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What your chief data officer
wants you to know

By Kal Bittianda

As more and more organizations undertake digitalization and innovation
initiatives, they are turning to the chief data officer (CDO) to help them fully
leverage those investments. While the role still is evolving, its broad outlines are
clear. A CDO provides vision, strategy and oversight for all data management
activities, including global data management, governance and quality across
the enterprise, as well as oversight of the associated vendor relationships. He or she is the company’s
evangelist for data sharing and spurs the creation of new data products. In this way, the data leader and
his or her team provide the organization with the foundation for deeper understanding of customer
behavior, supply chain inefficiencies and operational patterns. Those learnings then can be used to
expand market share, drive innovative product development and improve profitability.

However, the vast potential of the data function can be undermined if the rest of the company has
unrealistic expectations in what the data leader and his or her team can do. Based on our conversations
with data leaders across a range of industries, we have identified five key thoughts to keep in mind:

Data wrangling is a team sport. Half the challenge of this function lies in inventorying the array
of internal or proprietary data siloed in different parts of the enterprise so that connections
across data sets can be discovered and analyzed. While the data leader is the orchestra conductor
who brings those assets together, he or she can’t do it alone; each collection of data comes with
nuances and caveats best known by its owner. Developing and executing a finely tuned data
strategy require a concerted and ongoing group effort.

To find gold, you need to sift through a lot of dirt. The aura around Big Data has obscured
the fact that the insights that are generated emerge from the bottom of a wide funnel—and
there are times when nothing comes out at all. Ultimately, the data and analytics functions are
about identifying recurring behavior or process patterns that can be translated into actionable
or monetizable recommendations. But finding patterns is a matter of trial and error that rarely
follows a predictable path. This calls for agility inside the data function and patience outside it.

A CDO can’t do everything for everyone at the same time. The function can quickly become
overwhelmed with requests from various parts of the enterprise seeking to harness the ever-
growing volume, velocity and variety of new data available. While this embrace of data-driven
decision making is a positive development from the data leader’s perspective, it must be balanced
against available team bandwidth and capacity/capability limitations. Prioritization of initiatives
based on the value add of the data analytics and the overall project net present value for the
organization is critical. Executive committee oversight to regularly review and realign priorities
keeps data strategy supporting evolving business goals.
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What worked yesterday may not work today. One of the appeals of analytics is its ability

to reduce complex, qualitative phenomena to quantitative numbers and patterns. However,
doing so involves both art and science—and an awareness that the universe of available data
is continually changing. Therefore, an approach that worked under one set of conditions may
not be appropriate in another. Each project should be viewed as a fresh endeavor so that past
performance is not assumed to be an indicator of future success or a template that will be
effective indefinitely.

Data security is part of the job. In the excitement around building better data capabilities

and value creation, companies can sometimes forget the added risks to the organization. The
increasing prevalence of partners, third-party providers, cloud solutions and open-source
platforms like MongoDB makes it absolutely essential for the CDO to ensure that new technology
is properly installed, regular security reviews are conducted and adequate investment is made in
defensive measures. If, on occasion, the CDO takes a hard line on policies involving data handling,
there’s a good reason.

Few functional leaders are burdened with greater expectations than the chief data officer—and the
right one can be a powerful catalyst in leveraging the benefits of digitalization and fostering powerful
collaboration between the organization’s business, technology and analytics. However, the CDO isn’t a
magician. Understanding the needs and limits of this critical function goes a long way to ensuring that
the organization provides the CDO with a solid foundation to deliver ongoing value.
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