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Introduction

Big data, much like the today’s manufactured boy 
bands, is a reverse-engineered concept rather than 
an evolutionary technological breakthrough. By 
design there is much hype surrounding it, not least 
that by embracing big data the organisation’s 
share price will magnetically head north. At 
the very least this is an expectation management 
exercise for CIOs. However there is an opportunity 
to use big data to become more strategically 
relevant. This white paper suggests a way forward.
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What is big data?
To define big data it is worthwhile understanding ‘little 

data’ (though such a term has yet to gain much market 
attention). Circa forty years ago the cost of hard disk storage 
worked out at about $1 million per megabyte. Thus the 
emphasis was on data storage efficiency and as a result 
relational databases were created. Such databases were 
and are highly structured; think electronic filing cabinet. The 
data types that could be stored were limited to numbers, 
text strings and Booleans (yes / no, true / false). Over time 
unstructured documents and pictures also required ordered 
storage, and latterly voice and video. With the arrival of 
social media the throughput of data ramped up with tweets, 
posts and even more pictures and video. The electronic filing 
cabinet was not designed with this in mind. 

Mobility has compounded the issue because of the 
distributed nature of this data.

So big data can be considered as an umbrella term covering 
both the management and exploitation of data (both 
structured and unstructured) distributed across a variety of 
platforms. To be of value, big data needs to deliver business 
insights and in some cases deliver them in real-time.

In general poor data management is akin to driving a car 
with the windows and mirrors covered up. Some managers 
are not deterred by such a lack of environmental evidence 
and take great pride in their gut-feeling approach. As you 
can imagine this might work within the confines of familiar 
grounds whilst travelling at a snail’s pace, but less so when 
in uncharted territory at the speeds for which the car was 
designed.

Traditional big data enables the driver to use his mirrors and 
rear and side windows. In other words the driver makes 
decisions about the future based on what they have seen 
and not on what lies ahead. This is better than no visibility 
but still not ideal. The emerging area of predictive big data 
enables the driver to also use the windscreen and thus be 
able to ‘see forward’. A 360 degree view will be available 
should the need also arise for the ability to see above and 
below the car. 

The idea of every employee having data tools akin to a 
fighter pilot, thus allowing real-time decisions to be made 
at the critical point in time and space, is highly attractive to 
business leaders. However this romantic notion is juxtaposed 
to a reality that is less enticing. Poor data (big or otherwise) 
management will turn one’s organisation into a data cesspit 
sitting at the hub of a network of data gutters. These real-time 
feeds are spewing garbage into the pit at a rate greater than 
its processing capability. This is a nightmare, particularly when 
the consumers believe what they are receiving is drinkable.

Thus whilst big data is very 
attractive, implemented badly 
it has the potential to poison 
your organisation. 

Why the hype?
Big data typically equals ‘big ticket’ sales. Big data 

could have the tag line ‘something for all the (Tech) family’. 
It embraces many elements of both infrastructure and 
applications. It is also to some extent ‘data warehousing 
revisited’, this time with social media thrown in and the 
benefit of hindsight. 

Despite the misnomer (my singlehanded attempt to rename 
it big-information or big insight is currently not gaining 
the traction I hoped for) it has captured the boardroom’s 
attention. And this is not an opportunity the CIO or the IT 
industry can afford to squander.

The absence of big data on one’s technology conference 
schedule leads to ‘raised eyebrows’ such is the associated 
hyped-up enthusiasm associated with big data. Perhaps this 
is an indication that the IT industry has cracked the code on 
thought leadership marketing?
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Accident black spots
I have already alluded to the potential for big data 

implementations to go very wrong. The hub analogy I 
presented serves a purpose in that it captures some of the 
associated dangers.

Data whether it comes from sensors, Twitter, blogs or 
webcams approaches your organisation in a raw format in 
the sense it has yet to be optimised for assimilation. If your 
set up does not include pre-processing facilities then this is 
likely to overload central-processing. Such pre-processing 
might include filtering on hash tags or on boundary conditions 
such as stop-loss price of corporate stocks. Like whales, 
organisations only require the nutritious content. There is no 
value to whales (or organisations) in storing everything that 
passes through their jaws on the off chance that it might be 
useful at some point in the future.

CIOs who are focused on technology management are in 
danger of being inattentive to the relevance of the data being 
stored. In some cases this may even play to their Napoleonic 
sense of empire building, what with the associated need to 
grow the data centre. 

Data governance is critical to the quality of insights yielded; 
security and veracity underpin this. The challenge is that 
if any node of the data supply chain is compromised then 
everyone downstream will in turn be impacted. Diligence is 
required.

CIOs who are slow to manage the expectations of their 
leadership will pay dearly soon after, now that the business 
publications have jumped on the big data bandwagon. If 
you feel that this will only reinforce your credentials of being 
the Chief ‘Business Disabler’ Officer, then you have a more 
fundamental issue of trust to be addressed.

Realistic delivery
Big data would appear to equate to big project. In 

organisational terms this is head to toe neuro-surgery. But big 
projects don’t work. Maybe one day they will but the science 
of big-IT/information project management is not there yet.

With this in mind we need to take a more realistic approach. 
Again realistic delivery can only be defined in the context 
of the needs and expectations of the organisation. If you 
take the view that what you are planning to build is a life 
enhancing water purification service and are thus aware of 
the consequences (detailed above) of getting this wrong then 
you are more likely to take greater care.

The maxim of start small, think big and scale quickly is 
apt for big data implementation. The aim is to build a KPI-
androgynous insight engine. Restating that in English, the 
big data implementation should not be hardwired to the 
information needs of the business today as it is very likely 
these will change in line with what is a highly volatile market.

Such an implementation will require:

•	 	A	highly	flexible	system	that	enables	new	data	sources	and	
analysis tools to be easily swapped in and out. 

•	 	An	underlying	data	architecture	that	reflects	the	real-world	
objects (people) rather than man made concepts (HR 
function). Object oriented design comes to mind.

Once a schema is created for the vision, it is time to build 
something. My recommendation is that you look at the 
strategic KPIs and choose the one that will cause the least 
damage to the organisation if the implementation is not 
immediately successful. This first implementation is a proof of 
concept.

Keep in mind that you are delivering a service and not a 
project, so the real work starts when the service goes live. 
Allocate resources with this in mind.

Once the proof of concept model proves successful, identify 
a c-suite leader who will own the next phase of the build. 
Sponsorship is not enough. The leader in question needs 
to stake their career on this and take the heat if necessary. 
This will increase your chances of acquiring the necessary 
resources to be successful. Easier said than done, but that is 
the nature of being in the relationship business and having a 
trusted reputation.

Again in moving from a project to a services mind set 
one needs to think in terms of continuous delivery. Agile 
development comes to mind. 
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Broader considerations
There is a trend towards more of the IT / information 

budget bypassing the IT function and going straight to the 
line of business or department in which the users operate. 
Big data represents another land grab opportunity for 
politically alert players. Look out for the emergence of data 
scientists or their equivalents springing up in for example 
marketing.

Marketing is very aware of the power of information as are 
Sales and Finance. HR is getting there. You can either 
watch them capture the interesting end of your IT budget or 
proactively offer a centralised data analysis service. As the 
IT department becomes less about technology management 
this is an ‘opportunity in waiting’.

The big data players talk about the ‘four Vs’. These being:

•	 	Volume	–	The	anticipated	data	volume.	

•	 	Velocity	–	The	velocity	at	which	it	needs	to	be	converted	
into insight.

•	Variety	–	The	variety	of	data	sources	and	formats.

•	Veracity	–	The	extent	to	which	the	data	can	be	trusted.

The profile of the 4Vs will drive the implementation. However 
in line with my earlier comments, one needs to anticipate the 
needs as much as possible beyond today’s requirement so 
that your big data offering is scalable.

Keep in mind that it is highly likely you already have a 
substantial investment in structured (relational) data 
management technology. A decision has to be made as 
to whether you migrate the existing data (eg. staff and 
customer data) to a ‘big data optimised’ platform or focus on 
developing integration technologies that enable you to leave 
the existing data management infrastructure in place. Not an 
easy decision.

User requirements will vary in terms of whether they want:

•	Tailored	one	off	/	periodic	reports.

•	Continuous	streams	of	data,	eg.	price	of	gold.

•	The	ability	to	build	their	own	dashboards.

Users will want their big data requirements to be 
unconstrained in terms of the device they use and where 
they are located. Big data implementations that have not 
factored in mobility and changes in worker expectations are 
unlikely to be successful. It is fair to say that if your IT strategy 
does not embrace mobility then you do not really have a 
viable strategy.

Such user requirements will make many CIOs reconsider 
what business they are in. If we look at Reuters and 
Bloomberg, they are both built on IT, but their core business 
is information. That is the model that more IT functions will 
be forced to take. You are unlikely to be able to deliver 
insightful (and delightful) tools to the users if your focus is 
on managing the servers and maintaining a skeleton service 
desk headcount.

On a more upbeat note this transition allows you and your 
people to become more involved with business decision 
making, both operational and strategic. What could be 
cooler than heading the equivalent of ground control to a life 
critical space mission? You know your branding is in good 
shape when the board members refer to you as ‘Houston 
Controller’.
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Conclusion
Organisations are now waking up to the fact that their 

value is correlated to the extent to which they ‘sweat the 
data’, whether it comes from internal structured sources or 
from the ‘environment’ or paid sources.

Technology and the manner in which technology is woven 
into society and human behaviour makes it now possible to 
make decisions based on evidence rather than gut feeling.

Ultimately organisations that make better and faster decisions 
will have a greater chance of success. This puts you, the 
CIO, centre stage.

But big data is not just a technology issue. It requires 
business transformation in terms of the decentralisation of 
decision making and the skills users need to draw insights 
from what will increasingly be staring them in the face.

Discipline will be required at all levels of the organisation. 
CEOs who set strategy based on a casual chat with a peer 
at a social event may find it difficult to adjust to a more 
evidential approach to leadership.

CIOs who anticipate the cultural issues that might impede the 
successful implementation of big data services will be in a 
better position to work with HR and other parties to address 
them.

Market pressure is forcing the big data issue. The question 
is	whether	you	will	be	best	remembered	as	the	unflappable	
mission controller or the reckless guy that poisoned the 
business.
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HP is the world’s largest provider of IT infrastructure, software, 
services, and solutions to individuals and organizations of all sizes. 
We bring the advantages of our scale, the breadth and depth of our 
portfolio, our innovation, and our competitiveness to our customers 
every day and in almost every country in the world. HP invents, 
engineers, and delivers technology solutions that drive business 
value, create social value, and improve the lives of our clients.

In Enterprise Services, one of the largest divisions of HP, our strategy 
is to deliver high-value solutions to help clients innovate, manage 
information and risk, and become more agile so they can better 
serve their customers and citizens. 

HP wants to take you on a journey to the Mobile Enterprise of 
the Future,	a	flexible	“as	a	service”	model,	where	the	user	rather	
than the device, is driving the computing experience. At its core, we 
aim to lower your operational costs, increase employee productivity 
and business agility, all within the limits of high IT security. For more 
information please visit: 

www.hp.com/mobile/future-enterprise
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