
The Big Facts about Big Data
Love or hate the term, Big Data is here to stay. We run down the key 

facts and debunk the myths...

You’d have to have been living in the Big Brother house or in the middle of a jungle to be unaware 
of the emergence of Big Data as a top discussion topic. Like cloud computing a few years previously, 
it’s generated a lot of marketing hype and, just like cloud computing, organisations have been hard-
pushed to define it.

There’s no standard definition of the subject, at least not one that has been widely adopted as the 
NIST definition of cloud has been. Research firm IDC’s is probably as viable as any. It defines Big 
Data as a new generation of technologies and architectures, designed to economically extract value 
from very large volumes of a wide variety of data by enabling high-velocity capture, discovery, and/
or analysis.

Go to any conference and the Big Data sessions will be spilling over as managers are reluctant to 
miss out on the emerging trend. No-one is in any doubt that future enterprises will be looking at 
adopting some Big Data techniques as they attempt to analyse the vast volumes of information at 
their disposal to derive business value. 

On the other hand, as with any new trend, there are also large numbers of people sceptical about 
Big Data’s effectiveness. Indeed, when a technology is hyped so much, there is going to be a certain 
amount of cynicism.

There are two contrasting views on the importance of Big Data. But what both groups have in com-
mon is a belief in a number of myths about Big Data and shaky belief in some of the fundamentals.

The myths

Myth 1: It’s not about sheer volume

The name Big Data is itself a misnomer as if the sheer size of the database is the problem. But that’s 
not the only factor at play. According Alan Priestley, strategic marketing director for Intel in Europe, 
the Middle East and Africa (EMEA). There are other elements too: notably, the variety of data and 
the speed with which the data needs to be delivered. Companies also need to be aware whether the 
data is accurate in the first place.

Myth 2: It’s not just about social media
Much of the debate around Big Data has centred on the effect that social media data has on organisa-
tions. It’s easy to see why it’s assumed that this is the case: most of the media attention has focused on 
the stereotypical business looking to get up-to-date information on its customers. Naturally enough 
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these days, this means looking at social media engagements: the likes of Twitter, Facebook, Insta-
gram et al.

But, as Priestley points out, far more common for businesses is machine-generated data: network 
logs, data centre logs and other information. 

“Airlines can also leverage the power of Big Data. For example, they can take the data from an air-
craft travelling through the sky and analyse it to try to predict any problems. In the past, it would 
have examined the engine after a certain number of hours or after a failure. You don’t want to have a 
failure – but if you’re examining after a failure, that’s too late,” he says. 

“By using Big Data in this way, they can track vibrations in an engine. It can examine the data pro-
duced and if it looks to be divergent from the norm, it can send an alert so that engine can be exam-
ined.”

The other example of successful handling of Big Data described by Priestley is BMW. The car manu-
facturer has a number of its cars connected to the internet via 3G. By using Big Data and associated 
analytics it can track those cars and contact the owner. 

But there are a multitude of other examples: credit card companies checking for fraudulent transac-
tions in real time, ensuring that a purchase made on the other side of the world is legitimate – and 
doing so in a matter of seconds.

Intel itself is major user of Big Data techniques. The company uses Big Data to check the effective-
ness of its wafer-making plants, meaning that it can reduce wastage and cut costs considerably.

Myth 3: Big Data equals Hadoop
Much of conversation around Big Data has centred on Hadoop. The Apache project is certainly the 
most well-known and it was the first tool to analyse and store unstructured data to achieve promi-
nence. But it’s not the only one.

“People believe that if they start using Hadoop then they needn’t do anything else but there’s still 
room for traditional data warehousing.People need to keep to their existing IT infrastructure,” ac-
cording to Priestley.

He says the appeal of Hadoop is the way that organisations can get so much information with a 
comparatively modest outlay. “You could go and download Hadoop from Apache – cost of software 
is zero and run it on standard servers,” Priestley adds. “The alternative was going to a company like 
Oracle or Teradata and buying their integrated solutions. For many companies this may not be a 
viable option without fully understanding the benefits they can achieve thru analyzing the data they 
have available” adds Priestley.

Myth 4: It’s hard to get a quantifiable ROI
Businesses love hard numbers. What would be perfect for the CIO is to say that it costs X amount to 
move to Big Data and that it would save Y amount over the course of three years. Big Data doesn’t 
work like that. It’s very hard to get any meaningful ROI out of a Big Data initiative. As Priestley points 
out, a lot of Big Data implementation is “what-if ” and that’s not something that’s easily definable.
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Compare that with something like CRM where the impact on a business is more immediately meas-
urable. Businesses moving to Big Data will have to appreciate the difference.
There also seems to be a changing mindset when it comes to ROI for major projects, businesses are 
recognising that it’s always an easily measured tangible and costs can be over-ridden by business 
benefits.

Recently, Claranet carried out a survey looking at how organisations moved to the cloud. It found 
that more than a quarter of respondents considered ROI to be a factor in making their decision and 
79 per cent thought ROI calculations did not give a true reflection of business benefits.

While that survey was primarily about cloud adoption, it’s not unreasonable to suppose that the 
figures for a move to Big Data would be hugely different – in both cases it’s a technological leap into 
the future.
 
Myth 5: You can’t guarantee the answer
Big Data is a big unknown. What you’re doing in analysing some imponderables and hard-to-as-
certain numbers. By their very nature, these are not easily accessible or intuitive – if they were, you 
wouldn’t need Big Data techniques.

Therefore, companies have to realise that they can’t guarantee the answer. It’s no good them coming 
up with an idea of what a result should be and finding the figures that will give that hypothesis.
 
In the example cited earlier, an airline company might like it if aircraft need only be serviced every 
500,000 flying hours, but that’s not very helpful if planes are dropping from the sky every 200,000 
hours.

If there are certain myths and misconceptions about Big Data, there are certain key truths that com-
panies going down the Big Data need to grasp.

The truths
Key truth 1: There’s a need for a different skillset
There’s one thing most observers are agreed on and that’s the shortage of data scientists. McKinsey 
estimates that, by 2019, there’ll be a global shortage of 190,000 scientists ready to tackle Big Data.

It’s not difficult to see why. Handling a Big Data project entails a completely different set of skills 
from existing data warehousing implementations. And it’s not just about handling the data, it also 
has to be translated in such a way that allows it to be processed and actioned. 

”For example, in Hadoop, there’s a tool called Map Reduce. It requires Java-writing application skills, 
which is not a common skillset for many data analysts today,” Priestley says. 

But there’s more to it than that. The ideal person for handling Big Data will need to understand busi-
ness processes, Java, stats (and possibly some SQL too). That’s a big ask – which is one of the reasons 
why so many people are saying that the shortage of data scientists is going to be a big inhibitor in the 
take-up of Big Data techniques.
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Key truth 2: Be clear about what you want to achieve
While it’s true that businesses shouldn’t try to second guess the answer, they do need to have a clear 
business aim in mind, something that actually needs to be achieved. For example, one of the ways 
in which Big Data can improve performance is to gather more accurate information, whether it’s on 
personnel data, customer behaviour or purchasing decisions.

The numbers are staggering, according to McKinsey. The business consultancy claims that if the US 
healthcare industry adopted Big Data, the national healthcare bill could be reduced by about eight 
per cent.  What’s more, in Europe, the public sector could cut more than €100 billion in operational 
efficiency, by reducing fraudulent claims and boost the collection of tax revenues, McKinsey says.

Key truth 3: People are the drivers
A Big Data project needs someone to drive it. It’s not about the technology. This isn’t about someone 
with the data scientist skills mentioned above, this is about finding someone with a clear set of objec-
tives, who can set out what’s needed and how to achieve this. 

There’s no particular set of management skills that are required. Such responsibilities could lie with 
the CFO, CIO or even the CEO, but, ultimately, one person has to take responsibility. As Priestley 
points out: “Big Data is not just a technological challenge, it’s a business one as well. Companies need 
to understand that,” he says. “The usage model is key to this. There can be many different usages – 
they can be modelled in different ways.”

Key truth 4: It’s not just about the data
There are three main elements to Big Data analysis: the data itself, the analysis of that data and the 
presentation of the results.

Having the data in its own right is meaningless. It was already there. It’s the way that this is handled, 
analysed and presented that makes the difference and transforms the data into something valuable. 

Moving to a Big Data project will entail careful planning. It’s best to start off small and work on dis-
crete projects and then work your way up the scale. Once the data is gathered, it’s time to look at the 
results in more detail.

Key Truth 5: Big Data is for everyone
Much of the debate on Big Data has focused on large organisations – the sort of bureaucratic mono-
liths where an overwhelming mass of data is hindering that organisation from working effectively. 
Many of the early adopters of Big Data techniques come from this sector, but they’re not the only 
people who could benefit.

Assessing hidden data and drawing patterns from them are skills that will be welcomed by business-
es of all size. There are certain small businesses that handle industrial volumes of data. For example, 
Formula One design companies are small in size but gigantic in terms of data volume – but even 
smaller businesses can get benefits from using Big Data in their everyday working. 

Such companies are perhaps the ones who want to move beyond Excel for customer analysis, delv-
ing to find customer buying patterns. If you’re a restaurant that has a particular dish on a menu, it 
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would be possible to email all customers who have ordered it when it appears on the menu again, for 
example. Or if you’re a wine merchant with a particular vintage in stock, customers who are devotees 
of that wine can be alerted when another shipment is on its way.

And such companies won’t need to go down the data scientist route. There are several Big Data ap-
plications that can help the small business get closer to its customers. Ultimately, that is all a busi-
ness, regardless of size, and Big Data is going to be a step in that direction. 


