

    
    

    

        
      Skip to main content
    
    

      
    

    
    
  
    
  
    
              

Close Cookie Notice
Welcome to the MIT CISR website!

This site uses cookies. Review our Privacy Statement.



  
    
    Accept Cookies
  



          

  






  



  
    
      
      
        
    
  
    
  
    
              [image: MIT Center for Information Systems Research][image: MIT Center for Information Systems Research]
          

  




  


      
          
          Search
      
      
          
          Menu
      
      
          
    
            
  Main navigation

  

        

    Menu

              	
                  Research Library
          
          
          Research Library Subpages 
                        	
                  View All Research
              
	
                  Data
              
	
                  Digital Business Models
              
	
                  Digital Design and Transformation
              
	
                  Digital Governance
              
	
                  Digital Innovation and Portfolios
              
	
                  Digitally Savvy Leadership
              
	
                  Employee Experience
              
	
                  Enterprise Architecture
              
	
                  Pathways to Future Ready
              
	
                  CISR Glossary
              


  
              
	
                  Current Research
              
	
                  Our Team
          
          
          Our Team Subpages 
                        	
                  Research
              
	
                  Administration
              


  
              
	
                  Events
          
          
          Events Subpages 
                        	
                  Upcoming Events
              
	
                  Past Events
              
	
                  Executive Education
              
	
                  Workshops
              
	
                  Affiliate Events
              


  
              
	
                  Communities of Practice
          
          
          Communities of Practice Subpages 
                        	
                  Data Board
              
	
                  Liaison Community
              


  
              
	
                  Membership
          
          
          Membership Subpages 
                        	
                  Our Consortium
              
	
                  Join MIT CISR
              
	
                  Member Benefits
              
	
                  Workshop Menu
              
	
                  Liaison Resources
              
	
                  MIT CISR News
              
	
                  Member FAQ's
              


  
              


  


  

  


          
    
      
        
            
  User account menu

  

        
              	
                  Log In
              
	
                  Sign Up
              


  


  

      

    

  


      

        
    
      
        
  
    
  
    
              
  
      Search Bar
        

        


  

        Search
  








          

  




        
            
            Close
        
      

    

  


    

  

  
  
  
  

  
    
    
        
    
  
    
  
    
              


  
    

  
  
    



          
  
    
              
          

    

  
  
    

      
                  
            [image: Red briefing graphic]
          
                
          
            
              

                                  Research Briefing
                
              


                              Let's Start Treating Data as a Strategic Asset!

              
                              
                  It’s time for executives to have conversations about their firms’ data value proposition.
                

              
            

            

              
                              No. XV-9
              
                              Published: Sep 17, 2015
              
                                                Topic: Data Monetization
                                          

          

        

      


      
      
        
          
            
                            By Barbara H. Wixom and Cynthia M. Beath

                          

            
              
  
    
  
    
                    
      
	  Share Linkedin
    
        
      
	  Share Twitter
    
        
      
	  Share Facebook
    
        
      
	  Share Email
    
        
      
	  Share Rss
    
  
          

  




            

          

        

      



    

  




        

          

  




        



                  
  
    
      

        
          
            
          

        


       
          
            
  
    
  
    
              
Abstract


  It’s time for executives to have conversations about their firms’ data value proposition. MIT CISR researchers have identified three principles to guide companies as they shape their data conversations, which in turn make it much more straightforward to treat data as a strategic asset. The principles include clarifying data’s value proposition, charging the owner of business outcomes with data ownership, and curating the data that matters most to the firm.
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                      Does your company talk about data being a strategic asset? If so, how well does your company’s treatment of data reflect those conversations? In a recent MIT CISR poll, 85% of respondents indicated that their firms say data is a strategic asset, but that only 45% of the firms actually act that way.[foot]These percentages are based on 277 responses to a June 2015 MIT CISR website poll that asked “Does your company say that data is a strategic asset?” and “Does your company act like data is a strategic asset?”[/foot]


We believe that this gap reflects a lack of clarity on what it means to say that data is a strategic asset for the company. As a result, it is extremely difficult for companies to institute practices that achieve meaningful business outcomes—and their executives have a nagging feeling that they should be doing more with their data. 


Throughout 2015, MIT CISR researchers explored the concept of data as a strategic asset with forty organizations from around the globe.[foot]Researchers surveyed and interviewed executives in data leadership roles (e.g., chief data officers, chief information officers) and then moderated five online discussions regarding key data topics that were top-of-mind for the participants’ companies. The executives represented forty organizations—primarily multinational (n=28) and for-profit (n=34)—from seventeen industries.[/foot] We learned that treating data as a strategic asset means managing data such that it can be used to create competitive advantage for the firm. We identified three guiding principles that help companies shape their data talk, which in turn makes walking the talk much more straightforward. This briefing describes these principles along with cases of two companies that effectively applied the principles to achieve data-driven business results: Tetra Pak and State Street.



            

          

  




          

      


      
          
            
          

      


      

    

  


        



          
  
    
      

        
          
            
          

        


       
          
            

  
  
    
              
  
                      Senior management needs to communicate its vision across the firm in ways that create pervasive understanding of how the company intends to drive value from data.



            

          

  




          

      


      
          
            
          

      


      

    

  


        



          
  
    
      

        
          
            
          

        


       
          
            

  
  
    
              
  
                      Principle 1: Senior Management Must Clarify Data’s Value Proposition 


It’s insufficient for senior management to have a gut sense that data is strategic to the firm. These days, data is ubiquitous and can help firms just about anything: 


	Improve customer experience by analyzing behaviors and identifying preferences 
	Lower manufacturing costs by predicting and remediating failure before it impacts production 
	Differentiate core products by wrapping them with analytics that make product use more effective or enjoyable 
	Create new revenue streams by selling reports or analytics that help customers solve problems 

Each business strategy, however, requires that different kinds of data be leveraged in distinct ways. Senior management must establish clarity regarding data’s value proposition: exactly how will the company use data to create bottom-line impact? 


Senior management needs to communicate its vision across the firm in ways that create pervasive understanding of how the company intends to drive value from data. Management’s vision helps the organization effectively allocate critical firm resources to strategic data imperatives. It allows managers to create roles, incentives, governance, metrics, and processes that drive desired results. A clear vision engenders employee acceptance of new ways of working with data. 


Principle 2: The Owner of Business Outcomes Should Be Charged With Data Ownership 


Companies often assume that data belongs to IT; this idea cannot be further from the truth. Ideally, the owner of strategic data is the executive who owns the associated business strategy. This may be a process owner, a customer experience officer, or the president of a data monetization business; rarely will this person reside within the IT organization. This does not imply that IT is an unimportant player regarding the management of strategic data; on the contrary, IT should be instrumental in helping data owners achieve their goals in every way possible. 


The reason that data ownership should be positioned in this way is that strategic data is rarely good enough (initially) to support what the business wants to do. Closing the gap regarding data may mean changing business processes to improve the quality of existing data, creating organizational partnerships or investing in cutting-edge technologies to acquire new data, or working with customers to renegotiate data usage agreement terms. The data owner, therefore, needs (1) to understand what data (at what quality) a business strategy requires, (2) to understand what data gap exists (and why), and (3) the power to allocate firm resources and to inspire organizational change to get the data in shape. 


Principle 3: The Data That Matters Must Be Curated


The term “data curation” is becoming an increasingly popular way to describe gold standard data management, which ensures that data is reliably retrievable for future research purposes or reuse. Curation entails data management best practices, such as master data management; data quality dashboards; auditability of data movement, change, and use; and vault-like prevention of unauthorized access. Curation also entails high costs and big investment.



            

          

  




          

      


      
          
            
          

      


      

    

  


        



          
  
    
      

        
          
            
          

        


       
          
            

  
  
    
              
  
                      Companies that walk the talk regarding their data establish superior data management practices and generate greater value from data over time.



            

          

  




          

      


      
          
            
          

      


      

    

  


        



          
  
    
      

        
          
            
          

        


       
          
            

  
  
    
              
  
                      All data should not be treated equally. Establishing a single set of data practices that applies to all data across the firm is cost prohibitive and unnecessary, particularly at a time when many companies are engaged in data growth activities such as amassing data lakes for future analytical exploration or building voluminous data sets from new Internet of Things projects. Instead, companies need to be discerning and focus on applying their best practices to their best data. When data has speculative value and is not sensitive, minimal checks and controls are sufficient. 


Data as a Strategic Asset at Tetra Pak


Tetra Pak Inc. is the world’s leading food processing and packaging solutions company, with products sold in over 175 countries. It has more than 23,000 employees based in more than 85 countries. In 1997, Tetra Pak embarked on a business transformation program to standardize business processes worldwide. The company established seven global processes to deliver the company’s most critical business capabilities, and it designated global process owners to be accountable for execution and outcomes. 


By the early 2000s, leadership recognized that data was a strategic asset for Tetra Pak. It clarified that high-quality data was required for the firm to execute high-quality business processes. To create data process alignment, top management charged each core process owner with the accountability for data that was requisite for the success of his or her process. The company created a global master data management (MDM) team to help process owners curate data; the MDM function was housed in the business transformation office and had roles directly reporting to each global process.


MDM staff helped the process owners to identify the data that was most important for process execution success and to establish quality metrics for those specific data elements. Dashboards were used to monitor data quality and the impact of data on the business processes at a very granular level. As data quality issues surfaced, the MDM team worked with people within the business process to conduct root cause analysis and remediate issues. Process owners learned the tangible impact of poor quality data, such as how much longer it takes to create a sales order when customer information is missing, and the actual cost of pausing production when product definitions are inaccurate. Gradually, its improvement of data enabled Tetra Pak in establishing a global BI function. BI staff helped the process owners develop and seed BI experts throughout their organizations to help employees generate value from process improvements.


Data as a Strategic Asset at State Street


State Street Corporation (NYSE:STT) is the second-oldest financial institution in the United States, operating in twenty-nine countries around the world with 30,000 employees. In 2015, State Street held $28 trillion in assets under custody and administration. The company’s key role is to provide data and reporting services for institutional investors. It also delivers services like fund administration for real estate and private equity funds. In the course of administering these funds, State Street provides regulators and shareholders with reports to indicate compliance and to reveal performance.


At its core, State Street is a data reporting business for institutional investors. Over time the company was providing clients with more and more analytics, such as risk or liquidity analytics, at no additional cost. Leadership was concerned that these analytics were being given away as bundled offerings while the value of the analytics was not well understood.[foot]“Cashing In on Your Data,” video recording of panel presentation at the MIT Sloan CIO Symposium at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, May 20, 2015, http://www.mitcio.com/cashing-your-data[/foot] Leaders clarified that data was a strategic asset of the firm because it could be used to create new business opportunities—and new revenue streams—for the company. In April 2013, State Street established the 900-person Global Exchange business division and charged its new leadership team with using strategic data assets to generate value from data monetization. The division was formed using existing components from State Street’s research and advisory, analytics, Currenex, Global Link®, and derivatives clearing capabilities.[foot]“State Street Names Jeff Conway to Lead Data and Analytics Solutions for Clients,” State Street Corporation, http://newsroom.statestreet.com/ press-release/state-street-global-advisors/statestreet-names-jeff-conway-lead-data-and-analytics-so[/foot]


Global Exchange leaders inspired action across the division to prepare for effective curation of the division’s strategic data assets. Legal teams reviewed and renegotiated data usage rights with State Street clients to secure appropriate commercial use rights. Technologists established platforms that supported superior scalability, performance, and service delivery. HR developed new hiring strategies to attract digital talent.


By 2015 Global Exchange was acting like an information business,[foot]MIT CISR defines an information business as a company that monetizes data by selling information-based offerings.[/foot] and it was focused heavily on innovation, a requisite for sustained data monetization success. A key component of Global Exchange’s innovation strategy was academic partnerships. That year, the company funded a data science research center at the University of California at Berkeley.[foot]Howard Baldwin, “In Searching for Big Data Answers, State Street Queries Academia,” Forbes, April 27, 2015, http://www.forbes.com/sites/howardbaldwin/2015/04/27/in-searching-for-bigdata-answers-state-street-queries-academia/[/foot] The research center is investigating next-generation data science techniques for mitigating economic and financial risk.


Walking the Talk Leads to Business Value 


If you are not already having tough conversations regarding data at your company, then it’s time to begin. Data conversations will lead to the clarity required to shape firm-wide messages regarding how the company intends to use data in order to generate business value. Armed with clarity about data’s value proposition, the company can charge the right people with data ownership and curate the data in effective ways.


The clarify-charge-curate relationship is reinforcing (see figure 1). As companies improve the quality and increase the use of strategic data assets, top management will become savvier regarding data—and it can leverage data in new and more business strategies. Our research supports this positive reinforcing relationship: companies that walk the talk regarding their data establish superior data management practices and generate greater value from data over time.[foot]Firms that treat their data as a strategic asset have better data governance, enterprise data warehousing, enterprise analytics capabilities, data architecture, and customer data. Firms better at using data to improve internal processes are better at wrapping (i.e., differentiating core products and services with information offerings), and firms better at wrapping are better at selling information offerings. (n=40, all correlations are significant at the .05 level).[/foot] Our research also indicates that you cannot walk the talk regarding data—until you can talk with clarity.
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            Figure 1: Three Principles for Treating Data as a Strategic Asset
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