Speaker 1:	Welcome to the MIT CISR Research Briefing series. The Center for Information Systems Research is based at the Sloan School of Management at MIT. We study digital trans-formation.
Nick van der Meulen : 	Hi, I’m Nick van der Meulen, a research scientist with MIT CISR. Today I’m excited to share with you the July 2026 research briefing that I co-authored with Barb Wixom, Cynthia Beath, and the MIT CISR Data Board—
Mind and Hand: A Decade of Data Monetization Research
MIT’s motto, mens et manus, a Latin phrase that translates to “mind and hand,” signifies the fusion of academic knowledge with practical purpose. For over a decade, the MIT CISR Data Research Advisory Board—known as the Data Board—has embraced that fusion. Its members, data and AI leaders from MIT CISR member organizations around the globe, have worked alongside MIT CISR researchers to shape CISR’s data and AI research agenda, interpret research insights, and examine how best to apply these insights in practice. When MIT CISR founded the Data Board in 2015, we predicted that as organizations came to increasingly rely on data for financial returns, they would start to emulate information businesses: organizations whose core value proposition depends on data assets as the primary basis of their business model. Over the last decade, we have watched Data Board leaders develop inside their own organizations the mindset, commitment, capabilities, and practices on which information businesses have long relied—and we have validated empirically that this pays off.
Today, artificial intelligence has made data monetization even more important. The value an organization can realize from AI depends on the data assets the AI can draw on, and producing those data assets requires data monetization capabilities. Developing those capabilities used to be how leading organizations gained a competitive advantage; AI is now making it a precondition for competing at all. Information businesses have always operated under that constraint.
In this briefing, we first present our research model of how data monetization drives financial performance. We then describe three principles that Data Board leaders have built into their organizations to put that model to work.
Driving Performance with Data Monetization
We developed our Data Monetization Research Model to explain the causal chain of how data monetization drives financial performance. We validated the model most recently through a global survey of 349 executives of organizations that spanned a variety of industries, sizes, and geographic regions. Across that sample, top-performing organizations attributed 11 percent of their revenues to data monetization, more than five times the 2 percent that bottom performers reported.
Our model shows that an organization first builds six capabilities: five for monetizing data—data management, data platform, data science, customer understanding, and acceptable data use; and a sixth, AI explanation, for building trust in AI models. The organization uses these capabilities together to produce liquid data assets, which are designed for reuse and recombination. These assets fuel the organization’s data democracy, a state in which employees have the access, skills, motivation, and guidance to use those assets. With good capabilities and a data democracy, organizations can activate effective data monetization initiatives that improve internal business processes, wrap core products with features and experiences, and sell information offerings to new and existing markets. Effective data monetization initiatives create value in the form of new revenue, lower costs, new business models, and competitive advantage. Three management practices—leadership, value realization, and measurement—amplify how much of that value materializes for the organization. That value, in turn, strengthens firm performance: how the organization fares relative to industry peers on outcomes such as profitability and revenue growth. 
We found that Data Board leaders apply this model by modifying their practices in accordance with three principles: One, manage data assets with a product mindset. Two, treat data monetization as a team sport. And three, realize the value you create.
Manage Data Assets with a Product Mindset
Liquid data assets require upkeep to remain relevant. Therefore, leaders who aim to successfully monetize their organization’s data ensure that data assets are managed as products: owned, maintained, and improved across their lifecycle. Assets managed in this way are reused rather than rebuilt, and their returns compound with each use.
In the Data Board’s experience, data assets built and managed in this manner become the foundation for almost everything else. As one Data Board leader put it, “Our ability to scale AI and build ontologies is dependent on data products; our ability to drive reuse is dependent on data products; our ability to demonstrate understanding of our data (its lineage and metadata) is dependent on data products; our ability to break down silos is dependent on data products.”
Indeed, having a data product mindset has become prevalent among Data Board companies. At one member organization, a portfolio of over 120 data assets managed as products—built on a cloud-native platform with governance, quality, and product management practices—now feeds more than 600 AI initiatives. The organization has won multiple awards for its AI strategy, but the data work came first; the AI results followed.
Do your data assets have owners responsible for reuse and user satisfaction? Read MIT CISR’s research briefing “Shifting to a Product Mindset for Data” to learn how to get started managing your data assets as products.
Treat Data Monetization as a Team Sport
No organization can monetize its data at scale with just its data team. Rather, it requires that the people who know the organization’s processes, systems, and offerings have the access, skills, motivation, and guidance to use data assets strategically. And it requires shared understanding, with the same words meaning the same things to people across levels and functions. 
Yet shared understanding is less common than leaders assume. One Data Board leader wrote a manifesto to get their executive committee to agree on what a data organization was. Years later, a former colleague praised them for being “spot on about data,” and then argued, with conviction, the exact opposite of what the manifesto had posited. Both had used the same terms and assumed they were aligned. The words were shared; the meaning was not.
Shared understanding emerges more quickly if it uses the language the business speaks. At one financial institution, data investments had long been justified in technical terms (infrastructure cost and platform capabilities, for example) that left senior executives cold. Using MIT CISR frameworks, a Data Board leader recast an enterprise risk challenge as a data liquidity problem rather than a data cleanup exercise. They explained to executives that key data existed in an illiquid state, in that it couldn’t flow freely or be trusted across domains. That reframing unlocked executive sponsorship for the development of a canonical data model (an agreed-upon representation of the organization’s core data), an initiative now underway. Such translation is the work of employees who are fluent in both the language of the business and the language of data.
What share of your people actually uses the data assets you’ve built, and how do you know? Read MIT CISR’s research briefing “Mobilize Your Data Democracy” for practices that will raise your organization’s share above the average of 28 percent.
Realize the Value You Create
Data monetization is about solving meaningful problems for customers and internal users alike. Organizations that do it well become great at identifying problems worth pursuing, evolving solutions at pace with shifting needs, driving their solutions’ use, and making sure that they see the benefits of use in bottom-line results. 
Creating value and realizing value—as in achieving income statement impact—are different. A data initiative that works produces a benefit (such as saved time, an improved process, or a better-served customer), but a benefit is not yet money. A benefit becomes money only when someone acts to make it so, such as by cutting a budget with too much slack or charging the customer for the value added by a data wrap (a data-driven feature or experience that enhances the value proposition of a product). Organizations frequently forget to go after the money, assuming it will show up on its own.
For the last six years, one Data Board leader has helped their organization build up data assets, AI models, and insights to understand its customers’ customers. They explained, “We had insights that the [customers] themselves did not have. We were, therefore, uniquely placed to help them by sharing our insights with them.” The organization shares what it learns with its customers in a face-to-face “Insight Session.” The session is essentially a data wrap, and the organization charges nothing directly for the insights. If the organization’s customers act on what they learn, those customers’ own sales increase—and they in turn buy more from the organization. “Have we failed to realize value? Far from it!” exclaimed the leader. The organization measures the bottom-line impact of its Insight Session wrap, which has doubled sales to participating customers.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Today, AI has multiplied the ways organizations can fail to create or realize value. Amazing demonstrations or pilots that end in applause and little else simply do not create value. “Productivity shaves” (a few minutes saved on many individual tasks) may thrill individual users, but realizing that value—pushing it to the bottom line—is nearly impossible. A core activity that separates a real return from applause is the practice of measurement: routinely tracing created value to a specific line item on the income statement. One Data Board leader called this discipline the “antidote to AI theater.”
Of the value your data and AI initiatives created last year, how much could be traced back to the income statement? Read MIT CISR’s research briefing “High-Performance Data Monetization” to learn what leading organizations do differently. 
Building on Evidence
The past decade of our research with MIT CISR’s Data Board produced two things: an in-depth model that depicts our understanding of how data drives financial performance, and the practices that Data Board leaders developed to act on it. The model is the mind, the practices the hand. Real returns happen when both come together, with practice firmly rooted in evidence. 
For more than a decade, the Data Board’s leaders and MIT CISR’s researchers have debated, tested, and built together—candidly, and with more interest in getting things right than in being right. The research grew sharper for it, and so did the practice. The Data Board is now bringing its work to a close, and as our shared effort ends, we thank the hundreds of leaders and dozens of researchers who gave it their minds and their hands. Data monetization has become everybody’s business, and they are the ones who showed us how.
Speaker 1:	Thanks for listening to this reading of MIT CISR research, and thanks to the sponsors and patrons who support our work. Get free access to more research on our website at cisr.mit.edu.
