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Best Practices in Big Data
Management and Pricing Analytics

arbage in garbage out! Before
you start working on data
analytics, there are a variety
of preparation steps that are
critical to make sure you are heading
in the right direction. Of course, you
have to make sure you locate all the data
sources in your organization. You will be
surprised how much data is already avail-
able before you even think about add-
ing more. Then you have to prepare your
work by mapping the data points and
starting the extraction process. Finally,
you can think about connecting and le-
veraging all of these data sets. Remember
that you have to learn to walk before you
can run. These preparatory steps are es-
sential for your success in data analytics.
The more you invest up front, the more
you will benefit from your data.

Why Look for Your Data &
Where do You Find it?

We are surrounded by data. In fact, we
have data everywhere in our personal

and professional lives. We might not re-
alize it but the more connected we are,
the more data we generate. While many
profess that “any press is good press,”
the recent “big data” trend has, in a way,
taken the data phenomena hostage.

Every other word on Twitter mentions
“big” something. Big data has become
a management fad in much the same
way as Total Quality Management
(TQM), Six Sigma and other jazzy
concepts that propagate like wild fire.
Various online sources define big data
as “a collection of data sets so large and
complex that it becomes difficult to pro-
cess using on-hand database manage-
ment tools or traditional data process-
ing applications. The challenges include
capture, curation, storage, search, shar-
ing, transfer, analysis and visualization.”
The key word here is big I suppose. But
everything is relative.
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Lately, almost everything related to data
analytics has been linked to big data,
whether relevant or not. For small and
medium business, it really does not mat-
ter whether your data is small, medium
or extra-large. What matters is that you
find the data, connect and integrate

it, analyze it, and use it to create value
for your business. The latter part of the
equation is the most important. Much
needs to be done to prove the positive
impact of big data on the profit per-
formance of firms. Although the con-
cept has taken the world of analytics by
storm, there is a need for more evidence-
based research to demonstrate its profit
power.

The power of data analytics is very
real. Whether your data sets are big or
small, here are some recommendations
to get started managing your organi-
zation’s data:

1. Make a commitment to start on
the journey of data management:
The first step of this journey is to
have a discussion within your man-
agement team and gain a commit-
ment to explore the value of a data
management project(s). Do not pay
too much attention to the hype
about big data. Instead, focus on
improving productivity in one area
of your business by leveraging the
mountain of information and data
coming into your organization. De-
fine a value statement of why you
want to start on that journey. In oth-
er words, define how data manage-
ment will create value for you and
your customers.

2. Do not worry about “big” — fo-
cus on the data: The key to getting
started is to find all sources of data
in your organization and to try to
create a data map of where data is
produced, stored and what it’s used
for. You will be surprised by how
much data your small or medium-
sized business can generate in any
given year. Between invoice transac-
tions and product data alone, you
probably store millions or even bil-
lions of records already across many
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locations. That sounds big to me.

3. Leverage the integrated power
of all your data ... big or small:
Once you've identified and extracted
all this data, you might be ready to
run some analytics. The key here is
to eventually analyze each data set.
The power of big data, as it’s defined
above, is to connect the data set
and create predictive and explana-
tory models that can help you make
better decisions. That is where the
rubber meets the road, as the say-
ing goes. This is also where it might
get complicated. Integrated data
analytics might, for example, link
your marketing data with your sales
transactions and supply chain data
to derive a powerful forecasting
model. The value is in connecting all
of the data sets and running predic-
tive models.

4. Blend intuition and science in
your decision-making process: The
goal is to reduce the level of uncer-
tainty in your decision-making pro-
cess, and to refine the range within
which you might make these deci-
sions. Intuition and experience still
play a role when final decisions are
made. However, you want to reverse
the balance of 80% intuition and
20% science to a ratio of 80% sci-
ence and 20% intuition.

5. Walk before you run: Depending
on where you are today in the ana-
lytics spectrum (from nowhere to
embedded analytics), I recommend
that you start slowly. Experiment
and walk before you run. Before you
pick up the phone and call the big
gun consulting companies, establish
some basic internal capabilities and
run an audit of your infrastructure.
If you are using I'T systems from
the 80s or 90s, you might have is-
sues extracting the data and linking
it all today, but the effort required is
almost certainly worthwhile. Then,
start working on your individual
data sets and extracting the nuggets
of predictive power.

There are four Vs in big data: vol-
ume, veracity, variety and velocity. To
those, I add the most important of the
Vs: value. Whether you are a small busi-
ness or a huge corporation, leveraging
your own data intelligently will create
value for your business. This is the fun-
damental start of your data journey.

Preparing and Extracting
Your Data: Team Work and
Realization of Issues
From a practitioner’s perspective, barriers
to identifying and preparing your data
start very early in the data preparation
and extraction steps. The process poses
CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE »
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both technical and behavioral challeng-
es. It also requires thinking, team co-
ordination and organizational commit-
ment. There are critical early parameters
of data preparation and extraction that
must be conceptualized to ensure suc-
cessful data analytics later in the process.

Some of the potential barriers to data
preparation and extraction are pre-
sented in Figure 2.

Barriers related to data quality and sys-
tems complexity are to be expected. For
example, daily manipulation of order en-
try, manual modifications in master data
files and manual accounting entries to
address incorrect transactions will create
issues with the overall reliability of data.
The data may be incomplete, unstruc-
tured and inconsistent.

Issues with systems are equally problem-
atic. The use of multiple ERP systems,
large-scale upgrade projects and the de-
pendence on outdated systems to extract
historical data can lead to breakdowns in
data integration and consolidation. These
types of issues are to be expected in any
pricing analytics and optimization proj-
ect.

Other barriers to data preparation and
extraction are more organizational and
behavioral in nature. First, it is critical

to obtain commitment to program goals
from the internal department involved in
the project. That requires a detailed ex-
planation of the project scope as well as a
clearly articulated business justification.
Explaining the data management pro-

gram within the context of the overall
corporate vision is a critical step toward
project buy-in. Finally, the required data
must be well defined prior to the start
of the project, both in terms of type and
quantity, in order to eliminate the false
starts and multiple extractions that frus-
trate busy technicians.

Other potential barriers to project suc-
cess are issues related to data cleaning,
preparation and extraction. Many orga-
nizations have never been faced with a
single project requiring data normaliza-
tion and extraction across multiple, dis-
parate systems. Successful organizations
have learned that an investment in prop-
er documentation and training, includ-
ing demonstrations, prior to a project’s
start reduces stress and errors, and great-
ly increases the quality of the resulting
analysis while reducing the time and ex-
pense required to achieve it.

We recommend the following
simple steps:

1. Create a multi-functional team
for data preparation and extrac-
tion: Conduct a kick-off meeting
and explain the vision, the purpose
and a clear scope of analysis. Cre-
ate a common vision for the project,
and reassure the team from the very
beginning that data will be secured
and treated with a high level of con-
fidentiality.

2. Conduct a data audit to evaluate
potential technical barriers and
issues related to data quality and
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systems: Map out where data might
come from, along with possible in-
terface issues. Link the project pur-
pose to the project outcome, and
create a road map on how to get the
best and cleanest data.

3. Select the proper technical experts
to address and treat all possible
discrepancies through the integra-
tion process: Do not improvise on
the manipulation and treatment of
data as this might extend the project
schedule, and, in the long run, create
more problems.

4. Involve the team by creating a
taskforce to support the project:
Create transparencies on issues and
solutions without finger pointing or
breaking the “data kingdom.” Re-
member that people still believe in
the axiom that information is power.
Having everyone on board with a
top executive champion might be
the most powerful combination to
ensure project support.

5. Get it right the first time: Garbage
in, garbage out! Avoid multiple itera-
tions of extraction and data file ver-
sions that might confuse the team.
The point is to keep the project sim-
ple but highly structured throughout
its lifetime. Make proper use of con-
sultants for this step in the overall
pricing analytics process. Spending
more time preparing and extracting
the right data file will make the back
end of the process faster and more
robust.

For most of you, the thoughts in this pa-
per might seem obvious and too simplis-
tic. From a practitioner’s perspective, it is
not as easy as you might think. Organi-
zational complexity with people and sys-
tems can, and often does, slow down the
process. What matters is a good vision
for what data is being prepared and a
mindful process that takes into account
these potential issues. The results from
such a project are well worth taking your
time and getting it right the first time.
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Connecting, Mining, and
Leveraging Your Data

Your data is identified, prepared and
extracted. While these are critical and
challenging steps of the process, you
have not yet moved into true data man-
agement. Your organization and team
are ready to start connecting, mining,
and leveraging the data to create intel-
ligence.

Data intelligence is defined by Techo-
pedia as:

“Data intelligence is the analysis of various
Jforms of data in such a way that it can be
used by companies to expand their services
or investments. Data intelligence can also
refer to companies’ use of internal data to
analyze their own operations to make bet-
ter decisions into the future. Business per-
Jformance, data mining, online analytics,
and event processing are all types of data
that companies gather and use for data in-
telligence purposes”.

Data by itself has very little intelligence.
You have to start mining it by creating
an environment and a place where data
can be hosted and connected through
relevant languages and relationships.

Here are the key dimensions to con-
sider when you start making your data
speak:

1. Data warehousing: This is an essen-
tial consideration of your data man-
agement process. Where will you as-
semble all the relevant data and how
will you create a dynamic environ-
ment to integrate new data points in
the future?

2. Data Mapping: Maps are essential
to structure your underlying data-
bases and to establish critical data
hierarchies. These maps will reflect
your overall data architecture.

3. Data Relationships: Data sets or
blocks will be connected based on
specific relationships. As with rela-
tional databases, multidimensional
datasets will evolve in many ways
and at multiple points in time. Data

Figure 3: Here are eight dimensions to consider when you start making your data speak
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relationships will make the whole
data dynamically connected and
up-to-date.

4. Assumptions: As you start leverag-
ing your data through mining, you
will have to keep a log of your as-
sumptions to make sure they are
constantly documented in case you
are asked to justify your findings or
discoveries.

5. Hypotheses: Equally important for
your data mining exercises is to es-
tablish relevant hypotheses to be
tested in the future. Both assump-
tions and hypotheses are critical ele-

ments of data intelligence language.

Your data is going to start talking
back to you and sending you mes-
sages that need to be contextualized
based on assumptions and hypoth-
eses.

The team experts in charge of your data
management process have to work on all
of these dimensions very carefully. Each
dimension has to fit well in the overall
project vision and have to be driven by
the desire to create value for the busi-
ness. Proper documentation and discus-
sions are required to avoid some of the
most common pitfalls of a holistic data
management: generous connections,
over-simplifications, inappropriate inter-
pretations, hidden agendas, over-stated

conclusions. You cannot cut corners and
take any shortcuts. Business leaders have
to remain involved in the process at this
stage to encourage teams, to support the
need for transparency and clarity, and to
make sure that all that work is done to

make better decisions and create value.

Too often, these data management proj-
ects are “taken hostage” by technical
people who loses focus on value. Lever-
aging your data means creating a process
to make better business decisions and to
generate greater performance. Never lose
focus of that essential goal.

Conclusions

Data, whether small, medium or big, are
available in your organization. Do not
rush to acquire more of it. Build a strong
analytical foundation based on what you
have and start mining. Spend a lot of
time mapping your current pockets of
data, preparing it for analysis, and con-
necting data sets. It is worthwhile de-
laying the process of starting with your
analytics in order to prepare, clean, or-
ganize and connect your data sets. Even
better, you can design a data architecture
that resides in one centralized data ware-
house. There is no magic trick in the area
of data preparation. There is a need to be
strategic, to be disciplined, and to be pa-
tient until you reach the “sweet spot.”
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