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Big data certainly has big hype and a big bandwagon. I'm on board with respect to
big data’s potential; however, I see a lot of wasted motion as corporations try to put
big data to use. In my work with the International Institute for Analytics and other
organizations, I've lately had the chance to hear what academic thought leaders,
major vendors, and data management practitioners have to say about big data.
Here’s some of the best advice I've gathered.

Start with business questions, not data. The last thing you want to do is “boil the
ocean” of large and complex data sets when you don’t know what you're looking for.
First frame the business problem, then develop data to address it or explore it
further. Sure, we want to be open to discovering new patterns and connections and
unanticipated results, but we’ve got to start with a business issue, a target domain,
and a set of hypotheses to explore.

As my colleague and co-author Tom Davenport points out, “Big data usually
involves small analytics.” The computations and statistical analyses that
businesses perform on big data tend to be familiar and relatively simple. Especially
as enterprises are getting their feet wet in the big data pool, the challenge lies in
selecting and organizing data (especially unstructured data), not in building new
and complex analytical models. In fact, the analytics you want to do may be available
as off-the-shelf applications.

“Analytics is hard, feedback is easy.” That's a theme from Duncan Simester of
MIT. The most direct and efficient way to explore a business question is usually not
to gather vast amounts of data and build complex analytical models - rather, it’s to
conduct a controlled business experiment with a fast feedback loop. When Harrah'’s
(now Caesar’s) Entertainment was redefining customer service and retention in the
casino business, they were generating large amounts of data through their loyalty
card program, operational systems, and even video monitors. But they used the data
in the context of specific experiments: How to arrange gaming machines? How
quickly to fill beverage orders? When and how to intervene when a good customer
is having bad luck?

Whether the data is big or small, think of it less as a body to be analyzed and more
as the feedback stream for business experiments. Big data - for example, from call
center or web interactions with customers - may be most immediately useful in
framing small experiments in how to do things better.

The common thread in this advice is “start small.” Don’t be intimidated by big
data, because the data you need may not be all that big. Of course you want to be
alert to new and potentially interesting data sources, but you can sample them. You
don’t have to account for and organize all the available and potentially useful data in
advance - that’s a waste of time. Big data applications present new data



management challenges; don’t make the challenges bigger and more complex than
they need to be. Then as you gain experience and big data skills, you can fold in
more data - conventional, unstructured, and real-time.

Note that starting small does not imply low ambition. [t means being focused and
selective - focused on big business questions that need bigger data to explore, and
selective about what data you start with and how you build your feedback loop to
generate real insight.

Both Davenport and Simester also point out the practical consideration that big data
analytics require advanced and scarce skills. That piece of the puzzle is the topic of
the third point of view in this series.



