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executives can pull up on their 
iPads, providing them with the 
facts and figures they need to 
collaborate effectively and make 
decisions in a timely manner.

“CDA provides the gover-
nance around the data, and IT 
is the owner of the data,” he 
explains. “We have business 
and IT practitioners working 
together. The CDA learns about 
the kinds of problems the busi-
ness is trying to solve and the 

speed they need, so IT can build 
the sandbox environments that 
allow analytics to answer the 
questions quickly,” he explains.

3 Stay business-
focused, not  
data-distracted.

“Insight without action is just 
overhead,” says Richard Thom-
as, CIO at Quintiles, a biophar-
maceutical services organiza-
tion in Research Triangle Park, 
N.C. That’s why it is absolutely 
critical to keep data analytics 
efforts strictly focused on well-
articulated and well-communi-
cated business goals, he says.

“The whole point of big data 
is to create value back to the 
organization by operationaliz-
ing insights into action,” agrees 
Annika Jimenez, vice president 
at Pivotal Software in Palo Alto, 
Calif., and head of the com-
pany’s Pivotal Data Labs unit. “If 
the analytic work isn’t attached 
directly to business drivers, 

that’s when you see real 
frustration emerge.”

Jimenez recom-
mends setting up a 
central data and analyt-
ics team or a center of 
excellence with indi-
vidual analytics prac-
titioners dedicated to support 
different parts of the business. 
“Usually, we advise that people 
in this group sit with the busi-
ness. That way, they get vetted 
into the business on a day-to-day 
basis and they bring the voice of 
the business back into the cen-
tral analytics team,” she says.

Additionally, Jimenez rec-
ommends that companies cre-
ate the position of engagement 

manager. “These are the 
people who connect the 
dots between the business 
goals and the work that data 
practitioners are execut-
ing. They help prioritize use 
cases, which is a role data 
practitioners don’t do. It’s a 

different skill set,” she explains.
At Irving, Texas-based Nova-

tion, which developed a mobile 
app that pushes information and 
alerts on changing prices of med-
ical, surgical and pharmaceutical 
supplies to healthcare purchasing 
executives, Hari Subramanian 
says the best way to shift corpo-
rate culture is to adopt a collab-
orative approach in which the 
so-called “quants” and the high-
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est-paid people work together.
“The best way is where quants 

work in parallel and as a team 
with managers to come up with 
a set of data that a strategist can 
then use [to execute a business 
decision],” he says. “It’s usu-
ally not the quants monitoring 
something and then telling strat-
egists what should be done.”

4 Make analytics an 
all-play affair.
The marketing depart-

ment might be the first depart-
ment in your company to em-
brace analytics, but it shouldn’t 
be the only one. 

“Analytics has more impact 
when it becomes part of the en-
terprise,” says Anson Asoka, vice 
president of global analytics and 
insights at Scotts Miracle-Gro. 
“Cutting across the organization 
is key. The way to connect the 
dots is to connect the data.”

This means sharing data — 
something that many top exec-

utives and traditional business 
managers are loath to do unless 
forced. This is where IT, and 
the CIO and CTO in particular, 
can be valuable catalysts, says 
Sanjib Sahoo, CTO at Chicago-
based online trading company 
TradeMonster.

For example, rather than 
simply approving or rejecting a 
department’s request for addi-
tional computing capability, IT 
can respond with data about the 
department’s current CPU us-
age coupled with cash-flow in-
formation to help the requesting 
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Scotts Miracle-Gro

IT can help top executives learn to share data, says TradeMonster CTO Sanjib Sahoo.

Cover Story      IT Transformation

16August 2014  |   Com puterworld

http://www.computerworld.com


manager understand all options. 
“The CIO can say, ‘Give me 

your cash-flow data and I’ll mix 
and match it with my data,’ and 
it starts to build a relationship,” 
Sahoo says. IT can also build 
dashboards of data supplied by 
different business units to help 
managers see the value of com-
bining and analyzing data that 
currently may be squirreled 
away in a departmental data silo.

In this respect, IT is integral to 
building both credibility and trust 
in data analytics, says Thomas.

“Decision-making always 
comes back to a single source 
of the truth. Otherwise, teams 
spend a lot of time on data skep-
ticism and discussing why data 
is invalid,” he says. “When you 
put all the data together, look-
ing at a number on its own be-
comes irrelevant.”

At Intel, which is widely re-
garded as one of the most data-
driven enterprises in business 
today, “we see big data and ana-

lytics as complementing better 
and faster decision-making,” 
says Ajay Chandramouly, whose 
job title is big data evangelist.

“At Intel, it is in our DNA to 
be data-driven. We don’t see two 
different camps — the HiPPOs 
and the quants. We see that as 
a false choice,” Chandramouly 
says. “What we try to do instead 
is use the insights from ad-
vanced analytics to ask the right 
questions. When you frame it 
in that perspective, it tends to 
minimize conflict.”

5 Communicate your 
successes, but keep 
fine-tuning. 

At CNA, Wolfe publicizes his 
unit’s ever-rising fraud detec-
tion rate, to both employees 
and customers, as a means of 
reinforcing the company’s focus 
on hard data and analytics.

“I have committed to having 
every member of the special 
investigations unit get out in 

front of a customer to talk about 
our program,” he says. “We’re a 
commercial carrier and many 
of our insured want to know 
what we’re doing to protect 
their bottom line, especially re-
garding workers’ compensation 
claims,” he says. “Customers 
love to hear what we’re doing 
with new technology and what 
is going on behind the scenes. 
The technology has given us a 
competitive edge in many [cus-
tomer] meetings because not all 
companies are doing this.”

At USAA, Mowen says a 
common practice is to commu-
nicate the results of successful 
projects carried out by the chief 

data and analytics office beyond 
the project’s stakeholders.

“The more people who un-
derstand that we ran tests on 
data, the better informed the 
whole organization becomes,” 
Mowen says. 

Another fine-tuning tech-
nique: “When we really run into 
strong HiPPOs, we create ex-
periments or tests where we can 
test their hypotheses. We have a 
specific test-and-learn team in 
the CDA that does this,” he says.

The bottom line: More and 
more, “people state their source 
clearly on all documentation,” 
Mowen says. “They note that the 
facts came from the CDA.”  u

The more people who understand 
that we ran tests on data, the 
better informed the whole 
organization becomes. 
Doug Mowen, executive director of the CDA office ,  USAA
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