Leadership and Big Data
Innovation

A Harvard Business Review Webinar featuring

Michael Schrage
December 13, 2016

Sponsored by

© 2016 Harvard Business School Publishing. Created for Harvard Business Review by BullsEye Resources www.bullseyeresources.com

December 13, 2016

Leadership and Big Data Innovation
OVERVIEW
As devices, sensors, and new technology platforms generate ever more Big Data, organizations
have new opportunities to gain important insights that can spur innovation, bring new products and services to the market, and create a competitive edge. But unless organizations begin
to treat data as a key asset that is just as important as their financial assets, those opportunities
will be missed.
To survive and thrive in the Big Data era, organizations must implement new governance
models, create dashboards of information shared across the company, encourage an environment of “experiment and scale,” and cultivate a culture that incorporates data into the everyday
activities of the business. And the message needs to come from the top: the kind of data-driven
transformation that most companies need will demand commitment from the C-suite.
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CONTEXT
Michael Schrage discussed how leaders can promote innovation through Big Data and analytics.

KEY LEARNINGS
To create new value, organizations must treat data as an asset.
In many cases, organizations use analytics to optimize existing sources of value, rather than
leveraging data and analytics to innovate and create new value. To create new value, organizations must treat data as an asset, just like capital and human resources.
In just the next 12 to 18 months, organizations can expect to gather 10 to 1,000 times more
data. As data assets grow, opportunities exist to create new value through more efficient processes, new value propositions, enhanced customer experiences, and more. Organizations must
ask themselves how they would sell or market to customers and prospects differently, if they
had 100 times more data about them.
Purposeful analytics like KPIs and dashboards support innovation and value creation.
Purposeful data and analytics can be applied to a variety of business activities, such as customer retention, upselling and bundling, and identifying new products and services. Both KPIs
and dashboards support purposeful analytics.
To harness data to outcomes that matter, enterprises must align application programming
interfaces (APIs) with KPIs. It is also important to think about dashboards related to innovation and new value creation. Key questions include what these dashboards would look like and
which KPIs they would include.

“Organizations should
expect 10 to 1,000
times more data
in the next 12 to 18
months. To make
data more valuable,
organizations must
consider how to
define, measure, and
assess value creation
inside the enterprise
and outside.”
– Michael Schrage
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From an organizational perspective, siloed organizations lead to siloed KPIs. Schrage suggests
viewing data as a “solvent” that breaks down siloes and creates virtuous cycles within organizations. Insights gathered from analytics related to customer retention, for example, may inform
analytics related to innovation.
Big Data requires “little experiments.”
When an insight is identified in data, the next step is to determine which tests will validate
whether the insight is true or not. More and better experimentation is needed. This means
socializing experiments across the enterprise. New data should facilitate collaboration around
experiments focused on new value creation.
Data leadership demands data governance.
Data oversight is the next leadership challenge for organizations. Explicit data governance is
needed to determine who has access to data, who can experiment with it, and more. Observations related to data governance include:
•

Data stewards are a new category of colleague. The data steward role involves planning, implementing, and managing the sourcing, use, and maintenance of data assets in an
organization. Data stewards enable organizations to take control and govern all the types
and forms of data and their associated libraries or repositories.

•

Data governance plays a major role in company growth. Serious growth and value
companies have C-suites that are committed to data as an asset and to data management.

•

Data governance working groups must be unified around the idea that data
resources can be transformed into new value. Data governance working groups
create the vision for the organization. It is important to have members who are committed
to collaboration, data sharing, customer data protection, and developing data as an asset.
Schrage recommends against having CFOs run data governance working groups, as they
may overweight capital as an asset.

“Organizations need
a fundamental
paradigm shift.
Innovation will no
longer be based on
an R&D pipeline, but
on an ‘experiment
and scale’ model.
Experiments are the
future of business
innovation.”
– Michael Schrage

Figure 1
Elements of Data Governance
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As data volumes increase, the importance of an enterprise data culture grows.
To promote an enterprise “value of data” culture, organizations often need to make behavioral,
cultural, and operational improvements. Examples of these shifts include:
•

API development. To generate value, people expect to share data sets across the organization. APIs are essential to accomplish this.

•

Testing “gut feel” ideas with data-based experiments. Many senior managers make
decisions based on “gut feel,” rather than using experiments to challenge their perceptions.
Ideas based on intuition aren’t bad, but they must be accompanied by testable business
hypotheses. As Schrage noted, “Many good ideas evaporate on contact with the real world.”
Data helps extract signals from the noise.

•

Deploying incentives to promote information sharing. If data is equated with
power, some people are inclined to hoard it. To promote information sharing at a large
telecom, Schrage created an internal competition called “we were robbed” and “thief of the
week.” These programs rewarded people for “stealing” data from other parts of the organization to create new value.

•

Revising performance review criteria. Employees may be evaluated on how well they
share data, as well as to what degree their decision making is driven by richer sources of
data over time.

Other Important Points
 Self-quantification. Schrage believes that individuals who engage in self-improvement
every day will have an edge in the job market. People need to be more introspective about
ways they add value in the workplace and must use data as a mirror to see themselves differently. For example, at the end of the day employees could analyze the content of their
emails and texts using a Wordle. Being data driven and self-aware are two sides of the same
coin.
 Data and risk appetite. Organizations may use data to rethink their risk appetite.
Insights derived from data are one way to create “guardrails” that can increase comfort with
risk. Major “bet the company” decisions should always be data driven.
 Data scientists. Some organizations place data scientists in a center of excellence, while
others implant them in different groups. Regardless of where data scientists “live” in
the organization, they should be expected to collaborate with the business and serve as
a resource, like a good financial expert. Data scientists help teams achieve their goals by
drawing on data as an asset.
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The information contained in this summary reflects BullsEye Resources, Inc. s subjective condensed summarization of the applicable conference session. There may be
material errors, omissions, or inaccuracies in the reporting of the substance of the session. In no way does BullsEye Resources or Harvard Business Review assume any
responsibility for any information provided or any decisions made based upon the information provided in this document.
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Sponsor’s Perspective
Can you feel it? A quickening. Like an accelerating heartbeat,
innovation is pulsing through organizations and even entire
industries faster and faster, changing them forever. It’s a phenomenon that is enabled, in large measure, by analytics.

Yet while it seems obvious that how a company is led affects
the degree to which innovation is embraced and optimized, it is
easier said than done. So how can leaders focus their organizations so they can successfully deploy these new technologies?

Combinations of traditional and new technologies, of established
best practices with new approaches, are happening in concert
with a drop in the cost for data storage, transmission and processing. This results in a significant impact from applications of
the internet of things, machine learning, cognitive computing,
Hadoop, cloud computing and other transformative technologies.

At SAS, innovation isn’t just a buzzword. Not only is it embedded into our culture, it’s the main commodity that we offer our
customers. We put thought and research into ideas that matter –
and then create analytics solutions that improve your business.

But while analytics, technologies, and even knowledge are critical
drivers for innovation, they aren’t the totality. More is needed:
the right data-driven approach and a self-aware mindset.
Truly analytically driven organizations are evolving their business
processes and their very structure in ways that position them to
benefit from this analytic innovation revolution. This approach
is driven by a mindset that starts with leadership and ideally
spreads throughout the organization.

From a technology perspective, we offer the world’s most
advanced analytics to help meet a wide range of operational
needs with scalable performance and reliability. But perhaps
more importantly, we can offer guidance and strategies to help
you become a truly data-driven organization.
Learn more about innovating with analytics at
sas.com/action.

Executive leadership must know how to hire “quantified” people
and encourage the development of an analytically driven attitude
and culture among individuals. In its simplest terms, people who
know what makes them effective will be more effective.

SAS and all other SAS Institute Inc. product or service names are registered trademarks or trademarks of SAS Institute Inc. in the USA
and other countries. ® indicates USA registration. Other brand and product names are trademarks of their respective companies.
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