
 

Data, will it make the world a better 
place? 

 

Clive Humby is credited with saying that “data is the new oil” the value creator and 

wealth generator for the coming age. The new “black gold” analogy makes sense 

when we consider the West Coast giant companies such as Facebook, Apple and 

Google who have generated never before seen wealth through the creation and 

manipulation of huge data sets, but others disagree. Nigel Shadbolt, the founder of 

The Open Data Institute make the case for data as roads, the new infrastructure 

which supports economic growth but doesn’t wear out and can be used by many 

people, simultaneously for different purposes. Others still argue for data to be treated 

like plutonium, presenting huge risks if not managed properly. 

Personally I like this picture from Stanford, 

presenting data as Lego, full of possibilities but in 

need of some effort to make it useful.    

The data as Lego idea is also effective when it 

comes to describing the benefits of sharing. When it 

comes to managing a city, optimising a supply 

chain, or designing the perfect contract there will be 

no single group with all the data required to reach 

the best decision.  Only by sharing data, can more 

people achieve their best outcome, in fact, it's 

difficult to find someone who disagrees with the idea 

that more data should be shared. In practice 

however there are a series of good and 

understandable reasons why it doesn’t happen. 

These tend to be largely technical risks associated 

with privacy, security (both cyber and physical 

threats to the assets which the data describe) and              

commercial liability.  

Unfortunately, the problems don’t end there. Human factors also get in the way. The 

people who should share data will need to put some effort in and then the benefits 

which result might go to someone else. Consider designers investing in better risk 

registers to save the lives and improve the productivity of building contractors. The 

challenge is then, how do we design the incentives to make data sharing possible 

and economically sustainable? 

I don't have all the answers, but I do think there are reasons to be optimistic. Whilst 

data and the resources to manipulate it are becoming cheaper and more accessible, 

an ever broader range of stakeholders are producing tools to support responsible 
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use, (look at the ICO kids’ code for privacy and the Rolls Royce Alethiea framework 

on ethics and trust).   

Data really does have the power to change the world. It is a resource and an asset 

which needs managing, to support business and assist society in tackling the urgent 

challenges of climate change and pandemic response. We cannot accept that 

because it is tricky to find equitable and secure ways to use data collaboratively, it is 

alright to walk away from the challenge.  

There is no denying that managing and working with data is a daunting task. What 

makes it even more complex is that data must be simultaneously a widely shared 

resource and also very specific, tailored to the unique requirements it was created 

for.  Also, the thinking and work must not be left solely in the hands of the technical 

teams; expertise and engagement from every field is required to tackle the strategic 

issues of major impact with dilemmas being settled at the highest decision-making 

level of the organisation.  

Organising all data is a huge undertaking, often requiring a great deal of human and 

technical resources. It is, however, the key and most urgent leadership challenge of 

our time. The optimal approach, I believe, would be to think really carefully about 

what data, if organised and shared properly, would have the greatest impact on the 

organisation's performance and stakeholders. Examples might include the 

development of new capabilities such as achieving true visibility of the customer 

experience, scenario planning of potential glitches in the supply chain, or anticipatory 

consideration of the societal impact of different strategic options prior to choosing the 

optimal ones. Then, and only then, work can begin on delivering an agreed version 

of the data infrastructure and culture that would best serve the endorsed and well-

thought through strategies. 
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