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Management:  
Step up. 
The seven steps to a data-driven organization  
that top management must take
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Preface
Hi, 

At Bisnode,  we are noticing an increasing 
interest in decision-making based on facts 
rather than gut feelings. Decision makers 
are inspired by peers and challenged 
by competitors to utilize data and new 
technologies in the search for faster growth, 
increased profits and improved efficiency. 
Since Bisnode offers solutions based on 
data and analytical capabilities, we both 
embrace and power this development.

We know from experience that many 
C-level decision makers have trouble 
navigating the buzzwords. Many wonder: 
What does it really mean to be data-driven? 
What are the benefits of using data and 
AI? And what are the risks of not using new 
capabilities? Where are we in the transition? 
And ultimately; What are the challenges we 
need to navigate this journey? 

Answers to questions like these make this 
report truly valuable for anyone interested 
in taking the next step in empowering his / 
her organization. Because this is not about 
replacing human interaction with robots. 
This is about allowing our sales people to 
spend time with the right accounts, giving 
our marketing teams the knowledge of who 
to target with what message, and giving our 
finance department a good night’s sleep. 

The report reveals an interesting success 
factor for those taking these steps; 
management vision and expertise. This is in 
line with our own experiences. Customers 
who see the greatest impact of working 

in a data-driven way all have a C-level as 
sponsor of the project such as a CEO, CSO 
or CMO to drive the agenda of ‘no more 
bad decisions’.

If you are looking to reap the benefits of 
becoming more data-driven, there are 
two more key experiences from successful 
Bisnode customer engagements: 

Firstly,  initiatives are fuelled by the need to 
solve a business problem. It is not primarily 
seen as a systems project; data, analytical 
competencies and tech rather supports 
solving the problem. And secondly, 
successful companies often start small – 
with a specific challenge that they solve 
in an agile way, such as to create growth 
by finding new customers in a specific 
market or line of business – and 
scale fast. 

We hope that this 
report will serve the 
same purpose as the 
work we perform 
every day: as a 
shortcut to increase 
your ability to work in 
a data-driven way. 

Best regards,

Rikard Candell,  
Director Group Analytics,  
Bisnode
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“The world’s most valuable resource is 
no longer oil, but data” this bold claim 
was made in 2017 in the go-to business 
paper the Economist. Although this claim 
may be controversial to some, one thing 
is for certain, data is a massive source of 
revenue and it’s increasing exponentially. 
The question we ask ourselves in 2019 is, 
what does that actually mean? What is 
the impact on business? Are we onboard? 

The reality of handling and analyzing data 
is complex and a major challenge for all 
organizations. 

In this report, we aim to reduce the 
complexity and confusion for those 
organizations aiming to become more 
data-driven. From a management 
perspective, we try to capture the journey 
– and the necessary steps – toward a truly 
data-driven organization. 

The report is based on a survey of more 
than 300 C-level executives from 10 
European markets (CxO:s), it reveals a 
current picture based on their answers 
to questions about their use of data and 
data analytics. It covers their views on 
challenges, fears and what the future 
of data analytics holds. We present the 
results and analysis of the study in the 
form of ‘7 steps toward the data-driven 
organization’. 

We hope, once you’ve read this report, 
that you will feel you’ve been informed, 
updated and prepared for both what 
today and tomorrow holds for your 
organization. 
 

Introduction

This report is based on survey interviews 
with 25 or more C-level executives in 
10 markets (300 respondents in total). 
All markets are equally weighted. The 
10 markets included were: Sweden, 
Denmark, Finland, Norway, UK, Germany, 
France, Austria, Switzerland and Poland. 

The field period of the survey was June-July 
2019. The respondents were provided by 
Norstat AB. The report was compiled by 
Kairos Future, an international consulting 
and research company that helps 
organizations and business leaders to 
understand and shape their futures.

About the report 
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Step #1:  

Wake up! 

Data and analytics have certainly been in vogue since the dawn of  
the 21st century. But, will data and data analytics really be more than  
a vogue in the future or will analytics have just been a passing trend? 
Will data and data analytics be so important that, as many European 
CxO:s predict, you won’t be able to compete without being a data 
master? And how important is data analytics today? If our data is 
correct, analytics matters a lot, it matters today. 

In the future, it’s all about the data game…
When we asked the European CxO:s to what extent they agreed with different statements 
about the future, one of the most striking findings was that almost one in two agreed that 
in 2030, we will laugh about the low level of data analytics back in 2019. However, the 
statement that most CxO:s agreed with was that in 2030, winning in our market will be 
about using data better than anyone else, underlining the importance for all organizations 
to step up their game in the data department.    

… Today it’s already all about the data game
Digging deeper into the material, the organizations which the CxO:s 
represent can be represented as shown in figure 1 below. Data-
immature organizations are found on the lowest step, while those 
which have reached data maturity are found on the top. 

•  Those who are laggards barely conduct any data  
analysis at all.

•  Those who are curious are currently exploring ways to work with 
data more systematically, but have not gotten much further.

•  Those who are structured have an overview of their data and keep it 
accessible, but do not necessarily base strategic decisions on data analysis.

•  Those who are strategic do just that: base strategic decisions on data analysis.

•  At the top of the stairs, we find those who are not only strategic about data, but also 
truly data-driven – they use data analytics to support strategy and vision.

55% 
agree

“In  2030, winning in our  
market will be  about using  

data better than anyone else”
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Figure 1. Based on the extent to which the CxO:s agree with different statements about their organizations’ data 
maturity. The most important conditions for belonging to each step is shown below each step. The percentage of 
the CxO:s’ organizations in the survey that fit with each step is shown above the steps.

In figure 1, we also find the percentage of organizations that “fit” on each level, not adding up 
to 100% because of the possibility to stand on two steps at the same time. 

16%
laggards

27%
curious

Do barely conduct 
any analysis of 
data at all 

Currently exploring 
ways to work with 
data analytics more 
systematically

Have full overview 
of all our data, 
and everyone 
understands the data 
and accesses the 
data they need

Base most of our 
strategic decisions 
on data analysis

Use data analytics 
systematically on 
a continuous basis 
to support strategy 
and vision

25%
structured

22%
strategic

17%
datadriven

The stairways to data maturity
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Strikingly, when comparing organizations at the bottom of the stairs with those at the top, 
we see a clear connection with performance: 

•  The data-driven organizations report a much lower staff turnover compared with 
the laggards.

•  Among the data-driven organizations, more than 3 out of 4 CxO:s report that they are 
top performers1 with regards to innovation, sales growth, operational efficiency and 
attracting talent, compared with at best 1 out of 4 among the laggards.

Certainly, some CxO:s can be more optimistic than others when answering surveys 
about their performance. But the correlations are so strong between data maturity and 
high scoring at different performance measures, that what European CxO:s foresee 
about the future – winning is about using data better than anyone else – seems to be the 
reality already today. The message from the European CxO:s interviewed to their fellow 
colleagues seems to be: Wake up! 

“ Essential for our business to 
expand and increase both 
productivity and profit” 

UK CEO running a 1000+  
employee organization, on the use  

of data analytics in business
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Step #2:  

Management, take the lead

Managerial data knowledge is limited 
Certainly, there are many managers with extensive knowledge about different aspects 
of data and data analytics. But our survey results also indicate that there is something 
to work on for many managers. 1 in 2 CxO:s interviewed state that they know data, 
automation and AI will be important ahead, but that it is hard to say how. 1 in 3 flat out 
agree that they have no clue about what the future of data analytics holds.   

So, data and data analytics are important today, and even more so 
in the future. What some managers might ask themselves regarding 
the use of data is: Do we actually know what we are doing? 

When we asked if a majority of top management in the CxO:s’ organizations get the basic 
terms, the results indicate a limited knowledge about the fundamentals. European top 
management teams know what digitalization means, but have not gotten much further, 
as the figure below shows.  

“Data, automation 
 and AI will be important for  
my company, but it’s hard 

to say how” 

1 in 2  
agree

“To be quite honest,  
I have no idea about what the  
future of data analytics in my  

industry holds” 

1 in 3  
agree
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Figure 2. The percentage of CxO:s who state that the majority of top management in their 
organizations is familiar with different aspects of data and data analytics. Based on Question: 
How large share of top management…(e.g. …know what digitalization means?).

… Yet, managerial knowledge drives data maturity and 
performance 
Again, looking at links to performance, but also relating to the degree to which 
organizations apply data analytics, there is an obvious connection between managerial 
data knowledge2. The figure below shows that specifically organizations with a high 
managerial knowledge are also much more mature3 in applying data analytics, as well 
as more likely to be top performers in general.  

... know what digitalization means? 

… have an educational background in programming or statistics?

… have a clear understanding of how automation can improve your operations? 

… are familiar with programming languages such as Python, R? 

… can explain what “big data” means? 

… understand how IoT can change your industry and business  model? 

… can explain the difference between predictive and prescriptive analytics? 

… can explain the difference between machine learning and neural networks? 

51 %

35 %

30 %

24 %

20 %

19 %

38 %

33 %

Managerial data knowledge
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It is sometimes said that a fish rots from the head, meaning that leadership is the root 
cause for organizational failure. Likewise, this study indicates that positive change, in 
terms of advancing using data, also needs to start with management. Hence, step 2 is: 
Management, take the lead.   

“ Get understanding 
from leadership” 

Figure 3. The percentage of the CxO:s’ organizations that is top performers in general and mature 
in applying data analytics, by levels of the organizations’ managerial data knowledge. Based on 
aggregated measures of performance (see footnote 1), managerial data knowledge (see footnote 2) 
and maturity in applying data analytics (see footnote 3).

100 %

90 %

80 %

70 %

60 %

50 %

40 %

30 %

20 %

10 %

0 %

Low managerial  
knowledge

Limited Improved High managerial   
knowledge

Mature in applying data analytics

Top performers

Swedish CIO, on the key challenges in  
becoming a more data-driven organization.

Data maturity and performance by managerial data knowledge
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Step #3:  

Beat the resistance 

Managerial knowledge about data is obviously important: 
people in charge need to know what kind of change they are 
trying to reinforce. But what are the CxO:s’ view of the rest of the 
organization, do they feel that everyone is on board? 

Some employees and managers are reluctant to change
When asked to answer, on top of their mind, what the main challenges in becoming a 
more data-driven organization are, the CxO:s pointed out two things: data and people 
(employees). Acceptance from employees seems to be a main issue here.

But not only employees constitute the resistance movement. Some CxO:s point out the 
management board as being just as reluctant to change. 

Also, among the interviewed CxO:s, 1 in 4 agree with the statement that “There’s too much 
talk about using data and AI. It’s a trend that will pass”.  

Obviously, change management is about convincing the team that the organization 
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is heading in the right direction, but there are also people who never really will accept 
changes related to data and digitalization. Thus, for managers, the third step toward being 
more data-driven is to: Beat the resistance. 

German manager in finance, 
on the key challenges in 
becoming a more data-

driven organization

Danish CFO in education, on the 
key challenges in becoming 

a more data-driven 
organization

”Fear for 
changes among 
the employees”

Polish production director, on the 
key challenges in becoming 

a more data-driven 
organization

”The habit of 
older employees 

who do not 
like change”

Finnish business development 
director, on the key challenges 

in becoming a more data-
driven organization

“Management is not 
data-driven and don’t 

now how to use data for 
their benefit in leading 

the organization”

Polish retail manager , on the 
key challenges in becoming 

a more data-driven 
organization

”Convincing  
the crew 

to change”

“Acceptance  
by the 

employees”
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Step #4:  

Promote learning 
and achieving

Culture eats strategy for breakfast, Peter Drucker once said. But 
how important is culture in the data analytics maturity game? What 
culture is more typically found at analytics-mature organizations? 

The double culture war is on 
In order to explore the links between culture and data analytics maturity, we used the 
organizational archetype model from Groysberg, Lee, Price and Cheng, presented in 
Harvard Business Review (Jan-Feb 2018). Comparing different organization archetypes 
from our sample across the data stairways, there are a couple of cultural traits that 
stand out. 

• Successful organizations are essentially an innovative and open-minded place, instead 
of a predictable environment where people are rather safe than sorry.

•  Successful organizations also tend to be results-driven and meritocratic, rather than 
being a warm, collaborative and welcoming place.
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Apparently, becoming more data-driven seem to demand somewhat of a shift in culture. 
Moving from especially the warm and collaborative kind to a results-driven place is 
probably not easy and will take time, but still, the lesson here is: Promote learning and 
achieving.  

“ Changing 
organizational  
culture” 

Finnish financial manager, on the 
key worries and fears in becoming 

a more data-driven organization 

Figure 4 . Based on the cultural traits that characterize the CxO:s’ organizations on different steps of the data 
stairways. CxO:s in data driven organizations state that their organizational culture is innovative, open-minded, 
result-driven and meritocratic to a higher extent than others. CxO:s in organizations that are laggards state that 
their organizational culture is predictable, warm and welcoming to a higher extent than others.   

  Laggards
  Curious

• Do barely conduct 
any analysis of 
data at all 

• Do not agree with 
any of the following 
statements 

• Currently 
exploring ways 
to work with data 
analytics more 
systematically

• Have full overview 
of all our data, 
and everyone 
understands the 
data and accesses 
the data they need

• Base most of our 
strategic decisions 
on data analysis

• Use data analytics 
systematically on 
a continuous basis 
to support strategy 
and vision

  Structured
  Strategic

  Datadriven

A predictable environment 
where people tend to take it 

safe before the uncertain 

A warm, collaborative and 
welcoming place where 
people help and support 

each other 

An innovative and open- 
minded place where people 

share ideas and explore 
alternatives forward 

A results-driven and 
 meritocratic place where 

people strive for  
top results 

Cultural traits across the data stairways
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Step #5:  

Attract talent

Having gotten this far along the road toward a more data-driven 
organization, some obvious challenges have appeared already.  
But when we ask CxO:s across data maturity levels what the 
bottom line challenges and fears are, what do they answer? 

Different challenges down the road 
At a first glance, data and people are the key perceived challenges, as we’ve learnt from 
previous steps. But what if we dig deeper and present some alternatives in the survey? 

Overall, the biggest challenge according to the European CxO:s is having  
processes in place that support the exploitation of data analytics. This holds true 
especially for organizations at the middle of the road toward data excellence, at level 2–3 
in the data stairways. The biggest fear in general is that organizations lack the knowledge 
demanded. This fear is most prevalent among 
organizations that have just started their 
journey.  

Suddenly, it’s all 
about people? 
However, as we move up the 
stairways, lack of data professionals 
become more of a challenge. 
Organizations at the Curious level see 
attracting data talent as a challenge, 
to some extent, whereas organizations at 
the Structured level experience about the same 
pain. But it is only when reaching the Strategic level that the 
attraction of data talent becomes a really severe concern.

Biggest fear:  
That we lack the 

knowledge 
demanded in order  

to become more  
data-driven 

Biggest challenge:  
Having 

processes
in place that support  

the exploitation of internal  
and external data 
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The reason for that is simple. As soon as data analytics become a core to the business, 
there is a rapidly growing need for people with data skills and a data mindset. 

The lesson here is to get proactive about talent attraction at an early stage, hence step 5 
is Attract talent.  

“ Early recruitment of employees 
with relevant data competence 
is essential” 

Swedish CEO in healthcare, on the key challenges  
in becoming a more data-driven organization 

Figure 5. Percentage of CxO:s in organizations on different data stairways steps that select “being 
able to attract, keep and manage data scientists and analysts” as a top challenge in order to become 
(more) data driven. 

50 % 

45 %

40 %

35 %

30 %

25 %

20 %

15 %

10 %

5 %

0 %

Laggards

Happily  
unaware 

Curious

First hit 

Structured

Calm before  
the storm

Data-driven

Permanent
 challenge 

Strategic

Second hit

51 % 19 %20 % 34 % 38 %

Attracting data talent as a challenge
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Step #6:  

Shift perspective

So where should you spend your data analytics dollars – on 
automating internal functions or improving marketing and sales? 
And do organizations spend their money on the areas that matters 
the most? If money talks, where do European organizations spend?  

Data means investing in it 
Reflecting the early stage of data and data analytics usage at which many  
organizations currently are, when data analysis is mainly conducted by the   
IT-department, we see that this is also where the investments go. After that,  
production and customer services/support are the areas prioritized.  
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Figure 6. The CxO:s’ answers to the question: Which of the following areas are you investing most in, 
in terms of data analytics capabilities (select up to two)? Percentage shown for each area.

IT

Marketing

Production

R&D

None of the above

Other

Customer service/support

Purchasing & Logistics

Support functions such as HR, Finance

Sales

34 %

21 %

14 %

14 %

12 %

3 %

2 %

21 %

16 %

13 %

Inside-out

Inside-out

Outside-in 

Outside-in 

It is quite clear that, apart from customer service/support, organizations mainly invest in 
data capabilities found in areas with an “inside-out” perspective – and predominantly so in 
IT. The key question is, are there better ways to spend the data analytics money?  

Data analytics investments in different areas
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Interestingly, investing in sales, marketing and R&D correlate to the highest extent 
with a high general performance as an organization. The opposite can be said about 
IT investments. Perhaps the question needs to be asked if there is an over-investment in  
IT-systems? Or perhaps it is just a necessary step to get to the next level? 

Nevertheless, the main take-away here is that just using data and data analytics for 
internal purposes will likely cause organizations to get stuck in their own matters and 
become less relevant for others. Therefore, step 6 is to Shift perspective – from inside-out 
to outside-in.  

“ It’s extremely important to predict market 
trends and customer analysis” 

UK sales manager in manufacturing, on the use of data analytics in business 

The forgotten three, with the real bang for the bucks 
By mapping the percentage that invests in each area, with the extent to which investments 
in each area correlates with general performance, we see that there is a forgotten three 
– constituted by outward-looking sales, marketing, and R&D. These are the functions at 
the outer ends of the smiling curve, that is, the curve that illustrates how value-added is 
distributed across the stages of taking a product to market, which was first applied to the 
IT-related manufacturing industry.  

Figure 7. X-axis, horizontally: Percentage of the CxO:s’ organizations that mainly invest in each area. 
The CxO:s’ answers to the question: Which of the following areas are you investing most in, in terms 
of data analytics capabilities (select up to two)? Y-axis, vertically: The correlation with investment in 
each area and aggregated measure of performance (see footnote 1).
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0,44

0,42

0,4
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0,36

0,34

0,32

0,3

15 % 20 % 25 % 30 % 40 %35 %10 %

R&D
Marketing
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Purchasing & Logistics
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Customer Services/support

IT
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Data analytics investments and performance
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Step #7:  

Keep on walking 

We might as well break it to you at this final stage: getting 
to the last step will not mean that you are “done” with 
improving toward becoming more data-driven as a an 
organization. For the foreseeable future, organizations still 
have quite a journey to undertake. 

New knowledge, new opportunities … And fears 
Getting back to where we started, let’s look at what the European CxO:s see as the 
likely future for data and data analytics. Now, we look at what happens when managers 
improve their knowledge about data. In other words, how do the visions of executives 
belonging to knowledgeable management teams differ from those of their less enlightened 
counterparts? 

The positive note here is that with increased knowledge comes new opportunities. One of 
the examples is that CxO:s belonging to more knowledgeable management teams see a 
much higher potential in automation.  

We can also note that with increased knowledge, CxO:s become more radical in their 
views of the future. A much higher percentage of CxO:s belonging to teams with a higher 
knowledge level agree with statements like “In 2030 we will have an AI in our management 
team” and “In 2030, everyone in our company will have individually designed AI support”.  
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However, lifting the lid of Pandora’s box of the future of data analytics also  
seems to be a bit frightening. The CxO:s with the highest knowledge levels in  
their management teams also largely agree that, “In 2030, AI will be out of human control”. 
Those CxO:s partner up with thought leaders like Elon Musk, who express similar ideas 
regarding the dangers of AI. 

As the old saying goes: with great data knowledge, comes great responsibilities. We round 
up this report with the final step: Keep on walking. And the world will be yours.  

“ AI is likely to be either 
the best or the worst 
thing to happen to 
humanity” 

    Stephen Hawking 

Figure 8. Percentage of CxO:s agreeing with the statements about the future, by levels of their 
organizations’ managerial data knowledge. Based on statements about the future of data and data 
analytics and an aggregated measure of managerial data knowledge (see footnote 2).

100 %

90 %

80 %

70 %

60 %

50 %

40 %

30 %

20 %

10 %

0 %

Low managerial  
knowledge

Limited Improved High managerial   
knowledge

In 2030, all strategic decisions in my industry will be supported by Artificial Intelligence 

In 2030, we will have an AI in our top management team 

In 2030, everyone in our company will have individually designed AI support 

In 2030, AI will be out of human control 

Future outlook by managerial knowledge



Footnotes
1  Aggregated measure of stated performance, regarding innovation, sales growth, operational efficiency, attracting 

talent. Based on survey question: “If you look back over the past three years, how would you judge your organization’s 
performance over other comparable organizations, in terms of... (4-5, where 1 = low performer, 5 = high performer)”

2  Aggregated measure of top management knowledge regarding different aspects of data and data analytics 
(see Figure 2). 

3  Aggregated measure of stated maturity in applying data analytics, regarding R&D, Purchasing & Logistics, Production, 
IT, Sales, Marketing, Customer Services/support, Support functions such as HR, Finance. Based on survey question: 
“Please rate the maturity level in terms of applying data analytics in each of the following areas…”



Bisnode, a leading progressive data and analytics company, is building 
a brighter future using smart data and analytics. We have more than 
2,100 passionate and curious employees who collaborate in 19 countries 
to predict strategic moves in advance, deliver remarkable insights, and 
ultimately find innovative solutions to enduring problems for our customers.

For more information visit www.bisnode.com.

https://www.bisnode.com/
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