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Asking better questions of data boosts performance,  
says Economist Intelligence Unit report 

 
An ability to ask better questions of data is central to driving better business outcomes, 
according to In search of insight and foresight: Getting more out of big data, an Economist 
Intelligence Unit report, sponsored by Oracle and Intel.  
 
According to a global EIU survey for this report, the vast majority of executives agree that 
asking better questions of data has already improved their organisation’s performance and 
will continue to lift it in the coming years. Nevertheless, many companies struggle to use data 
to gain insight into their business—and foresight into how best to move it forward. Lessons 
from successful firms reveal that achieving insight and foresight requires crafting savvy 
questions that test smart hypotheses, both of which are best fostered by open corporate 
cultures that prize data and its exploration. 
 
Other key findings include:  
 

• Focusing on a business outcome is crucial, yet a struggle for most 
companies. Defining, agreeing on and gearing data analyses towards clear, 
specific and relevant business objectives is difficult for many companies and a 
critical obstacle to translating data into insights, results and competitive advantage. 
Executives overwhelmingly consider predictions (70%) the most critical type of 
data insight for C-level decisions, followed by insights into trends (43%). 

 
• The main challenges are people-related. Though survey respondents are most 

frustrated by poor data quality and reliability (51%) and a lack of effective systems 
for data gathering and analysis (43%), experts say that people-related obstacles 
are often more formidable than technological ones. Bringing in people with the 
right skills and instilling the right organisational culture around data are where 
many companies fall short. 

 
• Top performers gain competitive advantage from data. Companies that 

outperform in profitability do everything with big data better. They stay focused on 
key business objectives, ensure close alignment between data efforts and 
business strategy, foster a culture of collaboration and experimentation, and 
invest in data capabilities with patience and commitment. This pays off; 
executives at outperforming firms are significantly more likely than their less-
successful peers to say that better questions have improved performance (84% 
vs 68%) and will continue to in the next three years (93% vs 82%). 

 
In search of insight and foresight: Getting more out of big data 

is available free of charge at  
http://www.managementthinking.eiu.com/search-insight-and-foresight.html 
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Notes for editors 

The Economist Intelligence Unit survey was carried out in August 2012. The 373 respondents were based in 55 
countries, mainly in North America (30%), Asia-Pacific (29%) and Western Europe (28%). Fifty-five percent were 
from companies with annual revenue of US$500m or more, and the top industries represented were professional 
services (15%), financial services (15%) and manufacturing (11%). Over half of respondents (53%) were C-level 
executives, 27% held titles of vice president or the equivalent and 20% were managers at other levels. 

About the Economist Intelligence Unit 
 
The Economist Intelligence Unit is the world leader in global business intelligence. It is the business–to–business 
arm of The Economist Group, which publishes The Economist newspaper. As the world's leading provider of 
country intelligence, the Economist Intelligence Unit helps executives make better business decisions by 
providing timely, reliable and impartial analysis on worldwide market trends and business strategies. More 
information about the Economist Intelligence Unit can be found at www.eiu.com or follow us on 
www.twitter.com/theeiu. 
 
About Oracle 
 
Oracle engineers hardware and software to work together in the cloud and in your data center. For more 
information about Oracle (NASDAQ:ORCL), visit www.oracle.com. For more information on the EIU research 
program, visit www.oracle.com/goto/economist-program/business-intelligence. 
Trademarks Oracle and Java are registered trademarks of Oracle and/or its affiliates. Other names may be 
trademarks of their respective owners. 
 
About Intel 
 
Intel (NASDAQ: INTC) is a world leader in computing innovation. The company designs and builds the essential 
technologies that serve as the foundation for the world’s computing devices. Additional information about Intel is 
available at newsroom.intel.com and blogs.intel.com.  
Intel, the Intel logo, Xeon, and Xeon Inside are trademarks or registered trademarks of Intel Corporation in the 
U.S. and/or other countries. 
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