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The world is changing faster than ever. 

Digital disruption, technology and data 

are all driving change at an incredible 

rate. 

This overview has been written for the 

key business decision-makers. 

This is merely an overview, guidance if 

you will, to get you started. There is far 

more that can be achieved and with the 

appropriate input, needle moving actions 

can be generated.  

With that in mind, have a read, use what 

resonates and ask any questions you 

have.  

Thanks, 
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As a result, businesses are facing an 

increasingly difficult task to remain 

competitive, as the likes of Uber, Airbnb 

and Netflix transform industries.  

Leading the charge is data. Harness the 

insights hidden within it and you can 

create competitive advantage; ignore it's 

power and you could become the next 

Blockbuster or Toys 'R' Us.  

So the question is, what are you doing 

with your data? 

Surprisingly, many businesses will be 

unable to answer that question succinctly. 

Whilst others will have an idea but may 

not have implemented definitive 

strategies.  

However, it is not that difficult. By 

understanding the principles which can be 

applied to any business or industry, data 

can be made to work for (not against!) the 

organisation. 
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Quite simply, the 'Exam Question' is the 

most important aspect of any strategy.  

However, a staggering number of 

companies are either unaware of this or 

completely ignore it.  

If you are unable to clearly define the 

question you are trying to answer, how 

can you expect to know what success 

looks like or when you get there? 

The answer is you won't be able to.  

I D E N T I F Y ,    
C L A R I F Y  &  
D E F I N E
As a result, you can collect as much data as you 

like, perhaps for the next 2 years, but you will be 

non the wiser after that period.  

So just like a school, you need to define the 

question. By doing so, you immediately improve 

your chances of success. 

A by-product of defining the exam question 

will be alignment amongst key stakeholders or 

decision-makers. There will, no doubt, be 

conflicting requirements, but confirming the 

question, you remove any ambiguity that could 

arise at a later date.  

This is easier said than done, of course. Many 

senior leaders think they know the question, 

but asking them to define it highlights this may 

not be the case.  

However, when you get it right, you will make 

great strides forwards. So identify, clarify and 

define the exam question, which underpins 

your data strategy to hugely enhance the 

likelihood of success. 
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"The voyage of discovery consists not in 

seeking new landscapes, but having new 

eyes" ~ Marcel Proust  

The method of data discovery has many 

parts. The essence of this stage is to 

identify the information that is required, 

where is stored, who has responsibility 

and how best to capture it.  

As stated previously, without a clear and 

concise question, the chances of achieving 

a successful data discovery is minimal.  

W H O ,    
W H A T   &  
W H E R E
It is highly likely that the data you require is spread 

across numerous locations, I would bet that will 

include individual hard drives, legacy systems and 

in the heads of subject matter experts.  

By understanding where the data is stored, you 

can begin to start defining the data capture 

process.

At this stage, it will be important to engage 

stakeholders and key decision makers.  

If your data strategy covers multiple 

jurisdictions or departments, you will need the 

buy-in/support from other business leaders.  

Collaboration and coordination amongst 

internal teams is usual poor at best. As such, 

workshops, meetings and updates need to 

occur so all parties feel informed.  

This stage can be hugely satisfying when data 

is identified, key people engaged and progress 

is made. But without excellent communication, 

you can make life difficult for yourself. 
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Technology has given the world 

tremendous potential, and with it the 

opportunity to replicate processes at 

great speed & frequency.  

The application of a data strategy should 

include the identification of current 

processes ("As-Is") as well as how it could 

look in the future ("To-Be").  

The aim is to reduce manually or time 

intensive processes which generate risks. 

One of those risks, will be 'key person risk" - 

the total reliance on one person, who 

provides a gateway / potential blocker to 

the achievement of the process in question. 

R E M O V E  
W E A K  
P O I N T S
By documenting the current processes, it 

will identify the weaknesses in the system. 

These weaknesses can then be addressed 

and strengthened using automation; 

whether that be simple macros, coding or  

more exotic methods such as Machine 

Learning or AI.  

It will be important to consider the desired 

outputs at this stage. One benefit of 

implementing automation is to generate 

outputs in reduced time and involvement.  

Should the outputs not be defined, it can 

present challenges in how best to capture, 

structure & present data.  

An element of flexibility should also be 

considered as business requirements can 

change. The last thing you want is to undo 

all the hard work to date because of a 

additional request. 

WWW.THINK-SMALLER.CO.UK  | BRENDAN@THINK-SMALLER.CO.UK 



A N A L Y S E
S T E P   4

"The goal is to turn data into information, 

and information in to insights." ~ Carly 

Fiorina 

By understanding your business' needs, a 

focused and targeted effort can occur on 

generating value adding insights. 

The alignment of multiple datasets, 

coordinating input and finding insights 

hidden deep within the data, is a real skill.  

Analysis and analytics are buzzwords at 

present, but should not be underestimated. 

A C T I O N -  
A B L E  
I N S I G H T S
Competitive advantage can be born through 

actionable insights hidden deep within a clients 

data.   

These insights will help move a business away from 

'gut feel' business decisions. The ability to 'fight 

feelings with fact' will challenge not only 

senior leadership, but encourage data driven 

decision-making within an organisation.  

It is widely accepted that traditional analysis 

techniques do not work in the modern era. Smart 

organisations are using technology to take 

advantage of insights through increased 

computer power and scenario calculations.  

If you have a "brain" which is significantly better at 

processing large volumes of data or complex 

calculations, why would you not utilise it?  

Technology and computers have the power to 

radically shift a company's analytical capabilities, 

the question is will they take advantage? 

WWW.THINK-SMALLER.CO.UK  | BRENDAN@THINK-SMALLER.CO.UK 



V I S U A L I S E
S T E P   5

Just like at school, the art of painting by 

numbers is still very useful. The 

difference now, is you get to decide the 

painting.  

There are many phrases which emphasise 

the benefits of using pictures over words, 

and numbers are no different.  

By creating a visualisation, it is much 

quicker and easier to see where a) the holes 

are in the data, but b) the issues and trends 

which could have been missed when 

scrolling through 1,000's of lines in excel. 

P I C T U R E S  
W I T H  
N U M B E R S
Technology, again, has helped in this area. The 

advent of interactive dashboards which allow self- 

service (the art of being able to answer your own 

question) means decision making can be much 

swifter.  

Couple this with the ability to fully interrogate the 

data, ask follow up questions and delve far 

deeper in to the detail than previously possible, 

means enhanced decision capabilities.  

Senior leaders will quickly understand the 

message you are trying to convey with a clear 

visualisation.  

That said, there is a real skill in creating a 

powerful visualisation. Far too many times, 

dashboards are flooded with data and statistics, 

which either confused or erode the message.  

A better approach is to think "if the person I'm 

presenting to is unable to take away what I 

want them to know without me saying anything, 

then the visualisation has not done it's job."
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"If you can't measure it, you can't improve 

it." ~ Peter Drucker. 

The act of measuring an aspect of the 

business, means you then have data from 

which decisions can be garnered.  

The essence of utilising metrics within an 

business is to create a cycle of continuous 

improvement. The act of cause and effect, 

will have an impact of the wider business, so 

why should you not know what has changed?

NOT JUST 
VOLUMETRIC 
STATEMENTS
Far too often, companies will introduce a series of 

metrics which will fail to gain traction. This can be 

attributed to a number of reasons but primarily they 

do not add value. 

There is a real tendency to state statistics or more 

accurately volumetric statements, that provide no 

insight or benefit. One approach businesses can 

use which will make an impact  quickly is to ask 

"So What?" of each metric used.  

I learned this the hard way on one end of a difficult 

conversation with a COO but it makes absolute 

sense. If the metric can not succinctly answer the 

'so what' question and remain relevant, then it has 

no place.  

It is more likely to be a volumetric statement, 

merely stating facts to sound good. Please don't 

make this mistake. It's not big or clever. In fact, it 

detracts from the real power of truly insightful 

metrics and KPIs.  

In addition, please make sure you can articulate the 

difference between, data, metrics and KPIs as a 

surprising number of people can't!
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Brendan leads the consultancy and is constantly looking for innovative 

ways to improve businesses. He consults to senior executives but is 

perfectly comfortable talking technically when needed. 

Being able to think tactically whilst acting strategically puts Brendan 

in a unique position. He has experience in working across Media, 

Technology, Construction and Financial Services to name a few 

industries. Brendan has BSc Hons in Business Studies and is a Fellow 

of the ACCA having qualified with Ernst & Young in London. 
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The importance of data can not be underestimated. To 

state that data can make or break an organisation is not 

too over dramatic. The point I'm trying to make is that 

without considering it's impact, or more accurately, 

ignoring it's potential benefits, means your company is 

being naive. 

It pains me to say, but the number of conversations I've 

had recently with a common recurring theme is worrying. 

The theme, you ask? Simple, data strategy.  

That led to the writing of this guide; a means to provoke 

thought and conversation. This guide is not designed to 

give you all the answers, far from it.

Rather provide a starting point from which concerted 

and serious conversations can occur.  

I don't want to sound like a Doomsday prophet, because I 

don't think the world will end if you don't harness the 

power of your data. 

But in the words of Donald Rumsfeld, "You don't know, 

what you don't know", & I want to make sure as many 

companies as possible DO know.  

So if you are senior leader or key decision-maker in your 

business, I hope all the content is old news. However, if 

any of it is new to you, you should act. And act fast. Get 

in touch now, so you don't lose any more time. 


