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Project managers need  
to think hard about  
how information is used  
in their organizations  
before shaping it into 
graphics to help  
business users make  
better decisions.
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DATA VISUALIZATION isn’t just about 
static bar and pie charts anymore. 
The available tools have evolved 
into technologies that support the 
creation of complex, interactive 
visualizations with dynamic data, 
visual querying capabilities and other 
attributes identified by Forrester 
Research analysts Boris Evelson and 
Noel Yuhanna in a report released  
in July.

The Forrester Wave report says 
that technology is no longer a bar-
rier to developing data visualization 
applications. What holds companies 
back now are implementation and 
design mistakes. 

In this issue’s lead story, Search 
BusinessAnalytics.com contributor 
Christine Parizo catalogs advice from 
Evelson and other BI analysts on how 
to properly manage data visualiza-
tion projects. Good visual design is 
crucial, they say—but don’t get so 
caught up in the visuals that you for-
get the business reasons for creating 
them in the first place.

Next, SearchDataManagement.
com contributor Beth Stackpole 
reports on the pitfalls of data stew-
ardship programs and how to avoid 
them. Initiatives can easily end up 
rudderless, for example, if organiza-
tions don’t tap the right people as 
data stewards or tie their programs 
to specific data-quality pain points.

Consultant and BeyeNETWORK 
Expert Channel proprietor David 
Loshin wraps up the issue with a look 
at data delivery shortcomings that 
are hindering the success of big data 
analytics applications. New data 
integration technologies and strate-
gies might be required to speed up 
the delivery process and get your 
money’s worth from big data invest-
ments, Loshin says. n 

Craig Stedman
Executive Editor 

DATA VISUALIZATION GETS  
MORE ADVANCED—AND  
MORE COMPLICATED

EDITOR’S LETTER
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VER SINCE THE first pie 
chart appeared in a 
presentation, organiza-
tions have used data 
visualization techniques 

to make colorless numbers more 
engaging and easier to grasp. And 
with the burgeoning amounts of 
data being captured, processed and 
analyzed by companies in the big 
data era, sophisticated visualiza-
tion tools are being deployed to help 
parse everything from budgetary 
projections to customer feedback 
for business users. But installing the 
software is just the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to using the technol-
ogy to make data more understand-
able.

According to a report on advanced 
data visualization software published 
by Cambridge, Mass., analyst group 
Forrester Research Inc. in July, visu-

alization technology has become a 
critical element of business intel-
ligence (BI) and analytics programs. 
“There is too much data out there for 
[business users] to understand what 
the patterns are just by looking at 
numbers,” said Boris Evelson, a For-
rester analyst who co-authored the 
Forrester Wave report. Done effec-
tively, visualization enables key data 
points from large sets of information 
to be displayed on a single screen 
in a way that greatly simplifies the 
analysis process, he said.

Evelson added, though, that put-
ting data visualization tools in 
place is only the beginning of the 
process. “Before you can visualize 
data, you have to find it, extract it 
and integrate it,” he said. Then, BI 
teams need to cleanse and model 
the accumulated data to ensure that 
the visualization-enabled reports 

VISUALIZATION FORCES BI TEAMS 
TO TAKE A DEEP LOOK AT DATA
Charts, graphics and other visualized forms of data have become key com-
ponents of business intelligence applications. But there’s more than meets 
the eye to enabling end users to “see” information. By Christine Parizo

E

http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/news/2240111798/Analysts-Data-visualization-tools-key-to-big-data-analytics-success
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and dashboards they build will pro-
vide accurate information. If you’re 
expecting data visualization to help 
make “all [your] analytics problems 
go away, you would still have to do 
the legwork before you could get to 
the point where you’d start visualiz-
ing data,” Evelson said.

In addition, BI teams need to have 
a broad knowledge of their organiza-
tion’s data and how it’s used in order 
to deliver the right kinds of visualiza-
tion capabilities to business execu-
tives and users, said David Stodder, 
director of BI research at The Data 
Warehousing Institute in Renton, 
Wash. “It’s easy to get lost in the 
visuals and lose track of what this 
is really trying to convey in terms of 
information,” he said.

TMI COULD HAMPER DECISION MAKING
Another consideration is how much 
data to present to different users. 
“A lot of dashboards have way too 
much information,” Stodder said. 
“Often, top-level executives are sit-
ting there looking at a roomful of 
screens and looking at real-time 
data.” Visualization technology can 
support that level of data immersion, 
he added, but users who receive too 
much information might stumble 
over it when making decisions—it 
could simply be too much for them 
to process, according to Stodder.

The biggest mistake an organiza-
tion can make on a data visualization 
project is to focus on how the avail-

able data can be visualized without 
putting the effort into a business 
context, said Lee Feinberg, president 
and founder of consultancy Deci-
sionViz in Westfield, N.J. Instead of 

designing charts based on some data 
that’s at hand, “start with the deci-
sions [you’re] trying to make with 
the data,” he advised.

That approach pulls together the 
BI teams and business units in an 
organization, Feinberg said: “They 
have to work more closely, because 
now the business has to be more 
explicit about what [they] need to 
drive those decisions and the BI 
team needs to make sure they can 
actually get that information in the 
appropriate form.”

But once organizations get a firm 
grasp on the data that business users 
need to see, the design side of the 
visualization equation comes into 
play. In their Forrester Wave report, 
Evelson and co-author Noel Yuhanna 
wrote that effective data visualiza-
tion requires good visual design and 
that knowing basic design tech-
niques can help BI managers deliver 

“  A LOT OF DASHBOARDS 
HAVE WAY TOO MUCH  
INFORMATION.” 
—David Stodder 
research director, The Data 
Warehousing Institute

http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/news/2240020480/Data-visualization-platform-reduces-BI-complexity-but-at-a-cost
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/news/2240020480/Data-visualization-platform-reduces-BI-complexity-but-at-a-cost
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/news/2240112935/Copper-keeper-Advanced-data-visualization-helps-curtail-copper-thefts
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/news/2240112935/Copper-keeper-Advanced-data-visualization-helps-curtail-copper-thefts
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data to users in ways that are useful 
and visually appealing.

That isn’t always a skill BI teams 
possess, though. “If you’re build-
ing dashboards for a department or 
enterprise as someone who’s run-
ning that project, you have to pay 
attention to design techniques—
something that’s alien to IT profes-
sionals,” said Wayne Eckerson, a BI 
consultant and director of research 
for the business applications and 
architecture media group at Tech-
Target Inc., the publisher of BI Trends 
+ Strategies.

STORY TIME FOR VISUALIZING DATA
The visual design of quantitative 
data is becoming its own discipline, 

one that goes well beyond just fig-
uring out how to display graphs 
and charts in dashboards, Eckerson 
added. The key principle to remem-
ber, he said, is that data tells stories 
and visualization should emphasize 
the key plotlines. He advised BI 
teams to make every pixel count: 
“Don’t just create gratuitous displays 
and use decorative types of things 
because you can.” Instead, use data 
visualization capabilities to highlight 
what business users need to look at 
in order to do their jobs and make 
better decisions.

To accomplish that, BI teams 
need to take into account a variety 
of specific visualization design con-
siderations. Color, hue, shape and 
positioning can make important data 

OPEN DOOR POLICY  
ON DATA VISUALIZATION?
BY MAKING INFORMATION easier to understand, data visualization tools create the poten-
tial to spread business intelligence data more broadly in organizations. Executives at 
some companies might balk at the idea, wanting to keep access to BI data on a strict 
need-to-know basis. But Lee Feinberg, president and founder of DecisionViz, a consul-
tancy in Westfield, N.J., advocates a more open approach.

Giving data access and visualization capabilities to larger numbers of business users 
can foster increased levels of internal collaboration, according to Feinberg—and that, 
he believes, will result in tangible business benefits. “If more people in the organization 
can touch the data, work with the data and analyze the data, you can create much more 
value than if the data just sits in the database,” he said. “You can increase the value  
of the company by letting more people have access to the data.” n
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elements in a chart or other graphic 
pop, helping users focus on those 
elements, Eckerson said.

In addition, because the human 
eye can consume more informa-
tion graphically than in numerical 
form, visualizations should convey 
the required information in a smaller 

amount of screen real estate than 
conventional numbers-based reports 
would need, Eckerson said. Users 
will get frustrated, he warned, if 
they have to keep clicking to get the 
information they need in a visualized 
application.

The question of sparsity versus 
density is another key design issue, 
Eckerson said. “You need to bal-
ance those two to tell the story of 
the data in an optimal way,” he said, 
adding that a BI team needs to know 
how much data different users can 
handle at one time. Casual BI users 
might welcome sparsely populated 
screens, while more advanced data 
and business analysts likely will want 
to see larger amounts of data packed 
closely together. In both cases, 
though, Eckerson recommends that 
dashboards and standalone visual-
izations should be designed so they 
don’t look cluttered. n

CASUAL BI USERS  
MIGHT WELCOME 
SPARSELY POPULATED 
SCREENS, WHILE MORE 
ADVANCED DATA AND 
BUSINESS ANALYSTS 
LIKELY WILL WANT TO 
SEE LARGER AMOUNTS 
OF DATA PACKED  
CLOSELY TOGETHER.
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HERE ARE MULTIPLE hurdles 
to get over along the 
path to effective data 
stewardship, but per-
haps none is as daunt-

ing as the realization that the pro-
cess involves a healthy dose of plain 
old hard work—often without the 
promise of a payoff that can be easily 
documented.

The primary benefit of a well-exe-
cuted data stewardship program is 
substantial: clean, accurate and con-
sistent data across an organization, 
thanks to the work of data stewards 
in developing common data defini-
tions and ensuring that business 
users adhere to rules on data entry 
and usage. Compared with the cost 
savings and competitive advantages 
offered by other technology and  
data management initiatives, though, 
the fruits of data stewardship are 

more subtle and less widely recog-
nized.

As a result, stewardship efforts are 
prone to floundering once they get 
going, according to analysts such as 
Shawn Rogers, who heads business 
intelligence (BI) and data warehous-
ing research at consultancy Enter-
prise Management Associates Inc.  
in Boulder, Colo.

“There’s nothing glamorous about 
keeping data clean and orderly, and 
there’s no sexy payoff that a lot of 
other things have in an enterprise,” 
Rogers said. “These are the types of 
projects that are started and get cut 
real quick because no one under-
stands their impact.”

With those cautionary words in 
mind, here are five of the most com-
mon pitfalls associated with data 
stewardship programs and advice  
on how to avoid them:

DATA STEWARDSHIP PROGRAMS 
NEED SOLID PLAN, FIRM FOCUS
Effectively stewarding data can be a tough nut to crack: lots of effort  
for a reward that isn’t always readily apparent. Strong project  
management is needed to avoid the pitfalls. By Beth Stackpole

T

http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Data-stewardship-program-Quality-booster-but-a-hard-step-for-many
http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Data-stewardship-program-Quality-booster-but-a-hard-step-for-many
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n Lackluster commitment. Often-
times, formal stewardship processes 
are instituted as a result of high-
profile data problems or because the 
stakes for new systems and appli-
cations are so high that the risk of 
failure due to poor data quality isn’t 
an option. Those circumstances can 
help a program gain lasting support 
among corporate executives and 
business users, but that “stickiness” 
is harder to achieve if stewardship 
initiatives aren’t tied to specific and 
visible pain points. Enthusiasm can 
wane when the going gets tough 
and there isn’t a clear sense of the 
expected value.

“We see a lot of these projects 
start with the company all riled up, 
and then there’s no real commitment 
to it—just lip service,” said William 
McKnight, president of McKnight 
Consulting Group in Plano, Texas. 
“People get busy with their own 
deliverables and don’t follow through 
with data stewardship, and the pro-
gram spirals downward.”

n Not recruiting the right people. 
Identifying good candidates for data 
steward positions is a key task that 
trips up many companies. The top 
priority, analysts say, should be 
establishing a functional partnership 
between the IT department and busi-
ness units that can help companies 
identify end users who have a full 
understanding of the data in their 
domains and the ways in which it  
is used.

Some of the biggest miscues cited 
by the analysts include hiring data 
stewards from the outside or relying 
too much on executive-level manag-
ers who aren’t as familiar with the 
intricacies of an organization’s data 
as more hands-on workers are. It’s 
also essential to make sure that the 
appointed data stewards are allot-
ted enough time to devote to a pro-
gram, especially if it isn’t their only 
job responsibility. And the chosen 
individuals should possess strong 
communication skills and be effec-
tive facilitators and negotiators, said 
Jonathan G. Geiger, executive vice 
president at Intelligent Solutions Inc., 
another Boulder-based consulting 
company.

n No connection to business goals 
and needs. It’s critical to tie data 
stewardship to an organization’s 
core business priorities. In a compa-
ny that’s pouring millions of dollars 
into optimizing its supply chain pro-
cesses, there’s a disconnect in pro-
posing a stewardship program aimed 
at improving the data used in online 
marketing campaigns, said Jill Dyché, 
a BI and data management consul-
tant who now works for analytics 
software vendor SAS Institute Inc. 
Likewise, data stewards shouldn’t get 
sidetracked on unimportant issues, 
she added: “If you’re looking at how 
good your product data is but no one 
is complaining about it, the effort 
may be for naught because people 
don’t see the benefit.”

http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/news/2240033929/Data-stewards
http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/news/2240033929/Data-stewards
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In addition, giving data stewards 
general responsibility for customer 
or product data can be too broad of 
an approach, according to Dyché. 
Instead, she advises companies to 
appoint data stewards at the busi-
ness process level—for example, 
tapping a user who understands 
every nuance of the quote-to-cash 
process to oversee all of the data 
related to sales and invoicing.

n Aiming too high. As with most 
large projects, it’s risky to try to facil-
itate wholesale change through data 
stewardship as opposed to focusing 
first on targeted implementations 
that address specific business needs 
and data issues. “You need to think 
globally but act locally,” said Bar-
clay Blair, president and founder of 
ViaLumina Group Ltd., a consultancy 

in New York that focuses on infor-
mation governance. “If you try to act 
on an enterprise level right out of the 
gate, it’s such a large problem that 
you’ll likely fail.”

n Minimizing the change manage-
ment issue. Data stewardship pro-
grams often face cultural challenges, 
and companies need to throw proven 
change management practices at 
the initiatives to ensure that people 
understand why they’re necessary. 
For example, make business units 
aware of the problems caused by 
poor data quality and show them 
how sound data stewardship can 
help resolve those problems—in  
language they can understand.

Working closely with the business 
side can also give proponents of a 
data stewardship program the kind 
of anecdotal information that can 
help build a business case. “Keep 
your ear to the ground and listen  
for when people say it takes three 
days to reconcile numbers or two 
weeks to find a particular data ele-
ment,” Geiger said. “A lot of people 
expect [data] problems to be part  
of the job, but it doesn’t have to be 
that way.” n

“  YOU NEED TO THINK 
GLOBALLY BUT ACT  
LOCALLY.” 
—Bar clay Blair 
president and founder,  
ViaLumina Group Ltd.

http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Data-governance-and-data-stewardship-strategies-and-best-practices


BI TRENDS + STRATEGIES  •  NOVEMBER 2012      10

HOME 

EDITOR’S  
LETTER

VISUALIZATION 
FORCES BI TEAMS  
TO TAKE A DEEP  
LOOK AT DATA 

DATA STEWARDSHIP 
PROGRAMS NEED 
SOLID PLAN, FIRM 
FOCUS

INFORMATION  
DELIVERY SNAGS 
CREATE BIG DATA 
BOTTLENECK

DATA INTEGRATION

IG DATA IS all the rage 
these days because of a 
combination of forces, 
including the continued 
growth of data vol-

umes, the increased velocity of data 
creation and updates from a variety 
of internal and external sources, and 
the availability of easily installed 
tools for building scalable analytics 
platforms using commodity hard-
ware.

Similar to the boom in automobile 
use driven by the increased capac-
ity of the interstate highway system, 
the improvements in computational 
power and speed for business intel-
ligence (BI) and analytics applica-
tions enable broader dissemination 
of actionable knowledge in organi-
zations. When that’s coupled with 
demands from business users for 
faster access to information to speed 

up decision making, the pressure to 
provide right-time intelligence capa-
bilities grows exponentially. But in 
many organizations, there is a bottle-
neck in the technology infrastruc-
ture causing unwanted delays in the 
delivery of information. What can be 
done to break that bottleneck?

Batch extract, transform and load 
(ETL) processes might have been 
satisfactory when your data ware-
house was refreshed every month. 
Now pervasive and right-time ana-
lytics seems to be within reach, but 
the batch-oriented approach is insuf-
ficient to meet today’s—let alone 
tomorrow’s—data integration and 
delivery needs.

Greater storage capacities and 
more powerful computers allow 
more and more data to be generated, 
published and ultimately captured 
and stored for analysis. Flowing all 

INFORMATION DELIVERY SNAGS 
CREATE BIG DATA BOTTLENECK
Big data analytics applications require high-performance data  
availability. Unfortunately, there’s one key part of many IT infra- 
structures that isn’t prepared to meet that challenge. By David Loshin

B
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that data into analytical environ-
ments enables more reports and BI 
information to be streamed to the 
operational environment for busi-
ness units to act on. Data scientists 
want to combine these data streams 
with the masses of data collected 
and archived over the years to sup-
port deep analytics applications.

The lingering barrier to success, 
associated with the only part of 
the technology infrastructure that 
has not scaled to meet the new 
demands, is data provisioning and 
the timely delivery of massive data 
sets from source systems to BI and 
analytics platforms. Basically, the 
ability to provide integrated analyt-
ics capabilities to the growing com-
munity of business users is being 
throttled by the inability to provide 
rapid access to consistent and up-
to-date data. Without addressing 
the challenge of data latency, data 
provisioning will continue to be the 
biggest bottleneck to increased pro-
ductivity and accurate business deci-
sion making.

DATA LATENCY’S  
BUSINESS RAMIFICATIONS
Business processes relying on big 
data and other BI applications are 
negatively affected by that bottle-
neck. Consider these examples:

n Delayed access to data archives. 
Big data platforms are increasingly 
being used as interim data archival 

systems. These “warm archives” 
must be loaded with data com-
ing from both internal and external 
sources, and timely migration of 
the data is necessary for index-
ing, searching, matching and then 
delivering information to business 
users. Data latency reduces the per-
formance and effectiveness of the 
systems.

n Longer development cycles for 
analytics applications. The pro-
cess of developing advanced analyt-
ics applications consists of a series 
of iterative steps, involving the 
development, testing and scoring of 
analytical models. Big data analyt-
ics applications need to be designed 
using large data sets, and each 
repetition of the model-test-score 
cycle may require that the data sets 
be tweaked and reloaded onto the 
development platform. Slow data 
availability elongates the application 
development cycle and may result in 
missed business opportunities.

n A lack of BI and analytics scal-
ability. Demand for real-time BI and 
analytics capabilities from a wider 
community of users could cause an 
explosion in the number and types of 
analyses performed simultaneously 
in an organization. But that would 
require simultaneous availability of 
current and timely data to power the 
analyses—something that would be 
hard to achieve if data delivery was 
sluggish.

http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/16419
http://www.b-eye-network.com/blogs/eckerson/archives/big_data_analyt/
http://www.b-eye-network.com/blogs/eckerson/archives/big_data_analyt/
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n Delayed and questionable  
decision making. Lags in data deliv-
ery both into and out of BI and big 
data systems cause delays in pro-
viding actionable information to 
business decision makers. At the 
same time, data latency introduces 
concerns about data currency and 
consistency that can contribute to 
uneasiness about the trustworthi-
ness of analytical results—and, ulti-
mately, the decisions based on those 
results.

NEW THINKING NEEDED  
ON DATA DELIVERY
Eliminating the data bottleneck is a 
critical step in ensuring that big data 
analytics applications and conven-
tional BI systems alike can operate  
at peak performance. Doing so 
requires tools and strategies that 
address the idiosyncrasies that allow 
the bottleneck to exist in the first 
place. For example, any solution to 
the problem must be able to do the 
following:

•  Eliminate or finesse the root  
causes of data latency and scale 

data delivery to the speed of the 
platform.

•  Ensure currency, timeliness and 
consistency of data streamed from 
internal and external sources.

•  Provide broad accessibility to a 
variety of data sources, including 
both structured and unstructured 
data.

What is needed to close the data 
accessibility gap are alternative 
approaches to conventional ETL 
processes. For example, many busi-
nesses are reacquainting them- 
selves with data replication technol-
ogy that has been in use for more 
than 20 years. High-performance 
data replication speeds the initial 
delivery of data, and techniques  
such as change data capture help  
to ensure currency and coherence 
with the data in other enterprise  
systems. Caching techniques such 
as those used by data federation and 
data virtualization software not only 
speed data delivery, but also provide 
seamless transparency across the 
inevitable structural and semantic 
variations found in siloed systems.

Together, these methods can be 
used to alleviate some, if not most, 
of the delays associated with data 
access latency. And breaking the 
data bottleneck will help remove the 
final barrier to scalable and elastic 
high-performance computing for big 
data analytics. n

Visit the BeyeNETWORK  
Expert Channel on data quality 
and integration for more  
articles by David Loshin and  
to access his blog.

http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/15889
http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/15889
http://www.b-eye-network.com/channels/1148/
http://www.b-eye-network.com/channels/1148/
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