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NOT ANOTHER WHITE PAPER ON DATA

Well, we thought  
we’d write something 
about how to organise 
a data function and – 

What about them? Aren’t they  
all structured the same way?

Actually, no. Nowadays Data functions and 
Chief Data Officers are commonplace but 
hardly any two CDOs will have the same job 
description. You get CDOs managing just about 
any combination of these four ‘workstreams’:

•  Data analytics – analysing data to inform  
and direct business strategy;

•  Data integration – the technical and 
governance aspects of building a data lake;

•  Data technology – platforms, architecture, 
infrastructure and tools;

•  Data compliance – privacy, GDPR  
and other legal and regulatory matters.

CDOs can have responsibility for all four  
of these, or just one. In some organisations,  
each workstream reports into a completely 
different area with no CDO at all. Even  
when you have a single data function running 
several workstreams, you often find that bits  
of their remit are still decentralised to the 
functions or business units they support.

Okay, that’s sort of interesting, I suppose. 
So what you’re saying is that different 
businesses are just doing what suits them?

Not really. The market leaders design  
their teams in similar ways even if they work  
in different industries or have a completely 
different business model. Wilbury Stratton 
believes the time has come for a general model  
of how organisations should design and run  
a data function. We should stop thinking about 
how to adapt existing models to work better  
and instead start asking what is holding  
us back from best practice.
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Okay, what’s the 
angle this time?

Do you? You know  
how yours is organised, 
but what about Data 
functions in other 
companies?

Whoa, stop right  
there. I’m a Chief 
Data Officer. I know 
how to organise  
a data function.

In other words, we should all just  
do what the tech giants are doing?

Well… of course, those companies have  
an enviable skills base and capabilities streets 
ahead of everyone else, so there are always things 
to learn. But when it comes to organisational 
design, these companies are not a model for 
others. They grew up with data in their DNA: 
it’s in every aspect of the business, and it’s treated 
more as a pervasive skill set than a business 
function or a service.

Isn’t that a good 
thing?

Sure, but other organisations are not so 
technology centric. Most will think of data as 
a service, which locates and supports profitable 
initiatives for people on the business side. 
When you look at it that way, it’s not the tech 
companies that most people should look to for 
inspiration. It’s companies like AmEx, Sky, P&G 
and Vodafone: companies which are leading in 
data as an internal service.
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Really? What do we have to learn  
from them?

At the moment, data functions differ in two 
main ways:

•  Consolidation – how many and which  
of the four workstreams the CDO runs;

•  Centralisation – whether data is a groupwide 
service function or owned by business units.

Right now, there are organisations out  
there using almost every possible combination  
of workstream consolidation and centralisation. 
But the leaders have all pursued a very similar 
model. Most of them have a consolidated team 
running at least three workstreams and have 
given them a single leader. Usually this will  
be analytics, integration and technology.

Why’s that?
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See, you’re hooked 
now, aren’t you?

Just answer the question.

Fine. Even the best analytics software  
is virtually useless without an integrated data 
lake. And infrastructure and platforms must 
be designed and chosen with analytics as their 
main motivation. So the strategic goals of these 
workstreams need to be precisely aligned.  
If these teams work close together, you also  
add a lot of creativity, innovation and efficiency.

But there’s more to it than this. Without  
a proper understanding of data in the business 
at large, the costs and bureaucracy of building 
a data lake can turn off a lot of key stakeholders 
and make it difficult to get new initiatives off 
the ground. If these aspects of data sit with 
analytics, it helps the business side to understand 
these functions as necessary infrastructure for 
an important new profit centre. This can help 
leaders secure investment, as well as better 
cooperation with the necessary governance.

Okay in theory, 
but does it work 
out this way  
in practice?

Absolutely. When we spoke to sources  
in consolidated teams, they said it was  
a critical step in transforming the approach  
of the whole business to the use and importance  
of data. Consolidated teams are involved  
in every key business decision and are treated  
as an important driver of insight, ideas, profit 
and change. You get a ‘ data democratisation’  
in these companies, with a stronger focus  
on data at all levels of the organisation, and  
a general understanding about how to access 
data, what it means, and what to do with it.

Doesn’t all that apply to data compliance? 
Why not integrate that as well?

Well, yes, we think you should! But let’s  
be fair: there’s a reason why compliance  
is often treated differently. A proper  
compliance framework improves data flexibility 
and in the end does enable better analytics.  
But even so, the compliance team will 
occasionally have to hold up a red card to the 
business and shut down a profitable initiative.  
If analytics transformation is delicate and 
critical, there can be a concern that combining  
it with a blocking function will cause  
messaging problems.

But some organisations have  
integrated compliance, right?

They have, and what’s more, the results  
at these organisations speak for themselves.  
Our sources in these teams see no evidence  
of any difficulties like this. Instead, they  
all want to talk about the synergies which  
have been found between the workstreams 
by putting them all together. The combined 
structure facilitates and streamlines data 
reporting and enables a consistent approach  
to issues of privacy across all areas of data.

The benefits go both ways, too. If privacy  
is involved with designing how data is captured, 
it enables data systems to be much more flexible. 
This in turn enables much broader and more 
adaptable analytics capabilities.

Okay, that’s 
consolidation 
– what about 
centralisation?

I thought you weren’t interested in this  
white paper?

Sigh…
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Okay, centralisation. It’s definitely a tempting 
idea, and for good reason. Data skills are quite 
function-agnostic, so having resource centralised 
is much more efficient. It also enables idea and 
skills-sharing among data professionals much 
more than would be possible across strong silos. 
But it’s a bit more complicated than that.

Tell me the worst.

Well, some of our sources worry that having 
the whole data team in one place will damage 
communication between data and the business. 
The relationship certainly has to be very close. 
Data needs to align its objectives with broader 
business strategy, and the business needs to 
understand data well enough to trust its 
initiatives and to comply with its governance 
requirements.

So centralisation is bad?

No! Well, only if you don’t do it right.  
There are plenty of examples of organisations 
which have had their cake and eaten it when  
it comes to centralisation. The key to doing this 
is a context-sensitive and intensive stakeholder 
engagement strategy.

Take Sky. About a fifth of Sky’s data team  
are purely dedicated to stakeholder engagement 
and facing off to the business. They’ ll be taking 
requirements and delivering results, but also 
building an understanding of how the business 
works in practice and what data can do to help. 
They also work to educate people on the business 
side about data: what governance it requires  
of them, how it works and also how it can  
work for them.

But this isn’t the only effective model. Unilever 
does it differently – there, the analytics team 

is all owned by a central leader, but analytics 
delivery is matrixed into business units,  
so the people doing analytics become function-
specialised and sit as close to their stakeholders  
as possible.

So stakeholder engagement does depend  
on the structure of the business?

Right. It essentially comes down to where P&L 
is owned in the particular business. You have to 
ask who the main internal customer is, and if 
P&L ownership is decentralised then embedding 
analytics delivery will probably work better. If 
that ownership is concentrated at the senior level, 
or if you are looking to make significant changes 
to your operating model as part of a CEO-driven 
digital transformation, then a large specialised 
team of stakeholder managers will probably 
work better. But all of these models are able to 
centralise data while still remaining close to the 
business units they serve, and should not deter 
organisations from chasing the advantages and 
synergies of a consolidated and centralised data 
service organisation.

Who did you 
say you were 
again?

Wilbury 
Stratton.

And you just do white papers, right?

Nope. We also do competitor intelligence reports, 
talent mapping and a bit of headhunting. Any 
sector, any geography. We already work with 
about a third of the FTSE 100 but we can 
always make room for another client.

No, no. I was just asking…

Sure. Well, if you change your mind,  
all our contact details are here at the  
end of this white paper. You know,  
the one you weren’t interested in…
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