to business success, namely Key Per-
formance Indicators (KPIs).

In a modern terminal environment, 
there is no shortage of data and, increas-
ingly, no shortage of KPIs to make that 
data “actionable.” The problem is having 
the right KPIs. KPIs combined with the lat-
est BI tools provide granular visibility as 
never seen before. How can these insights 
be used to drive logistics performance and 
decision-making? Good KPIs are also quick-
ly measurable and reproducible. Equally, 
if not more important, all departments 
across the company should have the same 
understanding of a particular KPI. 

Focus must also be given to contextualise 
a KPI. As an example, focusing solely on ship-
to-ship (STS) productivity is certainly a wise 
move for a maritime terminal. However, 
when not considering the broader process 
chain involved in taking containers to and 
from STS cranes, the KPI is only likely to re-
veal the symptom and not the cause of any 
potential issues. A well-rounded suite of KPIs 
that consider the complete terminal opera-
tions are more likely to assist managers in di-
agnosing operational issues in real-time.

BI tools take the dashboard idea to the 
next level. Beyond simple reporting, they 
offer trend analysis, forecasting, what-if-
scenarios and have the power to drill down 
to the deepest level of detail to analyse 
each transaction. In the race for data, the 
latest BI tools combine data from a multi-
tude of sources and enable port and termi-
nal operators to discover new relations in 
their company’s data structure.

DATA LITERACY – IT’S NOT A SKILLSET; 
IT’S A MINDSET
A shift needs to happen with regards to 
how people see data visualisation, report-
ing, and analytics. In many organisations 
today, people use analytics, but they use 
it because they have to for meetings, re-
ports, audits, etc., things that are more of 
a chore than something they do for them-
selves. People must learn to recognise data 
and analytics as a chance to enhance their 
everyday work lives. Staff need to learn to 
want to use analytics. Insight-driven deci-
sion-making is therefore not simply imple-
mented on a technology level but needs to 
be anchored in a company’s culture. The 
term that combines the “upskilling” (know-
ing how to use tools and how and when to 
use which data or visualisation) and the 
mindset shift is called “Data Literacy.” And 
just like general literacy, the ability to read, 
work with, analyse, and argue with data 
should become second nature to people in 
a data-driven company – at every level. 

Describing ways of how to drive data 
literacy and transforming an organisa-
tional culture towards becoming more 
data or insights-driven would require an 
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entire article by itself. Do not be put off 
by the subject. It should also not come as 
a surprise, after all, in 2018 we penned a 
paper in PTI’s Journal titled “Humans and 
Technology Understanding the Sceptical 
User” where we dug into the psychology 
of humans and change, especially change 
resulting from technology projects. Nor-
mally, there is no need to run an entire 
organisational overhaul with a massive 
management consulting project. The best 
way to get started with this is to pick an 
area of need, find early adopters, and 
generate results. 

READ MORE: 
HUMANS AND TECHNOLOGY

MOVING FORWARD
What does all of this mean for us? We 
have seen that data analytics is already 
much more than just a tool that gives us 
quicker access to our numbers for report-
ing purposes. It is a tool that allows us to 
aggregate and view business and associ-
ated data in context, which enables us 
to make informed, fact-based decisions. 
Modern BI platforms allow users to ac-
cess governed, curated information and 
then extend it using readily available data 
from a centralised data analytics platform. 
This gives people a huge advantage by not 
having to escalate questions across a hier-

archy but enables them to make decisions 
by themselves – with the highest level of 
certainty. 

Deploying data analytics platforms and 
inspiring the people in an organisation to 
embrace data or insights-driven approach-
es to tackle their everyday challenges is 
something that we have been successfully 
doing for many years and to great effect. In 
our next article, we are going to elaborate 
on how you can use data science with mod-
ern algorithms and AI to broaden the data 
foundation underlying individual decisions 
even further, which will continue to push 
the limits of operations and automation.

Stay tuned…

HOW CAN INFORM HELP?
At Inform, we are always looking to the 
future to understand what products and 
solutions we need to be developing and 
positioning into the port and terminals in-
dustry. Building on our decades of experi-
ence and rich knowledge base that spans 
our 850+ strong company, Inform has been 
quietly working on our data strategy of-
fering to enrich our customers’ data sets, 
which in turn enriches our Machine Learn-
ing-, AI-, and Operations-Research-based 
algorithms, all of which depend on good 
quality, and, as we learned here, timely ac-
cess to data. Leveraging both the expertise 
of Inform’s DataLab and our team’s rich 
industry experience, our data strategy ser-
vices are unmatched in the industry.
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