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Key points 
• Companies anticipate exponential  

data growth  
• Management of data is an important 

strategic issue 
• The greatest challenge is joining  

up data across organisations and 
sectors 
 
 

Summary  
The concept of big data is not new to the essential industries – water, 
energy, and transport – which have been collecting, managing and 
acting on vast quantities of data for decades. To these industries, an 
already vast data set has been steadily increasing with the 
introduction of digital technologies such as smart metering and mobile 
field devices. 

However, one of the biggest issues they face is joining up the data 
they have from across the organisation, from different technology 
sources and between their own and other organisations they work 
with. 

The majority of companies are already implementing initiatives to 
improve their data management and to prepare for the universally 
anticipated increase in big data, but how prepared are they, what are 
the challenges they face and how is big data perceived within their 
organisation? 

 

 



 

 

 

© Copyright AMT-SYBEX 2012 
 

2/12 

Contents  

1 Introduction  

1.1 Executive summary 

1.2 Key findings 

 

2 Research results  

2.1 Perceptions of big data 

2.2 Challenges of big data 

 Volume of big data 

 Acting on data 

 Challenges in handling big data 

 Access to data 

 
2.3 Adapting to big data 

 Improving data management 

 Perception of others in the industry 

 
 
  



 

 

 

© Copyright AMT-SYBEX 2012 
 

3/12 

1 Introduction  
1.1 Executive summary 

In 2010 the amount of digital information in the world exceeded one 
zettabyte of data for the first time ever – that is one trillion gigabytes 
of information, and, with an increasingly digital universe, this figure is 
more than doubling every two years

1
.  

However, whilst the emergence of big data may be seen by some as 
a phenomenon resulting from the increase in digital data produced 
by consumers, the concept of big data is not new to the essential 
industries AMT-SYBEX serves – water, energy, and transport – 
which have been collecting, managing and acting on vast quantities 
of data for decades. To these industries, an already vast data set 
has been steadily increasing with the introduction of digital 
technologies such as smart metering and mobile field devices. 

With a year-on-year increase in the volume of data these 
organisations collect, one of the biggest issues they face is joining up 
the data they have from across the organisation, from different 
technology sources and between their own and other organisations 
they work with. With data quantities set to increase ‘exponentially’ 
over the next five years, traditional data management tools may not 
be sufficiently robust and there will be a greater need for integration 
between systems. It is no surprise to find that the majority of 
companies are already implementing initiatives to improve their data 
management and prepare for the universally anticipated increase in 
big data, but how prepared are they, what are the challenges they 
face and how is big data perceived within their organisation? 

 

1.2 Key findings 

 Companies expect data to grow exponentially over the next five 

years. 

 There is almost universal agreement that the management of big 

data is an important or very important strategic issue. 

 Improving operational performance is a key driver for acting on 

big data. 

 With the importance of big data increasingly recognised by the 

wider organisation, larger management groups are overseeing 

the management of big data.  

 Companies today have a greater understanding of the business 

benefit they gain from their data.  

 The greatest challenge in terms of handling big data is joining up 

data from across the organisation.  

 Improving data management through specific initiatives is 

becoming more of a priority for companies. 

 

                                                           
1
 IDC research study, 2011 
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2 Research results 
2.1 Perceptions of big data 

Big data as a strategic issue 
Within the essential industries, which have been handling vast 
quantities of customer and asset data for decades, big data 
continues to be seen as a very important strategic issue, and one 
which is only set to increase in importance.  85% of the companies 
surveyed agreed that the management of big data is an important or 
very important strategic issue within their organisation. Of those, one 
fifth cited the management of big data as the most important 
strategic issue to their organisation. 

 

‘At the moment big data is just an important issue but it is going to 
become a very important issue or even the most important issue in 
the near future’ 

 

Whilst historically, the management of big data may have only been 
of importance to the Information Systems (IS) department, it is 
becoming more and more important to other parts of the business. 

 
‘It’s important right across the organisation’ 

 

 
Drivers for managing and acting on big data 
As a critical business asset there are many business drivers for 
managing and acting on large volumes of data. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, the key driver is the need to improve overall 
operational performance, as illustrated in the chart below. 

 

Figure 1: Mean scores given for each attribute on a scale of 1 to 10 in terms of 
importance as a driver for managing and acting on large volumes of data, where 1 is 
not at all important and 10 is very important 
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Responding to regulatory pressure, was second to improving 
operational performance as a driver for managing and acting on 
large volumes of data. Companies in the water sector currently see 
this as a more important driver (mean score 8.3) than those in the 
energy sector (mean score 7.2). 

 

 

Figure 2: Mean scores given for each attribute on a scale of 1 to 10 in terms of 
importance as a driver for managing and acting on large volumes of data, where 1 is 
not at all important and 10 is very important. Showing split between water and energy 
companies. 

 

Big data leadership 
With the importance of big data increasingly recognised by the wider 
organisation, including senior management staff, the management of 
this data is also being led by a larger management group. The 
majority of companies questioned said that management of the 
company’s data was handled by a group of more than five 
individuals, of which most included senior level or mid-level 
managers. 
 
Half of companies questioned have someone within the organisation 
who has data management as a full time responsibility and the 
majority of these companies were in the water sector. In other 
companies the management of data is not the sole responsibility but 
a function of several people’s job role. 
 

Costs and benefits of big data 
Over three quarters of the companies surveyed said that they 
understand the business benefit they gain from the data they have, 
although this was also qualified with statements such as “some data 
is more valuable that other data” and “I understand the benefits, but 
not everyone does” or “understanding of the business benefits is 
improving”. This shows an increase in understanding since the AMT 
–SYBEX ‘Finding the way to better quality data’ report, 2006, in 
which 68% of respondents said they understood the business benefit 
of their data. 
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Overall, companies were less likely to feel that they understood the 
cost of the management of data compared to the collection of data, 

with a notable shift for companies in the gas and electricity sectors.  

 
Less than half of gas and electricity companies who said they 
understood the costs of the collection of data agreed they also 
understood the costs of the management of data. 
 
Three quarters of companies agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement that their company understands the costs impact of poor 
quality data.  
 
With so much data being received by organisations, and the influx of 
mobile handheld devices increasing the data trail, being able to 
quantify the amount which is put to meaningful use is very difficult. 
Some data may not be used immediately but must be stored for audit 
purposes, other data may just demonstrate that an asset is working 
efficiently but not be put to meaningful use until such a time as the 
asset stops working properly.  
 
Conservative estimates of global data usage put the figure at 
between 5-10% of a company’s data, although some industries make 
more use of their data than others. As veteran big data users the 
essential industries are at the higher end of the scale and the 
majority of those who felt able to quantify it said that between 50-
74% of the data their company collects is put to meaningful use.  
 

 

2.2 Challenges of big data  

Volume of big data 
As we enter a new era of big data, the rate of data growth will be 
explosive. Whether this is user-generated through digital 
technologies like high resolution videos/photos, or machine-
generated from sensor networks, customer behaviour tracking and 
countless other sources, there is no doubt that both the amount of 
data is increasing and the data objects themselves are getting 
bigger. 
 
50% of companies said that over the past five years, the level of 
growth of data was between 26 and 75%, five said that it was more 
than 100%, and only one said it was less than 25%. 
 
Companies will have to get to grips with handling much larger and 
more cumbersome datasets, which include unstructured data, and 
extracting value from them. To support this level of intensification, it 
is clear that companies will need more robust and powerful 
management tools than has previously been the case. For example, 
respondents frequently cited handheld reporting devices as having 
made a massive impact in the field.   
 
‘There has been a huge increase in photographs taken which didn't 
happen five years ago. Although not all of it will be useful, it does 
mean that if we have an inquiry into a gas leak we will now be able to 
go back and look at plans and photographs, providing a much 
stronger audit trail.’ 

‘You only know what you need when 
you need it. Absence of good data can 
cost a company a lot. There are so 
many transactions going on, you can't 
possibly use it all. Sometimes you 
create things you never need, like an 
audit trail.’ 

 

‘A lot of data that's collected doesn't 
perform a meaningful role but when 
things go wrong you may need that 
data. It's very dependent on the type of 
data you have. Meter reading data you 
might put 100% to use, but you might 
only use 10% of the data available on 
the performance of a particular asset.’ 

100% 
of companies agree that the volume of 
data being collected by their 
organisation is growing 

 

Companies expect data to grow 
exponentially over the next five years, 
with figures of between 100-500% 
frequently cited 
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‘The growth areas will be in the 
decision support tools and the 
intelligence to go with it. It is 
inevitable that data will increase, 
but the challenge will be using it 
appropriately. Customers have to 
be able to see the value in 
collecting and using all this data.’   

77%  
of companies missing out by not 
being able to react to data quickly 
enough   

‘We could be making better and 
more informed decisions with better 
management solutions. It now takes 
us some time to do the analysis, and 
we need to be quicker. There’s a 
delay from the time we recognise 
that there’s an issue to when we act 
on the data.’  
 

 
‘With the advent of smart metering there might be another turbo drive 
in the whole data collection area but this may allow data 
requirements to be more carefully honed. Getting a more accurate 
picture from smart meters might mean that we no longer need a lot 
of the existing data.’ 
 
 

Acting on big data 
As the smart grid and smart meters lead to the creation of copious 
amounts of data, companies able to respond to incoming data 
quickly and proactively will gain a competitive advantage by being 
able to improve business efficiency, reduce risk and support strategic 
decision-making.  
 
However, only half of the companies questioned felt that they 
responded quickly enough to data they collect, and the majority felt 
that their company was missing out as a result.  Those that felt their 
company was not missing out also pointed out that this would 
change as the amount of data they collect grows.  
 
‘The amount of data that we are collecting is not as big as it will be in 
the future – we are still in the lifecycle stage where we are collecting 
rather than managing data.’ 
 
Respondents were keen to stress that their reaction time depended 
on the type of data coming in. For example, when it comes to 
outages and incidents, the majority of companies surveyed agreed 
that their company used data gathered in an effective way, and only 
three disagreed. The remainder felt unable to say. 
 
‘When we receive critical problem data, we react quickly. But if the 
data is showing a slow deterioration, for example when a pump 
requiring more pressure to push water reveals that the coil is 
beginning to deteriorate, we can decide when to react.’ 
 
‘In some areas such as public health compliance we act very quickly, 
but in others such as business efficiency we are not as quick.’ 
 
However, as the focus is usually on dealing with the incident, 
ensuring accurate data is captured is not the priority, and several 
respondents reported that whilst data collected during an outage 
might prompt them to change their asset information , this is not 
always done in a consistent way. 
 
Reconciling data from disparate sources also presents numerous 
difficulties, from ensuring accuracy of capture, taking account of 
differences in timing and measurement (e.g. Measuring gas volumes 
at different times), and allocating a person responsible for collating 
and reconciling that data. The underlying problem is that often 
organisations lack consistency in how they report and represent data 
across different departments. 

 
‘We don’t have a consistent data model, meaning we have no way of 
describing the same things across the business. We have data from 
disparate sources, but no common method.’ 
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‘We spend so long validating the 
data that by the time we come to 
acting on it and making decisions 
it’s too late anyway.’ 
 

Companies find joining up data 
from across the organisation the 
greatest challenge 
 

 
 
‘The first difficulty is to align our service providers (contractors) to 
understand the format and the description of the data that is needed 
by the company’s systems, to keep consistency in the reporting of 
that data. Secondly, to have a consistent interpretation and 
representation of data by the company itself by different 
departments, and thirdly to interpret the data where there are gaps or 
poor quality data.’ 
 
There are a number of costly and inefficient processes that 
companies felt could be improved by better data management, from 
asset management and contractor management, to billing and 
customer service. 

‘If we had more accurate data on our assets, all of the work we do on 
them would be more efficient, cost effective and productive.’ 

 
‘Better data management would avoid the duplication of data. Often 
an employee will create a data set for one particular task and then 
another employee will do the same thing for another, which is a 
waste of resources.’ 

 

 
Challenges in handling big data 
 
One of the key aims of the survey was to identify the biggest 
challenges that companies face when handling big data.  
 
The following graph highlights that the main challenges are joining 
up data from across the organisation and sharing data with other 
organisations. It is clear then that companies need to focus on 
making their data more easily transferable and accessible from 
across the organisation. Deploying more integrated systems of 
capturing and processing data, which are also more compatible with 
products from other companies, would enable this to happen. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Chart shows mean scores attributed to issues in terms of whether or not they 
are seen as a challenge for handling big data, with 10 being a very significant 
challenge 
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‘Data is often available but not 
always accessible. We find it 
difficult to join up data’ 

8 out of 10 
companies find it difficult to make 
their systems and data respond to 
organisational or market changes 
 

 
‘Having the reporting tools that users can use is also a challenge. 
We need simple reporting tools that don't require an IT person’. 
 
‘Joining up data from across your business to make informed 
decisions is such a big challenge because we deal with multiple data 
sources and systems. The first challenge is integrating the systems, 
then dealing with the volume of data and then the accuracy. Getting 
one version of the truth is difficult.’ 
 
As a heavily regulated and high profile industry, the utilities are often 
under pressure to respond to changes in organisational or market 
structures quickly and smoothly. This can be a real challenge when 
this involves changing data systems, with most companies surveyed 
saying that it was quite or very difficult to make their systems and 
data respond to these types of changes. 
 
‘The high profile and regulation of utilities industries often requires a 
quick response and assumes that systems can adapt whilst retaining 
robust data.’ 
 
Having the right processes in place to manage big data can make a 
huge impact on how companies use their data. Robust processes 
ensure commitment from senior management and provide a 
framework for achieving data management strategies. Only half of 
the companies questioned felt that they had the right processes in 
place to manage big data. 
 
‘A lot of the processes are driven by size/logistics rather than 
complexity. If there was a single process it would be straightforward 
but this needs to be multiplied by several sources, so it’s logistically 
difficult.’ 
 
Without the right processes in place, companies can be vulnerable to 
making inaccurate assumptions or misinterpreting the data. The 
majority of companies surveyed admitted that this has happened at 
some point. 
 

Access to data 
The ability to access data and receive it in a format that suits the 
needs of the users enables businesses to make decisions more 
quickly. This is a complex issue though, partly due to the multiple 
sources and data types, and partly due to the regulatory 
environment.  
 
Only two companies said that the data in their organisation is 
‘always’ accessible. Over two-thirds said that it is ‘sometimes’ 
accessible. One respondent cited an example of how lack of access 
to data could have resulted in a million pound loss to the company. 
Because accurate data on the maintenance of an asset had not been 
available, unnecessary maintenance work costing millions of pounds 
was put out to tender before the error was spotted. 
 
Overall, respondents found that how accessible the data is depends 
on the situation, with the regulatory environment demanding strong 
controls on access to data.  
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9 out of 10 

companies have initiatives in place 
to improve data management 
 

When asked if the data could be provided in a format to suit the user, 
the majority of companies said that it could be ‘sometimes’ and four 
that it could be ‘on occasion’. Often this involves a significant amount 
of manual intervention which is resource-intensive. Another issue is 
that as technology evolves companies are dealing with more and 
more unstructured data, for example video or photographic data 
stored in a file, making it much more difficult to search and analyse.  
 
‘Companies need the capability to have the user decide the format 
not the writer of the programme’ 
 

 

2.3 Adapting to big data 

Improving Data Management 
Companies that recognise the strategic importance of managing and 
acting on data are currently in the process of implementing 
improvement programmes and initiatives, aimed at standardising 
procedures and providing good governance.  
 
All the companies apart from one said that there were specific 
initiatives within their organisation to improve data management. The 
one who said there weren’t also said that these initiatives were in the 
pipeline. This contrasts to the findings of the AMT-SYBEX 2006 
report, which found that less than one-quarter of respondents were 
implementing a top-down initiative for data quality improvement. The 
report concluded that for most organisations surveyed there was a 
significant gap between words and deeds with respect to managing 
data quality. In light of our findings, it is fair to say that, on the cusp 
of the next wave of big data, companies are now more conscious of 
need to improve their data management processes, with all the 
respondents apart from one saying that they thought their company 
had made improvements in how it manages data over the last twelve 
months.  
 
‘We have done a lot of work on building a warehouse and pulling in 
data from many sources. We are building up confidence in the IT 
department in terms of business intelligence and understanding how 
the data is used through business intelligence tools.’ 
 
‘We are currently running a work and asset management 
standardisation programme, standardising the way work is 
undertaken on an asset… from now on all work will be initiated and 
captured in a standardised way, formalising processes and 
procedures.’  

 
‘We are working on a digital platform to provide a link between the 
operational team, staff and assets. We’re also looking to set up a 
data governance office which will have a person who is responsible 
for data.’ 
 
Although it is encouraging to see improvement initiatives being put in 
place, it is evident that there is still some way to go for these 
programmes to be implemented in a successful and consistent way.  
 
Of those respondents who were able to describe how their 
improvement initiatives were being implemented, only three 
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‘‘The UK is ahead of Europe….but 
Europe is in a better position to 
catch up quicker’ 

respondents said they were being implemented consistently from 
senior managers through to line of business workers across the 
whole organisation. 50% said that they were being implemented 
across the organisation but not in a sufficiently consistent manner.   
 
Successful improvement initiatives also rely on co-operation between 
the business teams and the IT specialists within a company. The 
majority of companies surveyed believed their business and IT 
teams worked together well to provide solutions for data 
management improvement. In cases where they don’t work well ‘The 
problem is that the IT and Business teams are separate legs. The IT 
teams should be more integrated in the business/strategic decision-
making’. 
 

 
Perception of others in the industry 
Nearly two thirds of companies said that they thought their 
organisation’s performance in the area of data management was 
about the same or better than other similar organisations, with 
companies in the gas and electricity sectors more likely than water 
companies to say they performed better. 
 
‘The UK is ahead of Europe. Companies in Europe are quite a way 
behind the UK because they haven’t had the competitive market and 
regulatory issues so they have been able to get away with poorer 
data. But in a way they are in a better position to catch up quicker.’ 
 
‘‘The regulatory environment is changing towards a more self-
regulated industry. We have to be more self-motivated and have to 
monitor in a better way.’ 
 
Over three quarters of respondents are under pressure from other 
external influences to improve their data management performance. 
Investors, shareholders and customers were all cited as influencers 
companies are under pressure from to improve their data 
management. 
 
‘The smart grid will force a change in the structure of electricity 
sector and the interaction between renewable and gas fired power 
generation, as there will be greater responsiveness required.’ 

 
 

 

 

 

Survey Methodology 

This report is based on research conducted throughout April 2012 by 
APCO Worldwide. In-depth qualitative surveys were carried out with 
fourteen senior level respondents in the Energy and Water sectors.  
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