


Data Mastery: a top-line issue for the ‘C’ suite 
 

Executive summary/Overview 

Box 1 – Netflix ‘Test and Learn’ box 

Netflix has become the world’s number one video entertainment company, generating over 
a third of all Internet traffic in North America during peak hours. Despite its dominance, it 
has less than a quarter of the video titles of Amazon. Netflix’s secret is its ability to apply 
continuous market ‘testing and learning’ to produce winning TV series such as ‘The Crown’. 
Such TV ‘hits’ attract and hold customer loyalty by focusing on viewer interests rather than 
extending choice. In this respect, Netflix demonstrates the power of ‘data mastery’ to 
achieve a leadership position and $90B in market capitalisation. 

 

There has been much chatter in recent months within the ‘C’ suite of large companies about 
data mastery – the ability to discover, exploit and protect corporate information for 
competitive advantage. This has been stimulated by the increasing dominance of digital 
giants that now account for over 25% of US stock valuations, and have been the primary 
stock market growth engine since the banking crisis in 2008. 

What do the digital giants have in common that has enabled them to outstrip incumbents in 
major sectors such as media, retail, finance, automotive and IT? The answer lies in their 
ability to capture and exploit the explosive quantities of data (zettabytes) that are being 
generated by over two billion online consumers and some 30 billion machine-to-machine 
connections (90% of all historic data has been generated over the last two years).  

Concurrently, every company – digital or incumbent, faces a multitude of data regulations 
such as MIFID2 and GDPR, and possible reputational damage from cyber-attacks and social 
media. Digital Giants are well prepared to comply with such regulations as they have 
modern IT architectures. Incumbents must deal with a complex web of legacy applications, 
which is deflecting vital resources (people and money) away from the essential task of 
transforming themselves into new digital enterprises. 

Incumbents are not reacting seriously enough to data mastery 

This paper examines the key factors that have elevated data mastery to be the key 
competence in the digital economy, and provides ample evidence that despite reassuring 
words, most ‘C’ suite executives are not reacting seriously to mastering data assets, both in 
their discovery, exploitation and protection.   

To assist the ‘C’ suite, the paper provides five essential steps to unlock value from corporate 
data assets based on a comprehensive approach that encompassing people, processes, and 
systems. 

Companies need to register greater urgency from the ‘C’ suite to tackle this issue 



The tectonic shift towards digital 

The pace of change is accelerating as Alvin Toffler forecast in his seminal book ‘Future 
Shock’. Economic value is shifting from ‘product in manufacture’ to ‘product in service’ as 
exemplified by items such as the ‘connected car’ that could become fully autonomous in the 
next twenty to thirty years. This implies a shift from ‘hardware’ to ‘software’ and associated 
‘data’ that helps vendors determine a customer’s individual context and target their specific 
needs. In this new ‘connected’ age, value can be generated continuously throughout the 
product life cycle by using data-driven insights to constantly refine features and facilities. 

Economic value is shifting to ‘product-in-service’ 

At a personal level, wearables, smart phones, and embedded sensors are generating data on 
every aspect of our lives, from our physical environment; health and fitness; stress and 
emotional wellbeing; to personal aspirations and achievements (financial, social and 
spiritual). Such data provides each of us with powerful insights into our own lives, as well as 
enabling vendors to target goods and services directly to meet our individual needs. Netflix 
illustrates this trend with its ‘Test and Learn’ approach to product development (TV based 
movies) and customer intimacy. 

To cope with such competitive mega-trends, see Figure 1, large organisations must learn to 
adapt at scale. This is at odds with historic trends where incumbents optimised around 
operational excellence by employing relatively static structures that delivered reliability and 
cost efficiency. Winners in todays’ constantly evolving markets need to personalize their 
offers and constantly experiment to maintain customer interest and loyalty.  

Distinguish between Digitize (efficiency) versus Digital (new sources of value) 

Figure 1 – Tectonic mega-trends 
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The implications for successful business models are clear. Monolithic, hierarchical structures 
that are driven by executive judgement (inside-out) need to morph into small, customer 
facing ‘product teams’ that make decisions hour by hour based on data received and 
analysed from millions of customers (outside-in). Data is driving performance in place of 
management judgement. 

Why data mastery is so important today 

In just ten years, since 2009, cloud and related mobile applications have transformed the 
global economy and disrupted many sectors such as Media, IT, Financial Services and Retail. 
See Box 2 for disruption patterns. Recent developments in data mastery, including machine 
learning and artificial intelligence, promise similar or possibly even larger transformational 
changes over the coming decade. 

Box 2 – disruption patterns across sectors 

• Telco and Media (Ericsson, Telefonica and Vodafone) – 67% 
• Financial Services (Blackrock, Pay Pal, Swiss Re) – 62% 
• IT and High Tech (IBM, HPE, Microsoft, Adobe) – 54% 
• Healthcare (Aetna, Humana, United Health Group) – 36% 
• Manufacturing and Logistics (GE, Siemens, UPS, DHL) – 27% 

 
But who has benefited most from such technology-driven innovations? It has been the 
digital giants and tech start-ups rather than traditional incumbents who have grasped the 
potential of data mastery and delivered startling results both in terms of competitive 
position, and shareholder value. Much reference is made to FAANG in the USA (Facebook, 
Apple, Amazon, Netflix and Google) as well as BAT (Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent) in China. 
These companies now occupy top positions in their respective stock markets and are 
targeting virtually every sector in their quest for 30% annual growth. 

FAANG companies now represent 10% of USA stock market value 

And yet the technology pipeline has more surprises in store for us with blockchain, 5G, IoT, 
virtual reality and artificial intelligence poised for mainstream adoption between 2018 and 
2020. These advancements add further opportunities for companies that have achieved 
mastery of their current data assets, as seen by Google’s recent acquisition of Deep Minds. 
Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning will enable digital giants to harvest valuable 
insights from the billions of customers that interact with them daily as well as from social 
media and remote sensors. 

This sets the context for the ‘C’ suite. Only by taking immediate steps to better organise, 
exploit and protect their current data assets can such companies avoid the existential threat 
posed by digital newcomers, large and small. 

Some incumbents are acquiring data mastery skills 



Although it is easy to become carried away by the primacy of digital giants and innovative 
start-ups, there are some exciting examples of how incumbents are learning to master and 
exploit their data assets.  

Zara leads the apparel sector with ‘Fast Fashion’ 

With some 2,200 stores in 93 countries, Spanish apparel retailer Zara has hit on a formula 
for supply chain success that has become known as ‘Fast Fashion’. This has enabled it to 
beat global competitors such as H&M by augmenting ‘scale and scope’ with ‘agility and 
speed’. New products are created daily by centralised design teams who have access to 
information from every point in the supply chain. The designers sit at the heart of the 
production process and can interact directly with planners and factory staff. They are also 
connected to store management and point of sale data across the globe, enabling rapid 
analysis of the fashion ‘buzz’. Tight control of data from raw materials to point of sale has 
introduced new levels of speed and agility that has made its founder, Amancio Ortega, one 
of the richest men in the world. 

In an entirely different sector, GE Healthcare has transformed its MRI product leasing 
business into a ‘radiology’ service. GE acquired software company Predix in 2015 to 
accelerate its move into digital business, focusing on products that could be internet-
enabled. Its aim is to create $15B of digital revenues by 2020. One immediate success has 
been the healthcare division in the UK where digital transformation has enabled GE to offer 
hospitals an end-to-end radiology service that incorporates its MRI scanners and clinical 
radiologists. Instead of leasing equipment, GE Healthcare now charges for each clinical 
outcome. This enables GE to pool scarce radiologist talent and achieve greater economies of 
scale. Cash starved NHS hospitals can substitute OPEX for CAPEX. 

Ford sees the modern car as an i-pad on wheels 

Ford has recognised that the car is becoming an ‘i-pad’ on wheels as embedded software 
and sensors provide the possibility of constant innovation throughout the product lifecycle 
‘on the road’. The threat from new entrants such as Tesla, Google and Uber have 
accelerated Ford’s programme to reinvent its product line to reflect digital possibilities. Ford 
will continue to manufacture hardware across its factories in a time-honoured fashion, 
exploiting ‘scale and scope’ advantage. However, once the car enters service, the 
collaboration with its IT partner, Pivotal, will enable Ford to release and install new versions 
of software daily. This will provide its customers with a constant flow of new features in the 
same way that companies such as Google continually update their smart phone 
applications. 

Box 3 – other incumbent success stories 

• McLaren has exploited its leadership in motorsports to launch ATLAS software that obtains, 
analyses and displays data from control systems 

• Vivendi owns valuable content through subsidiaries such as Universal Music, and can 
monetise this through its streaming services 



• Microsoft took a big gamble by substituting product licences for software as a service when it 
introduced Office 365. This has transformed its share value and organisational agility 

• Siemens has invested heavily in acquisitions to help transform its traditional manufacturing 
base into the ‘factory of the future’ that employs 3D printing and robotics 

Incumbents see major possibilities in data exploitation given the scope and spread of 
historic information they hold on all aspects of their businesses – from customer profiles to 
products and services. Much of their effort has been focused on customer relationship 
management (CRM) and online channels (e-commerce) at the front end of the business. By 
considering end-to-end data flows, or what GE calls ‘the digital thread’, incumbents are 
examining new possibilities enabled by improved data mastery, including: 

• Business process instrumentation that gives improved visibility of performance 
across the entire supply chain, offering new opportunities to eliminate waste 

• Information sharing with third parties such as the design of a building in the 
construction sector that encourages closer and more productive partnerships 

• Implementation of blockchain across complex supply chains to expedite payments 
and reduce the need for expensive cash floats 

What is the ‘C’ suite response to data mastery 

Despite well publicised successes amongst some major incumbents, the realities in many 
Board rooms present a much bleaker picture. A recent executive survey of 1,300 companies 
conducted by NTT Security suggests that data remains low on the board agenda. Most 
companies believe that data issues should be discussed on a regular basis but only half 
practice this today. 

Only 40% of large corporates have cyber insurance despite recent attacks 

Executives are conscious of the growing threat of cyber-attacks, see Box 4, and their impact 
on corporate profitability and brand reputation, but only 56% have an information security 
policy, and just 43% have cyber insurance. In addition, according to the NTT Security survey, 
data features on average at fifth place on corporate risk registers. The rapid rise of cyber 
disruption and the central importance of data in the digital economy merits a far more 
urgent response to these vital corporate assets. 

Box 4 – recent cyber-attacks on large organisations 

• Reckitt Benckiser recently suffered a £100M loss in profits due to an attack on its global 
production facilities.  

• The NHS incurred service disruption when the WannaCry virus brought 40 trusts and 37 
hospitals to a stand-still. 

• Experian, one of the world’s largest data brokers and credit agencies, experienced  

Most of ‘C’ suite attention to corporate data has been focused on the myriad of regulations 
that are being imposed by governments around the world, especially the European 
Commission. The two most recent regulations include GDPR (protecting personal privacy) 
and MFID2 (affecting the capital markets sector). Compliance to such regulations is costing 



organisations many millions of pounds with little perceived benefit. The cost of non-
compliance can be devastating, with GDPR penalties of up to 4% of corporate revenues.  

New techniques such as robotic process automation present a further area of risk as well as 
opportunity that the ‘C’ suite is less aware of. By removing humans from front-line contact 
with customers, and replacing them with chatbots, management can lose visibility of 
consumer sentiment. Equally, the delayering of middle management can deplete vital 
insights that only humans can make. Already many organisations recognise that they are 
deploying thousands of such robots, but have not thought through the potential risks that 
such automation represents, especially at the reputational level. 

The recent proliferation of data (90% of all data has been generated in the last two years) is 
unlikely to subside. Projections are for a further doubling of data volumes by 2020, 
stimulated by the widespread adoption of the Internet of Things and associated machine 
interconnections. But according to McKinsey, incumbents are only able to exploit around 1-
2% of such data today. Digital Giants such as Netflix and Google are achieving far higher 
levels of data exploitation. This presents an unparalleled challenge to incumbents that is 
rarely mentioned within the Board Room. 

What are the challenges relating to data mastery? 

For most incumbent organisations the greatest challenge to data mastery is the 
fragmentation of these assets within the organisation, and increasingly to external parties 
such as cloud-based software providers. Large organisations such as banks and insurance 
companies have grown in scale through mergers and acquisition. Few have had the 
resources or corporate policies to amalgamate internal systems. Customer and product data 
remains widely dispersed, being embedded within the individual transaction systems, many 
of which are reaching the end of their useful life-cycles. Compliance to new regulations 
becomes an expensive task when several separate systems need to be upgraded in parallel. 

Data assets are widely scattered amongst multiple legacy systems 

One successful story that bucks this trend is Banco Santander who acquired several building 
societies in the UK such as Abbey National, Alliance and Leicester, Bradford and Bingley. In 
each case the Bank replaced different core transaction systems with its own in-house 
version, Partenon, thus achieving an integrated approach to data processing and storage. 
This has reduced the cost to income ratio of its combined UK banking platform by over 50% 
and provided a single view of the customer across all its UK brands. Santander’s digital bank 
is now based on Temenos, a standard cloud based platform that can be implemented 
anywhere across the Globe. 

The rapid adoption of multi-cloud services to serve functional needs, such as Salesforce 
CRM in sales, and Workday in HR, implies the increasing dispersion of corporate data into 
the hands of third parties. Shadow IT has further accelerated such trends as many 
thousands of new tools become available within the public cloud. The investment of many 
billions of dollars on centralised ERP systems such as Oracle and SAP in the nineties and 
early 2000s was motivated by the need to integrate corporate data of all kinds into a 



common software suite and associated information hub. The move to multi-cloud services 
could erode the advantage of such colossal investments. 

Finally, the trend towards personal choice of device and increasing workplace mobility, 
epitomised by ‘Bring Your Own Everything’, is dispersing data into the hands of employees 
with little control over its integrity or security. Millennials expect to use a combination of 
corporate and public applications, and are promiscuous in their choice of employer. 

 Tackling the legacy issue 

 

According to a recent survey by University of Surrey, some 40-50% of all IT assets within 
large organisations are classed as legacy i.e. belonging to outdated computer systems and 
application programmes. Many such systems operate in batch mode (processing data at 24-
hour intervals), as in the case of retail banks and government departments, and date back to 
the 80s and 90s. The systems are often highly reliable but lack the flexibility to adapt to 
modern business conditions such as: 

• Increased agility and speed in a rapidly changing market environment 
• Ability to hyper-scale new business models and partnerships 
• Support for real-time, mobile transaction environments in banking, travel, retailing 
• Simplifying and instrumenting complex business processes that operate today in 

silos 

The cause of legacy is multiple dimensional, including vendor lock-in (5-10 year contracts 
with outsourcing partners); bespoke application packages that date back many decades and 
employ obsolete programming languages such as Cobol; and lack of investment to re-
platform ageing systems (often in the billions of pounds). Beyond these technical 
limitations, most IT skills and cultures originate out of legacy environments and do not 
readily adapt to the new conditions required in digital enterprises.  

Culture is as much a legacy issue as technology 

The solution to technical legacy issues rests on public cloud adoption. Already we see that 
nearly 25% of the trillion-dollar spend on IT services relates to public cloud, ranging from 
infrastructure and platform to software and business process. This is projected to grow to 
50% by 2020. The other key aspect is a shift in culture and skills to align with digital 
practices, especially as they affect the exploitation and protection of vital data resources. 



‘Escaping Legacy’ follows a well prescribed route. This includes the replacement of 
outdated, on-premise infrastructures and associated legacy vendor contracts with public 
cloud offerings such as Amazon Web Services, Google Cloud, and Microsoft Azure. Such a re-
platforming provides opportunity to consolidate all data assets into a single ‘data lake’ or 
‘data utility’, exploiting the low cost of storage on public clouds. Public cloud also provides a 
wide variety of software services such as HR and CRM that can be integrated into core 
transaction systems (packages or bespoke) using standard Application Programming 
Interfaces (APIs).  

The reskilling of both technical and business ‘legacy’ staff is a more prosaic task, requiring a 
top-level change in corporate culture. This may be accelerated by external partnerships 
(such as Ford and Pivotal) or major acquisitions (such as GE and Predix) of digital companies 
who already adopt a digital approach. At the technical level, firms are complementing 
traditional ‘waterfall’ approaches to software development with agile techniques that speed 
up changes at the process and business levels.  

There may be no single version of the truth 

It is tempting for incumbents operating many fragmented systems and associated databases 
to try to create an integrated data-lake so they have "one version of the truth" with a 
properly formatted view of their data. For example, by consolidating data about a unique 
customer from multiple sources within a large retail bank. This is almost impossible to set 
up and maintain because the data changes frequently.  

The digital giants don't try to create one source of truth. They use cheap storage and log all 
of their data and transactions in native format. It is similar to storing a digital photograph in 
‘RAW’ format rather than as a ‘Jpeg’ image where processing has already occurred.  Later, 
they come back and decide what useful insights may be contained within the data-lake, and 
how to answer specific questions that have come up that are business relevant at any point 
in time.  That's implies more work, but they only do the work when they have a good reason 
to do it.  

One company that is pioneering such techniques for large incumbents is 10X Bank founded 
by the former CEO of Barclays, Anthony Jenkins. See Box 5. 10X extracts raw data from the 
multiple transaction systems embedded within a large bank, and places them in the public 
cloud where storage is relatively cheap and plentiful. Such data lakes can then be mined by 
powerful new tools based on machine learning and AI to gain customer insights. 

Box 5 – 10X Bank offers a new data storage approach to retail banks 

10X is a Fintech start-up that has built a ground-up platform that incorporates machine 
learning, cloud services, encryption at all states and other newer technology. Aimed at 
helping large banks manage data and transactions, build new products and work with 
consumers, it has now raised £34 million ($46 million) in its first outside funding. 

According to its founder, ex-Barclays CEO Anthony Jenkins, “Banks today are full of ageing 
infrastructure and legacy systems that are patched together. Most of them have expressed 
a desire and mandate to update those systems for all the reasons you might guess. Among 



the most important are to make their data more secure, to make their services more 
efficient, and to launch new products to be more competitive with the new wave of 
financial services. The legacy technology that operates in most banks is a major impediment 
to serving customers better, and increased challenges from regulation and more capital 
requirements make it hard to fix”.  

10x’s answer, Jenkins said, is a “turnkey solution” to modernise this: it ingests legacy 
account data, on which it runs analytics to gain active insights and helps plan and run new 
services. Built around open APIs, it’s “very simple” to add in other services from third parties 
as well, something which isn’t always easy to do today. 

Five steps to achieve data mastery 

There is no simple fix for large incumbents given where they are today –engulfed in legacy 
systems, complex and fragmented business processes, and skills that are more ‘analogue’ 
than ‘digital’. However, this does not suggest a policy of non-action. Instead, we 
recommend five steps that should be owned and executed at ‘C’ suite level: 

1. Develop a clear strategic context for data mastery within the overall competitive 
landscape by defining how benefit can be derived from becoming a ‘data-driven’ 
organisation. Quantify impact might this may have on shareholder value? 

2. Promote an ‘outside-in’ data driven culture within the enterprise by involving 
external partners more closely, and participating in new business eco-systems such 
as those emerging in the automotive sector (e.g. Tesla, Uber, Google and GM) 

3. Instrumenting business processes across the entire supply chain by embedding 
sensors and data analytic software i.e. creating a digital thread that can reduce 
waste and improve speed and agility (as practiced by Zara and Fast Fashion) 

4. Define clear roles for data custodians (business executives that own the data) and 
data enablers (IT managers who provide the systems and skills to collect, store and 
process the data) 

5. Tackle legacy systems by migrating infrastructures on to the public cloud; adopting 
open APIs; and modernising application software (frequently adopting services 
embedded in the cloud such as Salesforce and Workday)  

The many techniques available today such as AI and machine learning can accelerate many 
of these critical steps. For example, data discovery can be undertaken by robots that trawl 
legacy applications to create large data lakes in the cloud. Intelligent storage can simplify 
data classification and improve workflows. Open APIs can help integrate core transaction 
systems with multi-cloud services. 

In conclusion 

The pressures on many incumbents, especially those facing consumers directly (e.g. 
Retailers, Utilities and Banks), to comply with recent regulations such as GDPR are defecting 
the ‘C’ Suite away from tackling the more strategic issue of data mastery. It is our view that 
the emerging era of artificial intelligence and machine learning will favour ‘data-driven’ 



organisations over traditional companies. This will require much preparation given the 
fragmentation of current systems. 

As with the advent of public cloud based services in 2008/9; the next decade of data 
mastery will intensify the gap between winners and losers. No time can be lost now in 
elevating this subject to the Board. 

 


