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Setting up for Success 
with Advanced Analytics

 
Good Data Strategy… It sounds lofty, bureaucratic, 
intimidating, complicated and downright boring! For 
some (okay, most) the phrase conjures images of a 
never-ending project to define a strategy that will 
provide no real business value. For others it is perceived 
as “a total waste of time, so why bother?” 

But the reality is that you can’t do big data unless you get your data 
strategy right. Done right, a solid data strategy reflects and supports your 
corporate strategy.  

This white paper explores what data strategy really is, its impact on your 
business, why some organizations don’t do it, and why some organizations  
who try, fail—and how to avoid their missteps.  

Let’s get started!



T4G | Build Brilliant Together ™ 4
T4G		|		Build	Brilliant	Together	TM	 	 	 	 	 	 	 																									4	of	15	

Data still has a boring reputation.  
When we think data, we think endless rows and columns 
in multi-page spreadsheets filled with timestamps and 
dollar signs. For most of history, that’s all data did for 
business. 
For	organizations	starting	on	their	advanced	analytics	journey,	the	tendency	is	to	jump	right	in	without	
some	due	diligence	in	data	strategy.	The	project	is	often	“sold”	on	the	value	of	data	science,	or	machine	
learning,	or	proving	the	technology	–	missing	the	critical	prerequisite	of	having	a	solid	data	strategy.		In	
the	vast	majority	of	those	cases	results	tend	to	be	less	than	stellar	and	projects	flounder	or	are	
cancelled.		There	is	significant	effort	required	that	is	often	either	overlooked	as	project	plans	are	
developed,	or	is	scheduled	“after	the	fact”,	late	in	the	project	because	it	is	perceived	as	low	priority	at	
the	outset.	
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Introducing Data Strategy 
The	Data	Management	Body	of	Knowledge	(DM-BOK	to	those	in	the	know)	defines	a	data	strategy	as:	

“a	plan	for	maintaining	and	improving	data	quality,	integrity,	security,	and	access.		A	data	strategy	may	
also	include	business	plans	to	use	information	to	competitive	advantage	and	support	enterprise	goals.		
Data	strategy	must	come	from	an	understanding	of	the	data	needs	inherent	in	the	business	strategies.		
These	data	needs	drive	the	data	strategy.	

Simply	put,	it	is	data	management	that	covers	areas	such	as:	

• Defining	strategies,	policies,	standards,	architecture	and	processes	
• Enforcing	compliance	and	conformance	to	policies,	standards,	architecture	and	processes	
• Resolving	data	related	issues.”	

Let’s	go	through	the	list	in	a	bit	more	detail.	

So, what’s it really mean? 

Defining strategies, policies, standards, architecture and process 

This	is	where	your	data	strategy	connects	with	your	corporate	strategy.	Some	helpful	
questions:	How	will	success	be	measured?	Which	data	are	available	for	advanced	
analytics?	Which	(or	which	combination)	would	be	most	helpful?	Will	any	new	data	need	
to	be	collected?	If	so,	how?		

Enforcing compliance and conformance to architecture, standards, 
policies, and processes 

Enforcement	sounds	like	a	strong	word,	but	really	it’s	about	processes	and	solutions	that	
help	you	seamlessly	adhere	to	legal,	corporate,	and	individual	requirements.	It	is	also	
about	understanding	what	data	assets	are	available	and	who	best	understands	that	data.	

Resolving data related issues 

The	days	of	integrating	data	insights	into	day	to	day	processes	and	decisions	is	still	new.	
There	will	be	edge	cases	and	unexpected	things	that	happen,	that’s	fine.	There	needs	to	
be	a	clearly	defined	approach	to	identify	and	resolve	data	related	issues	as	they	arise.	
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Benefits of a Good Data Strategy 
If	the	right	people	are	engaged,	the	right	processes	are	followed	and	documented,	data	
strategy	has	three	immediate	benefits:	

Deliver results, on time 
and on budget 
By	investing	in	data	strategy	activities	early	the	
risk	of	finding	no	answers,	bad	answers,	answers	
that	have	no	business	value	or	answers	that	
aren’t	useful	is	greatly	reduced.	Costly	rework	
and	wasted	effort	are	eliminated	by	ensuring			
the	best	questions	are	being	asked	of	the	right	
data	sets.	

Gain useful, timely, 
actionable insights 
Because	data	policies	ensure	that	your	data	are	
coming	from	the	right	places,	accurate	and	
accessible	by	the	right	people,	it	gives	
tremendous	insight	into	how	your	business	is	
actually	running.	These	insights	open	new	realms	
of	strategic	possibilities	and	opportunities.		

	

	

	

	

	

Realize real returns on 
your investment 
Data	strategy	makes	it	possible	for	your	analytics	
project	to	have	a	real,	measurable	return	on	
investment.	Without	a	good	data	strategy,	
projects	often	run	into	delays	and	unexpected	
costs.	Starting	from	a	clear	baseline	is	the	way	to	
assure	your	data	project’s	success.
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Become a Data-Driven 
Organization 
Most	firms	want	to	advance	their	analytic	abilities.	The	only	way	to	do	this	effectively	is	to	understand	
exactly	where	your	firm	is	along	its	analytics	maturity	journey.	

Beyond	the	immediately	tangible	benefits,	doing	data	strategy	right	requires	you	to	bring	together	and	
get	buy-in	from	everyone	the	project	will	impact	and	it	forces	you	to	understand	exactly	how	much—or	
how	little—you’re	using	data	to	inform	your	decisions.	

All	of	this	is	to	say	that	big	data	is	a	big	deal.	You	can’t	do	analytics	unless	you	get	your	data	strategy	
right.	
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Starting Your Transformation 
If	you’re	set	on	accelerating	your	adoption	of	advanced	analytics,	the	single	most	effective	
thing	you	can	do	is	start	the	conversation	in	your	organization.		

How to start the data strategy conversation 
We’ve	all	been	told	data	is	an	asset	–	a	very	valuable	one	–	and	we	should	treat	it	as	such.		But	what	
does	this	mean?		And	with	the	explosion	of	big	data	opportunities,	are	our	assets	growing	exponentially?		
How	do	you	start	the	conversation	and	get	commitment	to	move	forward	with	an	approach	for	defining	
a	data	strategy	to	manage	those	data	assets?		We’ll	discuss	key	aspects	of	data	strategy	and	data	
stewardship	and	tactics	and	techniques	to	start	the	conversation	in	your	organization	–	and	keep	it	
going.		It	is	important	to	take	a	pragmatic	approach	in	this	area,	making	sure	efforts	are	“right-sized”	for	
your	organization	and	your	data	driven	decision	making	program.	

Aspects of data stewardship 

We’ve	already	defined	data	strategy	and	a	key	component	of	that	strategy	is	data	stewardship.	

The	DM-BOK	describes	Data	Stewardship	as	“the	formal	accountability	for	business	responsibilities	
ensuring	effective	control	and	use	of	data	assets.	A	data	steward	is	a	business	leader	and/or	recognized	
subject	matter	expert	designated	as	accountable	for	these	responsibilities”.			

This	all	sounds	straight	forward	and	driven	by	common	sense,	but	for	many	organizations,	most	aspects	
are	“assumed	to	be	there”	versus	“documented,	well	understood	and	adhered	to”.		A	solid	data	strategy	
requires	a	conscious	effort	and	commitment	from	all	levels.	

Tactics and techniques 

Now	that	you	understand	what	should	be	in	place,	how	do	you	go	about	getting	things	moving	forward	
in	your	organization?	

Take stock! 

How	do	you	know	what	you	are	managing	if	you	don’t	know	what	you	have?	All	too	often	organizations	
don’t	have	a	solid	inventory	of	their	data	assets.	Time	should	be	invested	in	identifying	the	data	they	
have,	its	purpose,	who	the	primary	users	and	who	are	the	“experts”.	

Other	data	related	assets	that	are	key	but	often	overlooked	are	enterprise	architecture	assets	–	the	
actual	principles,	guidelines	and	processes	for	managing	the	data.	Are	they	documented?		Are	they	
agreed	upon	by	both	Business	and	IT?	Are	they	reviewed	on	a	regular	basis	and	updated	as	required?	

A	first	step	should	be	getting	commitment	from	senior	stakeholders	to	complete	an	inventory	of	those	
assets	you	think	may	be	of	value	for	advanced	analytics.	This	will	help	you	identify	any	gaps	in	
knowledge,	artifacts	and	process.	
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Proper data strategy and data stewardship will help 
your organization better understand and manage one 
of your most valuable corporate assets.  So, get the 
conversation started! 

The more the merrier! 

Putting	proper	data	strategy	in	place,	or	building	on	what	is	already	there,	involves	the	entire	
organization.		If	it	is	treated	as	an	IT-driven	effort,	it	will	typically	lead	to	failure	with	no	buy-in	from	
business	representatives	and	poor	adoption	of	processes,	policies	and	guidelines.		It	is	crucial	to	begin			
at	the	top	to	build	awareness,	and	the	importance	of	data	strategy	and	data	stewardship.			

Information	sharing	sessions	with	key	stakeholders	are	a	great	way	to	start	the	conversation.		And	
stressing	the	importance	of	a	cross-departmental	team	or	committee	to	move	it	forward	will	promote	
proper	representation	and	momentum.	

Share your story – and tailor the message! 

Taking	a	lesson	from	Business	Change	Management	101,	communication	is	key.		Senior	stakeholders	
need	to	be	evangelists	in	communicating	the	big	picture.		Messages	need	to	be	targeted	to	various	
groups	explaining	why	it	is	important	to	them,	and	to	the	organization.	Why	are	you	investing	in	data	
driven	decision	making?	What	will	it	mean	for	the	company?	And	what	will	it	mean	to	me?	

The hunt is on! 

The	best	data	stewards	are	those	who	understand	the	data	inside	out.	It	is	not	so	much	about	
appointing	data	stewards	within	the	different	areas	of	the	organization	as	it	is	identifying	those	who				
are	already	doing	aspects	of	it	and	doing	it	well.	

Data	stewards	are	business	representatives	who	use	the	data	regularly,	have	a	solid	understanding	of	it	
and	can	readily	understand	what	impacts	any	changes	to	the	data	will	have.	With	or	without	a	formal	
data	stewardship	program	in	place,	they	are	out	there.	The	secret	to	success	is	knowing	who	they	are.	

Don’t get distracted! 

Even	if	you	have	a	strong	data	strategy	in	place,	it’s	very	easy	to	let	aspects	of	it	slip	or	fall	by	the	
wayside	as	the	deluge	of	big	data	starts	to	be	leveraged	by	your	organization	-	but	the	need	for	data	
strategy	is	now	more	important	than	ever.	It	is	most	important	to	ensure	your	data	is	governed	
“enough”	for	its	purpose.		Incorporate	best	practices	and	focus	on	those	data	assets	that	will	have	an	
impact	on	your	data	strategy.	If	you	get	distracted	by	trying	to	do	it	all,	there	is	a	real	danger	that	
procedures	will	relax	because	the	volume	seems	too	daunting.	Having	proper	policies	and	processes	in	
place	will	help	you	keep	a	handle	on	what	you	have	and	how	to	ensure	proper	handling	and	access.	
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Avoiding Common Missteps          
& Issues 
While	starting	with	a	focus	on	data	strategy	is	the	single	best	thing	you	can	do	early	on	in	an	analytics	
project	to	assure	its	success,	there	are	often	still	small	complications	that	crop	up.	

Here are some of the most common—and how to deal 
with them: 

Rework! Wrong or no answers! 

In	many	cases,	a	project	starts	with	a	pre-
determined	question	being	asked.	As	the	project	
moves	forward,	problems	surface	as	discoveries	
are	made	about	the	data	–	the	data	quality	is	not	
good,	additional	data	is	required,	or	different	
users	interpret	the	data	differently.	This	can	lead	
to	expensive	rework,	wrong	answers	or	no	
answers	at	all.	

Closely	examine	the	data	that	will	be	needed					
to	answer	the	question.	Is	it	complete?	Are			
there	quality	issues	that	cannot	be	addressed?				
If	so,	you	may	need	to	refocus	and	identify						
new	questions.			

“So What?!?” 

Some	projects	get	far	enough	that	questions	are	
asked	and	answered	successfully.	But	without	
the	right	business	people	engaged,	when	results	
are	shared	with	business	users	as	a	real	“insight”,	
the	response	is	often	lackluster.	Statements	like	

“That’s	interesting,	but	what	will	we	do	with	it?”	
can	quickly	derail	projects.	

Having	business	subject	matter	experts	(SMEs)	
involved	early	and	spending	time	to	clearly	
understand	their	business	drivers	and	strategies	
will	make	sure	questions	are	relevant	to	the	
business	and	in-line	with	their	strategies.	

Lack of Confidence in the Value of 
the Project 

Without	finding	answers	that	can	effect	change,	
questions	are	raised	about	the	investment	in			
the	project.	If	corrective	action	isn’t	taken,	this	
can	result	in	projects	being	stalled	or	cancelled	
outright.	

Advanced	analytics	is	not	a	technology	first	
problem.	By	paying	attention	to	business				
drivers	and	strategies,	and	basing	questions							
on	those,	the	project	will	be	focused	on	finding	
answers	that	can	be	actioned	to	make	change		
for	the	better.	
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How to Get It Right the First Time  
So,	you	know	what	Data	Strategy	is	all	about.	You’ve	got	the	conversation	going	in	your	
organization,	now…	how	do	you	get	started	off	on	the	right	foot?		

Picking the right entry point 
In	our	experience	the	initial	push	for	advanced	analytics	comes	from	one	of	four	entry	points,	as	outlined	
below.		The	two-by-two	framework	is	defined	first	by	the	part	of	the	business	initiating	the	work—either	
business	or	IT.		We	then	divide	again	into	either	a	top-down	directive,	where	you	get	a	“thou	shalt	do”	
command	from	an	executive,	or	a	bottom-up,	grass	roots,	organic	type	of	beginning	where	a	
department	or	group	identify	a	need	for	this	kind	of	work.	
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Based	on	which	entry	point	your	project	comes	from,	often	critical	steps	are	overlooked	or	not				
deemed	to	be	important,	and	issues,	like	those	above,	arise	as	a	result.	Often	these	critical	steps	are	
data	strategy-related	activities.	In	our	experience,	the	overall	spend	over	time	for	your	advanced	
analytics	program	can	be	much	greater	than	necessary	if	there	is	not	an	early	focus	on	those	key	data	
strategy	activities.				

We’ll	outline	some	of	the	key	characteristics	of	each	of	these	and	tactics	to	help	you	avoid	problems	as	
the	project	progresses:	

THE FIELD OF DREAMS	

These	are	Bottom-Up	IT	driven	projects.		They	often	
lack	the	right	people	as	project	resources	and	
sometimes	lack	enough	senior	leadership	to	get	
going.		These	projects	are,	at	least,	typically	more	
focused	on	answering	a	single	business	question.		

If	this	is	your	project	entry	point,	the	project	team	
may	need	to	talk	to	your	business	counterparts	to	
garner	their	support	and	participation	to	be	able	to	
focus	on	actionable	insights.	

THE SMART COMPETITOR 

Our	favourite	entry	point	is	Bottom-Up	Business.	
These	projects	are	usually	well-focused	on	actionable	
insight	generation,	and	tend	to	veer	off	track	only	
once	well	into	the	project,	if	important	check-ins	fall	
to	the	wayside.			

Even	as	a	Smart	Competitor,	it	is	important	to	ensure	
your	C-Suite	is	engaged	early	and	you	check	back	
with	business	drivers	and	strategies	throughout	the	
project.	

THE TECHNOLOGY DIRECTIVE		

These	projects	are	Top-Down	IT	directives,	and	often	
get	started	focused	solely	on	technology	and	“find”	a	
problem	to	solve—like	a	hammer	looking	for	nails.		
These	often	end	up	going	back	to	the	beginning	to	
re-assess	direction	with	the	business.	

If	you	recognize	this	is	your	project	entry	point,	it	is	
critical	that	you	identify	the	right	business	subject	
matter	experts	and	have	them	involved	as	early	as	
possible. 

THE AMBITIOUS EXECUTIVE		

Top-Down	Business.	These	projects	usually	benefit	
from	having	the	right	people	involved	from	the	
beginning,	with	good	strategic	alignment	with	
business	drivers.	However,	they	often	forget	to	make	
the	“insights”	truly	actionable	to	the	people	who	
need	to	change	something	in	the	way	they	do	their	
day-to-day	work.	

During	these	projects,	it	is	important	to	validate	that	
the	business	questions	being	asked	and	answered	
can	be	actioned	to	have	an	effect	in	the	business.	If	
not,	you	may	need	to	readjust	the	project,	based	on	
the	results	of	the	validation. 

	

To	sum	up:	the	closer	you	are	to	the	entry	points	we	prefer,	the	more	likely	you	are	to	have	the	project	
on	track	from	the	beginning.	The	sadder	the	entry	point,	the	more	likely	you	are	to	encounter	issues	
leading	to	delays,	rework…	even	projects	stalling	or	being	cancelled.	

Below	we	have	outlined	our	approach	for	success	for	advanced	analytics.	Making	sure	the	right	activities	
are	included	in	your	projects	to	help	you	get	the	most	value	out	of	your	data	assets.	
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Our delivery check list 
Setting	up	for	Success	with	Advanced	Analytics	means	making	sure	that	you’ve	got	the	right	people,	the	
right	use	case,	and	the	right	solution.		

To	give	your	project	the	best	odds	of	success,	follow	this	check	list:			

1. Identify	the	business	SMEs	–	those	who	know	the	questions	to	ask	and	the	value	of	the	answers	

2. Have	SMEs	identify	business	drivers	&	focus	on	them	

3. Identify	candidate	business	questions	using	the	business	drivers	as	a	guide	

4. Prioritize	the	candidate	business	questions	

5. Identify	data	needed	to	answer	the	questions	

6. Identify	and	engage	data	stewards	–	those	who	know	the	data	best	

7. Choose	your	project	resources	

8. Create	a	data	dictionary	–	capture	definitions	to	build	a	common	business	vocabulary	

9. Check	back	with	stakeholders	against	business	drivers	

We	can’t	stress	enough	the	importance	of	the	last	step.		This	is	critical	to	ensure	you	are	keeping	senior	
stakeholders	engaged,	the	project	is	still	going	in	the	right	direction	and	everyone	is	on	board,	on	task	
and	actively	pursuing	actionable	answers	to	valuable	business	questions.		It’s	not	the	last	activity	but	
should	be	done	repeatedly	over	the	course	of	the	project.	

Signs of success 
If	you	follow	the	steps,	you	should	see	signs	that	you	are	on	right	track:	

§ The	correct	business	people	are	at	the	meetings	and	engaged	

§ Project	focus	shifts	from	proving	the	technology	to	solving	the	problem	

§ Everyone	on	the	team	and	the	stakeholders	can	articulate	the	business	need	being	met	

§ The	data	set	is	clearly	defined	and	the	data	dictionary	is	approved	and	maintained	by		

data	stewards	

§ Fewer	delays	and	less	rework	
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What to do Now

If you think of your own organization today, and if you are thinking of embarking       
on an advanced analytics project, ask yourself which area of your business should     
the project be focused?  Who are the business SMEs? What data may be available?  
And who knows that data best?

If you are about to embark on an advanced analytics project, or are in the middle         
of one, what is your project entry point? Business/Bottom Up? IT / Top-Down?
  
Are the activities we’ve outlined addressed in your project plan? Are the right 
resources identified and engaged?

Proper data strategy is critical to achieving success with advanced analytics. 
Our pragmatic approach to setting up for success with advanced analytics makes 
sure you have the key pieces in place.
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