
 

HOW TO MAKE DATA MEANINGFUL  
Rian Durandt, HOD: Business Intelligence & Data Analytics, digiterragroup.com   

 

Hot on the heels of the alarming message that data 

volume is increasing rapidly, moving quickly and hidden 

everywhere, follows the reassuring marketing message 

that with new methods and tools the threats can easily be 

turned into opportunities… 

…as if the unquantified and unqualified risks can 

easily be transformed into a fountain of wisdom 

and wealth! 

Simply implement this hardware and that software and 

replace what you’ve got they tell us - we’ve all heard those 

promises… 

  

Having consulted and implemented many business 

solutions within a variety of hype-cycles, here’s a view on 

how to make data meaningful in your business.  Let’s start 

by considering some aspects of data that don’t warrant a 

long discussion:  

 More data isn’t always better 

Internet data can confuse us or can be irrelevant content.  

For example, the question “is smoking bad for you?” 

returns 128 000 000 results.  Anecdotal evidence indicates 

the most viewed content on the Web is images and videos 

of domestic cats. 

 Unstructured data is useful to fill a gap  

Transactional systems record data at specific milestones 

(at order, manufacture, point-of-sale, delivery, etc.), but 

not everywhere.   

But what about the information between 

milestones – for instance, between sale and 

delivery? 

For that, we typically look at unstructured data: The 

follow-up calls to a call centre, or social media feeds on 

the consumer complaint site; or even the sensor data 

from the delivery vehicle.   

 More frequent data has a very specific use 

Sometimes, real-time data isn’t a luxury.  For air traffic 

control systems, manufacturing or voice communication, 

a batch system isn’t a viable option.  But not all 

information is best served in real-time.  Mobile phone 

notifications execute multiple distractions per day – for a 

multitude of reasons.    

The key to unlock meaning from data is 
to apply context to the data.   

Take the numbers 22 and 23.  In isolation, they have no 

meaning.  It’s just data.  But add the context of time and 

unit of measure to indicate that the numbers were 

temperature measurements for two days in January – and 

the data becomes information.  Context turns data into 

information.  

 

 If more data is needed to explain the context of a 

measurement, more information is better.   

 If unstructured data is needed to augment the context 

of a measurement, unstructured data is filling a gap.   

 If real-time data is needed to differentiate the context 

of a measurement, real-time data is required.   

Context turns meaningless data  

into information 

In an era obsessed with Volume, Variety and Velocity of 

data, much can be gained by considering the context of 

the data.  Unfortunately, the business ‘part’ of business 

intelligence systems gets marginalised in favor of 

technology.  



Unlocking meaning from data can be understood when 

considering data as a byproduct of process.   

 

By performing business processes (marketing, ordering, 

manufacturing, selling, and delivering) data is consumed 

and generated.  Some structured, some unstructured, 

some frequent, some in large volumes.  

In isolation, these data sets do not realise their full 

potentials, and so the need to integrate, consolidate and 

aggregate data is fulfilled by designing and constructing 

data warehouses.   

But is data in a data warehouse inherently useful? 

Following methodologies made famous by the fathers of 

data warehousing, these data sets became organised into 

subject areas, or purposes of use that were typically 

organised by department or user or function.   

At the time, it made sense to divide this information into 

bite-sized sets that could be managed and measured – 

thus dividing a big problem into smaller ones.   

Unfortunately, by focusing on the technology aspects of 

data management, the relationship between the business 

process and the data becomes misaligned.  The business 

process context of the data diminishes. 

The Solution:  Data should be mapped 
to the process (which is aligned to the 
strategy) - not the other way around.  

First strategy - then process - then data. 

Organisational performance is measured by the level of its 

achievement of its objectives (to meet strategy).  

Objectives are achieved by performing processes.  

Processes consume and generate data.  Data is most 

meaningful if aligned to the processes that consume and 

generate it.  Rather than organising data into traditional 

datasets (such as source, subject, department or user) 

data should be organised by process.   

 

Following a process-oriented design for a business 

intelligence solution, bite-sized engagements can not only 

yield measurable and meaningful use of an organisation’s 

data, but also point toward gaps in the data.   

By mapping the data to the business process, missing data 

is highlighted and can be prioritised for generation or 

consumption in a business case.  Big data qualifiers such 

as Volume, Variety and Velocity can be quantifiably 

managed when considered against the business 

objectives and processes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Effective and meaningful Business Intelligence 

consultants will offer a framework for mapping processes 

and data assets to an organisation’s strategy to gain a 

single, connected view of your business and IT 

components, including strategy, people, processes, 

information, applications and technology, because 

business-process organised data is meaningful data. 

The author, Rian Durandt has over 20 years’ experience in 

Data Analytics, and currently heads up the Business 

Intelligence and Data Analytics division in Digiterra South 

Africa. 

 

 

 

 


