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Mind the data-strategy gap: C-suite and 
middle-management perspectives are 
surprisingly different 

C-Suites have 
signifi cantly more 
positive views 
about data 
strategies 

A C-suite’s strategic vision, and the harmony it 
creates between business goals and the fi rm’s data 
strategy, is vital to the success of big-data efforts. 
Yet disharmony between C-level leaders and lower-
level managers may be standing in the way. 

An August 2012 Economist Intelligence Unit 
survey of 373 global executives, sponsored by 
Oracle and Intel, points to a rift between top 
executives, particularly chief executives, and other 
managers when it comes to data-strategy issues. 
These differences are evident in attitudes about 
the state of the firm’s data strategy and its role in 
the business, the road map and which priorities 
should drive efforts to extract insight and 
foresight from data. 

Some divergence in viewpoints on data strategy 
among managers is understandable and correct— 

after all, different positions have different 
objectives and responsibilities. But C-suite leaders 
need to weigh whether those divergences are 
excessive and threaten the achievement of 
important company goals. 

The view from the top 
The disparities in views about data strategy run 
from internal organisational issues to outward-
facing business issues and are characterized by a 
significantly more positive view of the 
organisation within C-suites than among mid- and 
lower-level managers. 

Most executives believe that asking better 
questions has improved performance and will 
continue to do so in the next three years. But C-
level respondents tend to be more optimistic about 

Cultural support for data-driven insights 
(% of respondents who agree with each statement) 

CEOs Other C-level executives S/VPs and heads of business units Other managers 

Our business culture supports 

asking the right of questions to 


solve business problems
 

Asking better questions of the
 
data has already improved our 


performance 


Asking better questions of the

 data will improve our performance 


in the next 3 years
 

We have incorporated insights

 from data efforts into our


 business strategies 


We are prepared for the

 changes needed to succeed in 


applying data to business
 

83 
73 

65
 51 

83 
73 

81 
64 

90 
86 

92 
78

 58
 43
 49
 45

 45
 42
 30
 34 

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, August 2012. 
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Propensity to collaborate to extract insights from data 
(% of respondents who agree with each statement) 

CEOs Other C-level executives S/VPs and heads of business units Other managers 

We need cross-department
 input to derive insights from data 

Cross-department input is easy
 to obtain in our organisation 

We have used an
 external consultancy to help

 derive insights from data 

The outcome of these consulting 
engagements has been positive 

64 
76 

77 
87

 56
 26
 25
 27

 42
 58 

66 
72 

84 
60 

72
 58 

Upper 
management’s 
priorities for data-
driven initiatives 
may not be 
coursing through 
their organisations 

their organisations’ abilities to extract valuable 
knowledge from data and to translate insights into 
tangible business results. C-suite respondents also 
tend to award their organisations higher marks for 
qualities like supportive leadership, collaborative 
culture and a track record of smart data 
investments. 

CEOs are more likely (83%) than other 
executives and managers to think the business 
supports a culture that asks the right kinds of 
questions of data to solve business problems. 
Indeed, optimism declines steadily as one moves 
down the layers of management, with only 51% of 
lower-level managers sharing similarly positive 
views. CEOs are also more likely to think that better 
questions have improved performance, that data 
insights have been incorporated into company 
strategy and that the organisation is prepared for 
data changes that lie ahead. 

Upper management would do well to examine 
these disconnects carefully. Are they natural given 
the strategic focus and leadership mandate of the 
C-suite and the day-to-day execution concerns of 
middle management? Or are CEOs less aware of 
their organisations’ challenges than the managers 
they lead? 

Collaboration is another area of incongruity. 
CEOs seem less convinced about the need for cross-
department input when deriving knowledge from 
data, yet more likely to think it is easy to obtain. 
This gap may result from their power and pull as 

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, August 2012. 

chief executives—it is easy for them to obtain 
others’ cooperation. 

They also seem less aware of the use of 
consulting teams to execute data strategies, while 
holding rosier views of external consultants’ 
effectiveness. Are projects with CEO visibility more 
likely to generate positive outcomes? Are CEOs 
unaware of less successful engagements? Or do 
CEOs judge consultants using different criteria? 
These questions are important for the C-suite to 
consider and answer. 

Are we all pulling in the same 
direction? 
CEOs also tend to be far more confident that data 
and business strategies are aligned, that 
investments in data-driven insights have increased 
and will continue to grow, and that return on 
investment (ROI) is properly tracked. They either 
know more than their rank-and-file managers or 
are out of sync with them. 

These findings could indicate that upper 
management’s business priorities for data-driven 
initiatives are not coursing through their 
organisations. Indeed, CEOs are focused on 
pursuing strategic benefits related to customer 
engagement, new opportunities and external 
partnerships, while mid- and lower-level managers 
are focused on internal execution issues like 
revenue growth, cost control and risk management. 
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These differences in views are not entirely 
surprising. Some are undoubtedly explained by 
differing job descriptions. CEOs and their C-suite 
teams are more externally focused because they 
interact with customers, partners and investors 
more regularly. They work with longer time 
horizons and higher-level strategic priorities. They 
also have access to more strategically important 
and sensitive information. And, they are more 
removed from day-to-day operational realities than 
lower-level managers. Moreover, the CEO must 
often be “cheerleader in chief”—the provider of 
future vision and motivator of troops who leads 
with confi dence and positive energy.

However, personal and leadership styles can 
feed perception gaps in management. First, CEOs’ 
own belief systems can shape how they think about 
data strategy. Great leaders often believe they have 
unique instincts and abilities. In fact, our survey 
suggests instinct plays a greater role in decision-
making by CEOs compared with other executives. 
Moreover, CEOs’ emotional intelligence and ability 
to communicate effectively are critical both to 
collecting feedback from the layers below them and 
transmitting their vision.

Ultimately, the question is: How do top 

where they understand the potential outcomes and 
can see progress against specifi c, measureable 
objectives in a programmatic way, or are they 
relying on hearsay?” asks Vincent Dell’Anno, 
managing director at Accenture’s global big-data 
practice. Statisticians and business owners tend to 
speak different “languages”, making clear 
communication critical to sound understanding of 
data efforts among managers at all levels.

Our research shows that leadership from the top is 
central to the successful design and 
implementation of data-driven business strategies. 
Yet, top executives often differ signifi cantly from 
the rest of management in their perceptions and 
opinions of both what is happening in their 
business and what is needed for it to succeed. 

Some of these differences may be healthy, given 
varying roles and responsibilities. But leaders need 
to “mind the gap” between how they and middle 
management perceive realities and priorities. They 
must listen carefully to ensure that they have a 
realistic on-the-ground picture and engage other 
managers effectively in making their vision a 
reality. And, fi nally, C-suites must track business 
outcomes and map them back to their strategic 
goals—and lead their organisations in a unifi ed 
effort to achieve them. 
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Personal and 
leadership styles 
can feed 
perception gaps initiatives? “Do they have initiatives in place, 

Role or personal style? 

executives know what they know about data 

Conclusion 

Source: Economist Intelligence Unit survey, August 2012. 

Data strategy and investments 
(% of respondents who agree with each statement) 

Our data strategy is aligned with 
our overall business strategy 

We have a defined, documented 
data strategy 

Our investment in data insights has 
increased more than 25% in 2012 

We track the ROI of our data 
investments 

CEOs Other C-level executives S/VPs and heads of business units Other managers 

54 
50 

43 
39 

47 
48 

43 
43 

39
 34
 26
 31

 33
 21
 30
 29 
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Whilst every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy of this 

information, neither The Economist Intelligence Unit Ltd. nor the 

sponsor of this report can accept any responsibility or liability 

for reliance by any person on this white paper or any of the 

information, opinions or conclusions set out in the white paper. 
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