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Introduction
The affordability of business intelligence (BI) tools is generally considered in terms of licence cost, 
hardware, implementation, maintenance, support, training, hardware and hosting fees in the 
event of cloud-based solutions. 

Comparisons regarding different BI tools, such as Tableau, Microsoft BI, Qlik Sense, Oracle 
OBIEE, QlikView, SQL Server, MicroStrategy and Microsoft SQL Server Reporting Services 
abound. This study was not aimed at adding yet another comparison of these tools; instead, it 
addressed the research gap in terms of the significance of affordability as a feature of a specific 
BI tool, IBM Cognos. In this study, significance is measured by means of comparing the 
perceived, presumed, predicted, prized and produced value of the tool for small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs). In this manner, the study challenges the general definition of 
affordability by means of applying an information and knowledge management signification 
framework.

Any organisation, regardless of its size, must understand its internal and external environment if 
it wants to improve overall business performance (Ehlers et al. 2019). Small- and medium-sized 
enterprises are characterised as companies that have limited resources and capital and lack 
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infrastructure and skills, yet they have an important role in 
improving the economic position of their country (Mayeng & 
Van Vuuren 2017). Small- and medium-sized enterprises face 
many issues in the South African context such as access to 
accurate information, right to information packaging, access 
to appropriate tools and systems vendors and scope of 
business information (Ehlers et al. 2019; Ladzani & Van 
Vuuren 2002). The application of BI tools can assist companies 
in becoming flexible and efficient when responding to 
continuously changing conditions of business (BMI Research 
Technology Report 2018).

Thamir and Poulis (2015) state that the ideal utilisation of BI 
tools is dependent upon an information technology (IT) team 
and its support. 

By implication, an SME is required to expand their workforce 
in the IT domain to deal with functions of a BI suite such as 
IBM Cognos. IBM Cognos is associated with BI techniques to 
bring about advanced planning, monitoring and data 
visualisation with predictive analytics that provide great 
benefits on a single platform. IBM Cognos enables companies 
to obtain any kind of data or report that may additionally 
provide comprehensive reporting as well as convenient 
access to information required in a fast and easy manner. The 
problem is that SMEs are lagging in the utilisation of BI tools 
(BMI Research Technology Report 2018; eds. Kousalya, 
Balakrishnan & Raj 2017). 

To address this problem of SMEs, SME managers require 
knowledge of BI tools. Roitzsch et al. (2012) state that 
although the trend of development of BI tools is increasing in 
decision support of large organisations, SMEs are reluctant 
to invest in BI tools. A potential cause is that SMEs face 
challenges in terms of the affordability of IT solutions. For 
example, some SMEs face budget constraints and low access 
to credit which means that BI tools are excluded from their 
budget (BMI Research Technology Report 2018; Mayeng & 
Van Vuuren 2017). In this study, the argument is that the 
significance of BI for SMEs is determined by the affordability 
of BI tools. Significance is defined as, ‘the quality of being 
worthy of attention; importance, consequence’ (OED 2020b). 
The unit of analysis is affordability as a feature of IBM 
Cognos assisting SMEs in the process of decision-making. 

This study has relevance to SME managers as they will be 
able to evaluate the significance of a BI tool such as IBM 
Cognos’ features suitable for SME decision-making needs. To 
this end, the research question is, ‘what is the significance of 
the fundamental features of IBM Cognos BI tools for SME 
decision-making?’ To answer the question, the article begins 
with a literature review to develop a conceptual framework 
that links BI and SME decision-making, the affordability of BI 
tools and significance of IBM Cognos’ fundamental features. 
Then the research methodology section explains the research 
design and methods, which is followed by analysis and 
discussion of the findings. The article ends with a conclusion, 
recommendation, value of research statement and suggestion 
for future research.

Literature review
The utilisation of BI tools by SMEs has been the topic of 
studies in the past. However, such studies have not utilised a 
signification framework to evaluate the significance of BI tool 
features. This section of the article presents the theory of the 
signification framework. The five categories of significance 
are firstly established by means of a literature review of the 
presumed relevance of a BI tool in the context of SME 
business decision-making, the predicted value in terms of 
SME’s business decision-making, the prized indicators of the 
key features of IBM Cognos, the perceived value as from the 
perspective of SMEs and the produced value experienced by 
SMEs.

Small- and medium-sized enterprises 
and business intelligence tools
In South Africa, SMEs typically have fewer than 200 
employees, an annual turnover of less than R64 million, capital 
assets of less than R10m and direct managerial involvement 
by owners (RSA, Act 23 2003). Small- and medium-sized 
enterprises need to polish their IT skills in order to remain 
relevant in the ‘technology-centred fourth industrial 
revolution (4IR)’ (Mathu 2019:7). Business intelligence is 
important in the 4IR to ‘detect significant events and identify/
monitor business trends to adapt quickly to their changing 
environment’ (Oztemel & Gursev 2020:158).

Although Nogués and Valladares (2017) proffer low-cost BI 
solutions to SMEs, they do not mention the 4IR. To distinguish 
4IR BI tools, Turi (2020) describes, for example, the IBM Cognos’ 
causal artificial intelligence (AI) features for reliable BI.

Reliable BI processes require modern analytical tools to 
transfer competitive and internal information to organisational 
decision-makers (Turi 2020). Business intelligence combines 
infrastructure, tools, applications and practices that enable a 
company to access data to improve and optimise business 
performance through integration, presentation, analysis 
and collection of information associated with business 
(Ghazanfari, Jafari & Rouhani 2011; Turban et al. 2013; Wu 
et al. 2014). One of the major features of a BI tool is its 
capability to reflect systems playing a vital role in the process 
of strategic planning (Kimball et al. 2015). Business intelligence 
tools allow organisations to store, obtain and analyse data in 
order to aid decision-making through reliable reporting and 
analysis (Fan, Lau & Zhao 2015; Lim, Chen & Chen 2013).

The above literature categorically recognises within this 
study’s signification framework the significance of BI, which 
is found in perceived value in terms of decision-making.

Decision-making and IBM Cognos
Decision-making positively influences organisational 
productivity (Chng et al. 2015). Various management 
problems can be analysed by looking at the aspects of decision-
making (Chng et al. 2015). Aspects of decision-making identify 
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choices available among alternatives, explain Eden and 
Ackermann (2013), and therefore, decision-making is the art 
of making that choice. Art appreciates and organisations prize 
BI tools that facilitate the distinct steps at choosing the correct 
action that is regarded among the vital functions of 
management of organisations. Managers need tools to manage 
the performance of organisations, for example, IBM Cognos is 
a performance management BI software suit. IBM Cognos is a 
software that is designed to enable business users to obtain 
data, assemble reports and assess it even without having 
technical knowledge (Larson & Chang 2016). 

IBM Cognos software products can be incorporated with 
rational or multidimensional sources of data of several 
suppliers such as Oracle, SAP, Microsoft and Teradata (Turi 
2020). While multinational companies have been able to 
successfully use such BI tools for optimum business 
efficiency, some SMEs may experience concerns regarding 
affordability. Tableau, Oracle, SAP, Microsoft, Teradata and 
IBM Cognos require ample resources (Batt et al. 2020; Cooney 
2020; Richardson et al. 2020; Turi 2020), which by implication 
means that SMEs are most probably excluded from the 
prized benefits of BI tools. 

Benefits of IBM Cognos business 
intelligence tools
There are many useful features of IBM Cognos (Kim et al. 
2013). These features let users explore data, customise and 
assemble data to follow and generate a unique and fresh 
business perspective (Davis & Woratschek 2015; Kim et al. 
2013). If a company needs to adopt a separate tool, it would 
be hard to summarise statistical results for primary business 
reporting (Nogués & Valladares 2017; Turi 2020). IBM 
Cognos BI tools offer statistical and fact-based proof to 
users to support key decisions (Chii et al. 2016). Furthermore, 
Kim et al. (2013) mention characteristics of advanced 
calculations for data modules and dashboards. Rusaneanu 
(2013) identifies characteristics like better streaming in 
reports and the ability to produce images as the most prized 
features of IBM Cognos. Horakova and Skalska (2013) 
identified prized features of BI tools as intuitive boundary 
for authoring content, data protection, scheduling and 
alert, contextualised smart search and best automatic 
visualisations. Oztemel and Gursev (2020) and Turi (2020) 
add the significance of being able to predict and create 
scenarios, which is made possible by means of AI for 
decision-making in the 4IR.

Decision-making needs of small-and 
medium-sized enterprises and IBM 
Cognos features
Artificial intelligence is one of the pillars of the 4IR that 
qualifies the significance of BI analytical predictive tools, 
but the cost of AI disqualifies it as a pillar in the process 
of SMEs’ decision-making (European Commission 2019; 
Turi 2020). 

Instead, the consistency of the process of decision-making has 
greater significance for SMEs – greater than, for instance, AI-
powered machine learning capability. Consistency in 
the process of decision-making is a major need of SMEs 
(Steinerowska-Streb & Steiner 2014). In addition to 
consistency, other elements may play a significant role in 
SME decision-making, such as comfort, convenience and 
thoroughness (Antons & Piller 2015; Ates et al. 2013). Caution 
is made regarding the element of impulsivity that leads 
to decisions with negative outcomes (Antons & Piller 2015; 
Nogués & Valladares 2017). Thus, SMEs must avoid impulsive 
decision-making. Instead, Pettigrew (2009) reiterates the 
importance of consistency in the process of decision-making. 

From the above discussion, the significance of BI tools for 
SMEs is linked to consistency of the process and affordability 
of tools. This does not exclude BI tools associated with the 
4IR; on the contrary, Llave, Hustad and Olsen (2018:200) 
suggest a ‘gradual investment strategy is preferable for 
SMEs’ to gain from BI tool predictive features. Such a strategy 
will make the affordability of BI tools possible.

Affordability of business intelligence 
tools
Generally, affordability describes a thing of cost that is not 
too high (Merriam-Webster dictionary 2020); and something 
that can be afforded and reasonably priced (OED 2020a). Cost has 
the most significant impact on BI adoption in SMEs (Becerra-
Godínez et al. 2020). Small- and medium-sized enterprises 
should consider it as ‘a BI project that involves costs, impacts, 
and sources’ (Becerra-Godínez et al. 2020:308), and not view 
cost as a barrier. For example, Gurjar and Rathore (2013) 
describe IBM Cognos as affordable because it has helped 
SMEs to expand conventional horizons of BI in terms of 
providing tools for planning, scenario modelling, real-time 
monitoring and predictive analytics. 

The results of a study by IBM (2013) indicate that affordable 
systems with easy implementation have the potential to 
provide strong business analytics to companies. Affordable 
solutions offer reporting, scorecard, dashboard, forecasting 
and budgeting features (IBM 2013). These features of IBM 
Cognos can increase SME decision-making capabilities 
(Gurjar & Rathore 2013). Loshin (2012) reports that with IBM 
Cognos, companies can enhance benefits by minimising the 
cost of organising data and analysis. IBM typically partners 
with customers to provide solutions to resolve real-world 
problems of businesses so that the probability of success can 
be increased, and cost of ownership minimised (IBM 2010). 
IBM Cognos makes provision for consolidating management 
systems and features including task-based and proactive 
management systems to enable IT departments to manage 
the cost of information effectively (IBM 2012).

It is possible to perform BI system updates in an economic 
manner (Gurjar & Rathore 2013). Small- and medium-sized 
enterprises require affordable BI tools that provide solutions 
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such as install, utilise and apply in the company (IBM 2013). 
Changes in BI tools can be implemented frugally to help in 
organisational decision-making (Loshin 2012). Some SMEs 
utilise BI applications to obtain both short-term and long-
term data along with production figures (Gangadharan & 
Swami 2004). Wagner and Paton (2014) state that BI tools 
save SMEs’ cost of production. Although SMEs are aware 
that with the use of BI tools they could excel in their business, 
they fail to enjoy benefits of BI because of a shortage of 
resources (Roitzsch et al. 2012).

The affordable features of IBM Cognos enable SMEs to 
achieve relevance in their decision-making process (Becerra-
Godínez et al. 2020; Canes 2009). For instance, IBM Cognos 
includes survey features to get product reviews, consumer 
behaviour, overview of financial spectrum and the ability to 
make decisions by means of utilising a BI dashboard and 
automatic visualisations of the data to facilitate the process of 
decision-making. 

Adkison (2013) describes BI dashboards as data visualisation 
tools displaying the status of business analytics on a screen 
with key performance indicators. Business intelligence 
dashboards equip SMEs with advanced calculations, an 
intuitive boundary for authoring content, data protection, 
scheduling and alert, contextualised smart search and best 
automatic visualisations in order to make decisions in a 
dynamic context. 

Dynamic decision-making deals with many strategic 
paradoxes and requires consistency in order to be effective 
(Smith 2014). Previously mentioned, consistency in terms of 
the process of decision-making is one of the major needs of 
SMEs (Steinerowska-Streb & Steiner 2014). A decision-making 
model is a consistent way of making choices; for example, 
SME must begin by identifying the decision, obtaining 
relevant data or information before deciding, identifying 
alternatives out of which one is to be chosen, weighing 
evidence, choosing among alternatives, and taking required 
action based on decision, and end with reviewing the decision 
and consequences (Cascetta et al. 2015; Smith 2014). 

The above underpinning of the significance of BI tools for 
SME decision-making is illustrated in the conceptual 
framework developed for this study (Figure 1). 

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) represents the decision-
making needs of SMEs linked to the affordable features of IBM 
Cognos as identified in the study of Magoma (2018). Consistency 
is one of the major needs of SMEs. To this end, SMEs require 
reliable decision-making tools that will ensure comfort and 
convenience, avoid impulsivity, remain cost-effective and 
allow SMEs to obtain short- and long-term data. Likewise, 
SMEs require affordable features of IBM Cognos such as an 
intuitive interface, data protection, scheduling and alert 
features, best automatic visualisations and advanced 
calculations (Magoma 2018). The prominent yellow 
compositions represent significance; the quality of being 
worthy of attention; importance, and consequence that is 

signified by something; meaning, import and implication (OED 
2020b), which represents this study’s signification framework 
as described in the ‘Research design and methods’ section.

Research design and methods
The research design was guided by the research objective, 
namely to determine the significance of BI tools by means of 
identifying affordable features suitable for SMEs’ decision-
making. The affordable features that have been mentioned in 
the literature need to be tested. For this reason, the philosophy 
selected for the research was positivism as it emphasises on 
the practical application of features related to IBM Cognos 
and testing them in human experiences related with the 
decision-making needs of SMEs. According to Blanco, 
García-Peñalvo and Sein-Echaluce (2013), positivism leads to 
the assessment and evaluation of varied beliefs and theories. 
Research with a deductive approach, explain Saunders, 
Lewis and Thornhill (2016), develops a conceptual framework 
based on existing theory. A deductive approach was suitable; 
this study used a signification framework (outlined further 
below) and theory of business decision-making for 
investigating and finding out the affordability of IBM Cognos 
features.

The research strategy was a survey to gather data related to 
the affordable features of IBM Cognos and SMEs’ decision-
making needs. According to Creswell and Creswell (2017), 
survey strategy leads to gathering accurate data related to 
the topic of the study. Survey strategy was appropriate for a 
quantitative study. The three major types of research designs 
are quantitative, qualitative and mixed methodology 
(Mertler & Reinhart 2016). For this study, the variables of the 
study were quantified and measured by statistical tools. 
Quantitative research design was necessary to retain the 
objectivity of the study and deduce concise results out of the 
available information. Thus, to find the significance of the 
fundamental features of IBM Cognos BI tools, a quantitative 
design was the most suitable choice.

Primary data-collection method was the way of gathering 
data using a structured questionnaire, a quantitative mono-
method. Saunders et al. (2016:167) describe using a ‘single 
data collection technique, such as a questionnaire, and 
corresponding quantitative analytical procedure’ aligned to 
positivism. The online questionnaire link was shared with 
SMEs; a non-probability convenience sampling technique 
was used to select the research participants.

The population comprised SMEs in the Gauteng province of 
South Africa which was further narrowed down to all the 
SMEs listed in the service and retail industry (Brabys.com 
2018). The sample size was 200 respondents out of which 80 
were BI consultants from consultancy firms, 60 SME BI 
developers and 60 SME managers. The questionnaire was 
based on the signification framework’s five categories of 
significance:

• Presume: What is the presumed relevance of a BI tool 
such as IBM Cognos?

http://www.sajim.co.za
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• Predict: How would an SME’s business decision-making 
ability change as a consequence of IBM Cognos features?

• Prize: What are the key features of IBM Cognos?
• Perceive: How do SME users of BI tools perceive IBM 

Cognos features?
• Produce: What do IBM Cognos features produce which is 

of value to SMEs?

The delimitation of study was the affordability of the 
fundamental features of IBM Cognos leading to affect the 
decision-making needs of SMEs in Gauteng, South Africa. 
The scope was not extended to an investigation of adoption 
behaviour. The scope was the affordability of BI tools in 
serving SMEs’ decision-making needs based on research 
results and analysis.

Ethical considerations
Ethical clearance was obtained from the College of Business 
and Economics, Research Ethics Committee, University 
of Johannesburg, ethical clearance code IKM2018_033_
KHUMALO_DUPLESSIS_MAGOMA.

Results and analysis
The data were collected from BI consultants, SME managers 
and SME BI developers. The response rate was 100%. A total of 
25 questions were asked from the participants and three 
variables were used: SME’s decision-making needs, IBM 
Cognos BI tool features and BI tool affordability. The researchers 
explored and investigated the variables in order to assess which 
of the fundamental features of IBM Cognos were affordable to 
address the decision-making needs of SMEs. To begin with, the 
signification framework research setting was introduced by 
means of statements about the extent to which participants 
prized particular IBM Cognos features above other features:

• View data easily and conveniently.
• Modify data easily and conveniently.
• Modified data help the organisation to address the 

queries of users.
• Access to relevant information.
• Data encryption with the help of codes or passwords.
• Scheduling and alerts allow keeping the information up 

to date.

SME, small- and medium-sized enterprises.

FIGURE 1: The conceptual framework.
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• Being made aware of any cost overruns or overbearing 
expenses.

• Data visualisation helps to take better decisions in the 
organisation.

• Scheduling enables the organisation to take better 
business decisions.

• Scheduling enables the organisation to take better 
financial decisions.

• Alerts enable the organisation to take better business 
decisions.

• Alerts enable the organisation to take better financial 
decisions.

Ten questions were asked which were related to IBM Cognos 
tool features, seven questions related to affordability and 
eight were asked related to decision-making needs of SMEs. 
This article presents the key findings from some, not all, of 
the questions. For this article, the first question determined to 
which extent respondents presumed statements about IBM 
Cognos features to be true (Figure 2).

It was discovered that respondents presumed that IBM 
Cognos aids financial decision-making and alerts SMEs with 
cost overruns (Figure 2). In terms of financial decisions, 
many respondents answered most probable (63.27%) or 
likely (33.67%); whereas few respondents answered unlikely 
(1.02%) or totally improbable (1.01%). In terms of cost 
overruns, many respondents answered most probable 
(61.62%) or likely (36.36%); whereas few respondents 
answered unlikely (1.01%) or totally improbable (1.01%). 
The features of financial decisions aid and avoiding 
overbearing expenses were most presumed in the 
signification framework.

Respondents also identified the scheduling feature, 
data visualisation, information access, data encryption, 
scheduling and alerts, modified data, view and modify 
data and databases as the features that best characterised 
IBM Cognos.

The next set of questions was related to whether respondents 
agreed with statements related to the fundamental features 
of IBM Cognos (Figure 3). These statements made use of 
signification framework terminology, such as produce and 
predict, in order to identify features of IBM Cognos that 
should be included in the SMEs’ decision-making toolkit 
based on SMEs’ decision-making needs.

Figure 3 illustrates the fundamental  features of IBM Cognos 
that are of low cost and high quality (61.5% totally agree and 
37.5% somewhat agree) and its low-cost feature (58.59% 
totally agree and 37.37% somewhat agree). 

Furthermore, the features for data visualisation, affordability 
and system implementation should be made part of SMEs’ 
decision-making toolkit. Features linked to affordability, cost 
effective, low cost and affordability as a factor are clearly a 
priority for SMEs as indicated by most of the respondents in 
total agreement of statements linked to the features of IBM 
Cognos.

Next, Figure 4 showcases the statements in relation to the 
extent to which respondents prized certain IBM Cognos 
features above certain other features. 

In Figure 4, the results show that the most prized feature of 
IBM Cognos was data visualisation, as indicated by 66.50% of 
respondents. Statements in relation to consistency were the 
features for scheduling and decision-making process: 
financial decisions prized by 58.46% of respondents, better 
decisions by 57.87% of respondents, business decisions 
by 54.31% of respondents and scheduling by 56.5% of 
respondents. Overall, the results show that modifying data, 
view data easily, access to information, data encryption, 
scheduling and alerts, data visualisation and making better 
business decisions and financial decisions are considered 
highly important. A comparison of the trend lines in Figures 
2 and 4 illustrates, for example, that presumed significance of 
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data visualisation is surpassed by the prized significance of 
the data visualisation feature. As for the features associated 
with decision-making, financial decision-making was 
presumed by 63.27% of respondents, whereas 58.46% of 
respondents prized financial decision-making. In Figure 4, 
compared to Figure 3, 51% of respondents prized the features 
of IBM Cognos assisting them in avoiding cost overruns, and 
in Figure 3, 61.6% of respondents presumed the feature of 
avoiding cost overruns. The respondents also prized data 
encryption, access to information, user queries, modified 
data and data accessibility features of IBM Cognos.

Next, Figure 5 presents results for the identification of IBM 
Cognos features as perceived by the respondents. 

Figure 5 identifies the four most perceived features of IBM 
Cognos as perceived by SMEs, namely scheduling and 
alerts (62.76%), data encryption (62.5%), scheduling (62.5%) 
and financial decision-making (62.3%). Respondents 
always perceived these features; modified data (56.48%), 
view and modify data (52.26%), access to information 
(55.76%), cost overruns (56.78%) and data visualisation 
(57.7%). In Figure 5, the four most perceived features 
coincide with presumed and prized features; for example, 
data encryption is highly important (Figure 4) and data 
encryption is most probable (Figure 2), which means the 
results of this study identified the fundamental features of 
relevance to the decision-making needs of SMEs, as 
discussed next.

Discussion
Three themes emerged from the data, namely the SME 
business decision-making context, affordability and the 
fundamental features of IBM Cognos (Magoma 2018). All the 
questions asked from the respondents were associated with 
IBM Cognos’ features and how they are effective for decision-
making in SMEs. The results indicate that BI consultants, 
SME managers and BI developers representing SMEs are 
aware of the BI tool features of IBM Cognos. Respondents 
identified IBM Cognos tools in support of financial decisions, 

modifying data, data encryption, scheduling and alerts and 
data visualisation as the features through which BI plays a 
significant role in SMEs’ decision-making. Respondents 
mostly presumed the features in support of financial decision-
making and for alerting users to avoid cost overruns, whereas 
the most prized feature was data visualisation. Although the 
BI tool allowed users to modify data, affordability was more 
important for SMEs. Small- and medium-sized enterprises 
benefit from BI tools especially in terms of avoiding cost 
overruns. The data obtained from respondents support the 
literature review findings in that BI would be helpful in terms 
of managing the data more systematically if it was affordable. 
Features that are cost wise and implemented easily enable 
SMEs to report easily and quickly.

It was identified from the literature review that one of the 
major concerns for SMEs is management of data as a 
precondition of staying competitive and sustainable 
(Ghazanfari et al. 2011). The analysis of results of this study 
identified those features of IBM Cognos that present 
various presumed, prized and perceived features for data 
visualisation, access to information and data encryption, 
which Cascetta et al. (2015) describe as data management 
features that assist businesses in taking adequate decisions. 
Effective data management indicates that businesses are 
able to improve their overall efficiency that allows them to 
attain an edge and advantage over their competitors 
(Roitzsch et al. 2012).

It has been understood from the literature review that storing 
and managing data is important for SMEs, and this is one of 
the major reasons how SMEs are able to sustain their position 
in the market. The results of the study have showed that 
BI tools lead to resolve various issues for the companies. 
More than 90% of the total respondents agreed to the 
statement that by using BI tools, SMEs were making better 
decisions. It has further been observed from the results that 
more than 90% of the respondents agreed that BI tools guard 
against cost overruns.

Even though the significance of BI tools has been 
acknowledged, BI tools would have had more significance 
when features were affordable. The literature review identified 
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IBM Cognos as an effective tool that has been used by large 
organisations to manage information more adequately (Blanco 
et al. 2013). Pertaining to small organisations, the results of 
this study show that SMEs’ effective decision-making depends 
on access to cost-effective features of BI tools. Findings indicate 
that IBM Cognos could result in being an effective tool for 
organisations through which they may lead to resolve data-
management issues. With the implementation of BI tools, 
SMEs would be able to enhance their overall performance and 
lead towards better sustainability in the market. 

In summary, the significance of affordable key features of BI 
tools in the context of SME business decision-making 
includes consistency and comfort, intuitive interface, 
avoiding impulsivity, cost effectiveness, availability of 
information, best programmed visualisations and reporting 
quickly and easily.

Conclusion and recommendation
The unit of analysis was affordability as a feature of IBM 
Cognos that assists SMEs in the process of decision-making. 
The main discovery from the literature review was that 
consistency is key to SMEs’ decision-making and SMEs 
require BI tool intuitive interface. The interface relates to 
convenience and ease of authoring content, designing, 
building and securing reports to the SME, which helps in 
improving overall decision-making. Key findings from the 
primary data were the presumed, prized and perceived value 
indicators, which include features linked to avoiding cost 
overruns, data visualisation, data encryption, access to 
information, user queries, modified data, data accessibility 
and financial decision-making features. 

This study compared the presumed, prized and perceived 
value of the fundamental features of IBM Cognos using a 
signification framework and presents an alternative view of 
the affordability of BI tools. Affordability does not necessarily 
refer to low cost; instead, consistent decision-making is 
valued by SMEs; therefore, affordable BI tool features are 
those features that prelude consistency. If it does not bring 
about consistency, it is not affordable.

Affordable BI tool features, in combination with a correct 
understanding of the decision-making needs of SMEs, 
produce consistency. Small- and medium-sized enterprise 
managers will benefit from BI tools because it presents a 
consistent way of making choices based on identifying the 
needs, gathering information and assessing alternatives. 

It is recommended that SMEs acquire affordable BI tools that 
fulfil their decision-making needs. Small- and medium-sized 
enterprises must investigate the signification framework 
method to identify the presumed, predicted, perceived, 
prized and produced decision-making value of BI tools 
before acquiring BI tools. Small-and medium-sized 
enterprises and BI software developers must discuss the 
mediating role of affordable BI tool features for consistent 
decision-making. 

Value of study
This study is important for SMEs to enhance decision-making 
by using BI tools. The affordability of fundamental BI tool 
features that are suitable for SMEs is an important issue. 
The study identified affordable IBM Cognos BI tool features 
to assist SMEs’ consistent decision-making (Magoma 2018). 

Future studies
Qualitative research design would allow the study to analyse 
BI professionals’ responses based on their knowledge and 
skills regarding BI tools. Qualitative data analysis would be 
suitable to test this study’s definition of ‘affordable’ based on 
the signification framework indicators of the value of BI tools 
for SMEs. 
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