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So what are we talking about? 
Data literacy is the ability for employees to speak the same data language, 

interpret meaning from data and use insight in an appropriate way. 

Most of the clients we have worked with have a small number of data analysts 

or scientists who mine for insight using advanced techniques. The application 

of this insight often becomes diluted by business users who do not have the 

same level of data literacy. 

Achieving enterprise data literacy requires the broader workforce (not just 

analysts!) to interact with and interpret data appropriately. 

Frustratingly, it’s all too easy for employees to readily dismiss the possibility of 

achieving a standard enterprise data vocabulary due to: 

• Fractured enterprise data architecture 

• An innumerable scale of information systems with little traceability and data 

lineage 

• A myriad of legacy data principles 

• Poor data controls.

As an Enterprise Data Architect, I’ve become increasingly astonished by 
the broad variation in data vocabulary and how many organisations are 
failing to address the challenge. 

Many organisations are talking about “data literacy”, but few stop to think about what the term really 

means, how to address it and the impact of not wholeheartedly adopting it. As data is fast becoming 

universally considered as the lifeblood of organisations, now is the time to understand the concept and 

speak the same data language to thrive in a digital marketplace.
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Why does data literacy matter? 
We hear a lot about initiatives such as ‘Digital Transformation’, 

‘Data Transformation’ and ‘Advanced Analytics’ into which 

enterprises are investing vast amounts of capital. However, 

these initiatives can only bring a business so far (and in some 

cases fail!) without addressing the symbiotic relationship with 

data literacy. 

In the absence of enterprise data literacy, business strategies are 

often too heavily weighted towards confirmation bias – focusing 

on results that support existing beliefs rather than data. 

As a whole, many organisations suffer from distrust in data, 

conflicting performance results, never-ending management 

information reconciliation and systematic difficulties in decision 

management. In 2017, analytics giant ‘Qlik’ launched a global 

study1 which revealed the deteriorating skills gap around data 

literacy which prevents Executives and Management from 

making data-led decisions, and also the staggering extent to 

which distrust in data exists worldwide, particularly in Europe.

Jordan Morrow, Head of Data Literacy at Qlik, concluded that: 

• Data is now the basis for competition and is relied upon to win 
in the marketplace. 

• Enterprise ability to succeed in this digital era is heavily 

dependent on its employees’ ability to learn a new language -
the language of data.

• There exists an extreme data literacy deficiency amongst 
most enterprises. 

• There’s still time for organisations to win big with a powerful 
hybrid of automation and data literate workers, but urgent 
action is needed to steal a competitive edge.  

1  https://www.qlik.com/us/company/press-room/press-releases/
lack-of-data-literacy-hampers-business-and-personal-performance

The role of CDO 
Chief Data Offices (CDO) are starting to pop up in the majority 

of organisations we have interacted with in the past few years. 

But what does it do? And how does it affect data literacy? In 

short- a lot, but for the purposes of this article the most notable 

activities include: 

• Promotion of best practices with respect to working with and 
interpreting data – instilling a strong data literacy culture 
from top to bottom. 

• Controlling the ‘master’ business data glossaries 
(dictionaries & lineage) and custodianship of enterprise data 
definitions including KPI calculations. 

• Working with the organisation on the management of data as 

a strategic asset; operationalising data governance, data 
quality and other controls to sustain the integrity of the data.

• Serve as a trusted partner to key business executives focused 
on the customer, enterprise risk management, regulatory 

compliance, finance etc.

• Lead the data and analytics agenda of an organisation. 

Delivering change 
Achieving data literacy has several layers. Tools, technology 

and data architecture are indeed part of it, but employees 

must also learn to think critically about data. To foster the right 

culture organisations must address three core areas: Golden 

Source, Governance and Data Definition. 
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Golden Source 
1. Quash the age-old excuses of data architectural problems 

by addressing them! Publicise the reference architecture 
regularly. 

2. Assemble ‘single views’ and establish a distribution model 

which ensures everyone is using the same data, and smoke 

out backstreet data dealers!  

Governance 
1. Efforts must be made to counteract the (often) prevailing 

culture of favouring intuition over data-backed rationale. 
This can be done without stifling creativity. 

2. The cultural shift must look to eliminate passive acceptance 

of HiPPO’s (Highest paid person’s opinion). Leadership by 

example promotes data-based decision rationale. Nobody 

likes a HiPPO! 

3. Instil the protocols of ownership (and sense of ownership) 

and accountability with respect to data.  

Culture 
1. Before embarking on this journey, executive buy-in is a must 

have. A cultural shift has a far greater chance of success 

when handed down rather than cultivating initiatives in the 
trenches. 

2. Executives in isolation are disinclined to sign a cheque to 

resolve an enterprise problem which spans well outside 

their individual areas – be ready to articulate why the juice is 

worth the squeeze! 

3. Embedding the data culture in BAU Operating Models is the 

key to unlocking a standardised data vocabulary – this is 

heavily dependent on the data definition pillar outlined 
below. Synchronise everyday delivery with CDO principles. 

4. Data scientists should no longer be considered ‘back-office’. 

Data scientists should be equipped with a central front door 

advisory service model from which the enterprise as a whole 
can subsidise local thought.

5. Training should be delivered in a manner which allays fear of 

eliminating the traditional ‘art’ of decision making. It does 

not threaten a manager’s job - but ignoring it might! 

6. Demonstrate how demystifying data intricacies can build 

confidence and conviction in decision management. 

Data Definition 
1. Enterprise data lineage must be captured to understand end 

to end data entry, transformation and generation. Overlay 

this with process maps to unlock full visibility of: 

a. Accepted data meaning 

b. Where in the enterprise ‘production line’ the data relates 

c. The upstream dependencies and downstream change 

impact zones 

2. Capturing data lineage for a large long-established 

organisation is a Titanic task; resource well and ring-fence 

capacity to avoid the icebergs! 

What does the future hold for 
people and enterprises? 
McKinsey reported recently that up to 800 million global 

employees will lose their jobs by 2030 to automation and data 

robotics whilst Gartner also assert that data literacy is at the 

core of the go-forward workplace skillset. This outlook, more 

than ever, demands advanced levels of data literacy in order to 

maintain career progression. The phrase “learn to automate or 

be automated!” has never been so relevant. 

I’ve personally been involved in the coal face of candidate 

assessment and recruitment for some time now and have felt 

the increasingly competitive nature of the market. Despite 

McKinsey and Gartner’s outlook it’s not all doom and gloom; 

this deficiency in skillset has created a vacuum which is 

effectively a career accelerator opportunity for employees 

to reinvent themselves and jump on board the next wave of 

business evolution. The same opportunity is equally relevant for 

enterprises; being first to the party secures a competitive edge. 

For more information about how FTI Consulting can 

support you with achieving data literacy please contact 

Patrick Liston on patrick.liston@fticonsulting.com.
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