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About This Paper

This strategic brief was first published in 2012 as a practitioner’s guide to big data for 
enterprise leaders. Over the intervening 14 years, the landscape has been 
transformed beyond recognition. This 2026 edition retains the strategic foundations 
of the original while comprehensively updating every data point, framework, and 
recommendation — including correcting market figures, updating regulatory 
timelines, adding named company proof points, and introducing new sections on ROI 
measurement, data maturity, and the cost of inaction. Written for Fortune 500 CEOs 
and C-suite leaders who need clarity, not jargon.
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Executive Summary

In 2012, “big data” was an emerging concept. In 2026, it is the operating system of 
competitive enterprise. The organisations that understood this first — and acted on it — 
have compounded their advantage year after year. Those that treated data as an IT 
initiative rather than a strategic imperative are now playing catch-up in a race that only 
accelerates.

The scale of the shift is difficult to overstate. In 2012, 2.5 exabytes of data were created 
daily. Today, 3.81 petabytes are generated every second. The big data and analytics 
market, valued at roughly $10 billion when this paper was first written, has grown to 
between $150 billion and $450 billion depending on market scope — and is converging 
with the AI market in ways that make the boundary increasingly irrelevant. Over 97% of 
organisations worldwide have now invested in big data infrastructure. Only 24% use the 
data they collect to make informed decisions.

That last statistic is the most important in this paper. The technology is not the barrier. 
The leadership, the culture, and the organisational capability are the barriers — and 
they always have been. This paper covers three interconnected realities every Fortune 
500 CEO must confront in 2026:

• Cloud-native lakehouses and AI-ready platforms have replaced Hadoop-era 
infrastructure. The technology is accessible; the organisational capability 
to use it is not.

• LLMs, Retrieval-Augmented Generation, and agentic AI have transformed 
what is possible with enterprise data — but GenAI is only as good as the 
data it operates on, making quality, governance, and architecture more 
critical than ever.

• GenAI multiplies existing data advantages. Organisations with mature 
infrastructure are deploying AI at scale; those without it are discovering 
that AI exposes their data problems rather than solving them. The 
competitive gap is widening at an accelerating rate.

“The technology is not the barrier. The leadership, the culture, and the organisational  
capability are the barriers — and they always have been.”  — Dan Collins, 
Experience Transformation

1. The Data Landscape in 2026: Numbers That 
Demand Attention

When this paper was first published in 2012, we noted that 90% of the world’s data had 
been created in the previous two years. That statement is still true in 2026 — each new 
two-year period dwarfs everything before it.

Metric 2012 (Original Paper) 2026 (Current)

Daily data creation 2.5 exabytes 3.81 petabytes per second
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Metric 2012 (Original Paper) 2026 (Current)

Annual global data 
volume

~8 zettabytes ~221 zettabytes (Statista)

Big data & analytics 
market

~$10 billion $152B–$448B depending on scope 
(multiple analysts, 2026)

Enterprise big data 
adoption

Early adopters (<20%) Over 97% globally invested; 24% use it 
effectively

IoT connected 
devices

<1 billion 21.9 billion (2026)

Primary storage 
architecture

On-premise data warehouse Cloud-native lakehouse / data mesh

Primary analytical tool SQL / Hadoop / BI dashboards AI-powered analytics / LLMs / GenAI 
agents

GDPR fines 
(cumulative)

N/A — pre-regulation Over €7.1 billion since 2018 (DLA Piper, 
2026)

Research firms define the “big data and analytics market” differently, producing 
estimates from $152 billion (narrow definition) to $448 billion (broad definition) for 2026. 
What all agree on is the trajectory: double-digit annual growth, convergence with AI, and 
no sign of deceleration. The organisations building capability within it are generating 
measurable competitive advantage.

The Profitability Gap Is Widening
The 2012 MIT and McKinsey study found data-driven companies in the top third of their 
industry were 5% more productive and 6% more profitable than competitors. 
Subsequent research by McKinsey, Forrester, and IDC suggests this differential has 
grown substantially:

23%
Higher profitability at firms 
with advanced analytics 
(IDC/McKinsey, 2025)

15–20%
Higher customer retention 

at analytics-driven 
organisations

$3.70
Return per dollar invested 
in GenAI at early adopters 

(2025)

74%
Of companies report 

revenue increases from 
data analytics initiatives

Amazon’s AI-driven recommendation engine drives an estimated 35% of total annual 
sales. JPMorgan Chase’s COiN platform reduced 360,000 hours of annual legal review 
work to seconds. American Express uses AI to prevent approximately $2 billion in fraud 
annually. Walmart’s AI-driven demand forecasting cuts carrying costs at a scale that 
translates to billions in operational savings. These are not pilot programmes — they are 
core operating capabilities at the world’s largest organisations, compounding in value 
every year.
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The Investment-Impact Gap: The Real Problem
The gap between investment and impact remains the defining challenge: 97% of 
organisations have invested in big data, yet only 24% use it to make informed decisions. 
That 73-point gap exists not because of technology failure, but because of leadership, 
culture, and organisational capability failure.

CEO Question to Ask This Week

Not “How much are we spending on data and AI?” but “Which specific commercial 
decisions have we made better in the last 90 days because of our data capability — 
and what did that improvement cost us and what did it return?” If that question 
cannot be answered with specifics, the investment is not yet generating value.

2. The Dimensions of Big Data: From Four Vs to Six

The original 2012 framework described big data across four dimensions: Volume, 
Velocity, Variety, and Veracity. Those four remain valid. The intervening decade has 
added a fifth — Value — and a critical sixth that did not exist in 2012: Vulnerability. 
Together they define what any Fortune 500 data strategy must address.

Dimension 2012 Status 2026 Imperative

Volume Walmart collecting 2.5 
PB/hour was 
extraordinary

3.81 petabytes generated per second. Unstructured data 
(70–90% of enterprise data) grows 3× faster than 
structured. Only distributed, federated architectures can 
operate at this scale.

Velocity Real-time processing 
was an aspiration

Real-time is the baseline. 75% of enterprise data 
processed in real time; 58% of Fortune 500 on Kafka-class 
streaming. Latency disadvantage in fraud, personalisation, 
or supply chain translates directly into commercial 
underperformance.

Variety Structured data 
dominated

Unstructured data — text, image, audio, video, sensor — is 
now the majority and carries the most strategic value. 
Multimodal AI has dramatically accelerated its commercial 
extraction. JPMorgan’s COiN: the value was always in the 
documents.

Veracity One in three leaders 
didn’t trust their data

AI-generated content, synthetic data, and sophisticated 
manipulation have escalated veracity to board level. Data 
lineage, provenance tracking, and AI governance are now 
prerequisites for regulated industries.

Value (5th V) Implicit purpose only Now explicitly recognised as the anchor dimension. The 
question is never “How much data do we have?” but “What 
decisions does our data enable, and what is the 
commercial consequence of making those decisions 
better?”
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Dimension 2012 Status 2026 Imperative

Vulnerability 
(6th — 2026)

No parallel in 2012 Cybersecurity, data sovereignty, AI model risk, and 
regulatory exposure. GDPR: €7.1B in cumulative fines. EU 
AI Act fully applicable August 2026. Data localisation 
requirements across 50+ jurisdictions. Security market 
projected at $52B by 2029.

3. The AI Inflection Point: What Every CEO Must 
Understand

The single most significant development since the original paper is not a data trend — it 
is an AI trend. LLMs, Generative AI, and agentic AI have fundamentally altered what is 
possible with enterprise data and what is required of the infrastructure to support it.

In 2012, enterprise AI meant statistical modelling and rules-based automation. In 2026, 
92% of Fortune 500 companies use ChatGPT (OpenAI/Reuters, 2025–26). The AI-in-
analytics market is growing from $14 billion in 2023 to a projected $110 billion by 2030. 
Early GenAI adopters report $3.70 in value for every dollar invested, with top performers 
achieving $10.30 per dollar. These are not incremental improvements — they represent 
a categorical shift.

GenAI: Only as Good as the Data It Operates On
The most important thing a Fortune 500 CEO needs to understand about Generative AI: 
it is only as good as the data it operates on. Every major enterprise GenAI use case — 
customer service automation, document intelligence, decision support, contract 
analysis, demand forecasting, code generation — depends on the quality, accessibility, 
and governance of the underlying enterprise data. Retrieval-Augmented Generation 
(RAG) — which allows LLMs to query live enterprise data rather than rely only on 
training data — is the primary architecture for enterprise GenAI deployment. It depends 
entirely on enterprise data being organised, indexed, and accessible. Data 
modernisation is not a prerequisite for AI: it is the same initiative.

Real-World Proof Point: JPMorgan Chase

JPMorgan’s COiN platform uses natural language processing to review complex 
legal documents in seconds — a task that previously required 360,000 hours of 
annual attorney time. CIO Lori Beer: “We spent considerable time building data 
governance before deploying our first production AI model. That investment paid for 
itself many times over by preventing downstream failures and compliance issues.” 
Data governance is not a constraint on AI — it is the foundation that makes AI 
deployment safe and scalable.
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Agentic AI: The Next Wave
Beyond GenAI, agentic AI — systems that can plan, take actions, and self-evaluate 
against defined objectives without continuous human oversight — represents the next 
major inflection point. Databricks’ Agent Bricks, Microsoft’s Copilot agents, and 
Google’s Gemini-based frameworks are already in enterprise deployment. Gartner 
predicts that by 2029, AI agents will generate ten times more data from physical 
environments than from all digital AI applications combined. Organisations investing in 
AI-ready data infrastructure today are building the foundation for autonomous enterprise 
intelligence tomorrow.

The GenAI Maturity Curve: Where Are You?
Enterprise GenAI adoption follows a recognisable maturity curve. Understanding where 
your organisation sits determines which investments are most urgent.

Maturity Stage Characteristics Priority Action

Stage 1: 
Experimentation

Ad hoc pilots, no defined ROI 
metrics, IT-led

Define 3–5 commercial use cases with 
measurable outcomes; stop all others

Stage 2: Scaling Use cases in production, mixed 
results, inconsistent governance

Establish AI data governance; create a 
Centre of Excellence; measure ROI 
rigorously

Stage 3: ROI 
Discipline

Defined commercial outcomes, 
measured returns, governed 
deployment

Consolidate data platform; expand 
proven use cases; build internal 
capability

Stage 4: 
Competitive Moat

Enterprise-adapted models on 
proprietary data; AI embedded in 
core operations

Fine-tune models on proprietary data; 
build data network effects; defend the 
moat

Most Fortune 500 organisations are currently at Stage 2. The shift from Stage 2 to 
Stage 3 — from experimentation to ROI discipline — is the most critical transition of 
2026. It requires not more technology investment but more measurement discipline and 
governance rigour.

4. Architecture Evolution: From Hadoop to the AI-
Ready Lakehouse

In 2012, we described Hadoop as the most commonly used framework for big data. In 
2026, Hadoop has been largely superseded for new enterprise deployments, replaced 
by cloud-native architectures that are faster, more flexible, and purpose-built for the AI 
workloads that now dominate enterprise data strategy.
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The Cloud-Native Data Lakehouse
The data lakehouse has emerged as the dominant architecture for 2025–2026. It 
combines the storage flexibility and cost efficiency of a data lake with the governance, 
performance, and query capability of a traditional data warehouse. Major platforms 
include Databricks (valued at $134 billion, $5.4 billion ARR as of Q1 2026, 65% year-
over-year growth, anticipated H2 2026 IPO), Snowflake, and the hyperscaler platforms 
— AWS, Azure, and Google Cloud. Critically, the modern lakehouse is not merely a 
storage architecture: it stores data with embedded lineage and governance metadata, 
supports AI model training and inference natively, and provides real-time analytical 
capability. For a Fortune 500 CEO, the strategic question is not which platform to use — 
it is whether the organisation has a coherent roadmap for consolidating its fragmented 
data estate onto a governed, AI-ready platform within a defined timeline.

Data Mesh: Decentralising Ownership
The data mesh — projected to reach 60% adoption in large enterprises by 2027 — 
responds to a fundamental challenge: centralised data teams cannot keep pace with a 
complex, distributed organisation. It distributes ownership to the business domains that 
create and understand data, while maintaining federated governance that ensures 
interoperability and trust. Its four principles — domain ownership, data as a product, 
self-serve infrastructure, and federated governance — sound straightforward, but 
deploying a lakehouse does not automatically create a functioning data mesh. The 
organisational structures and governance workflows require separate, deliberate effort, 
and that is where most implementations stall.

What ‘AI-Ready Data’ Actually Means
The concept of AI-ready data has emerged as the 2026 benchmark for enterprise data 
maturity. Gartner’s 2025 CDAO survey found that one in two Chief Data and Analytics 
Officers now considers making data AI-ready a primary responsibility. AI-ready data is: 
accessible — retrievable by AI through governed APIs without manual IT intervention; 
governed — with lineage, provenance, and access controls embedded at the dataset 
level; unified — with a shared semantic layer that resolves definitional conflicts across 
business units; current — updated at the velocity required by the use case; and secure 
— with role-based access controls and audit trails satisfying regulatory requirements 
across every relevant jurisdiction. The gap between data that exists and data that is AI-
ready is where most Fortune 500 data programmes are currently stuck.

5. Governance, Privacy, and Regulation: The Non-
Negotiables

In 2012, we briefly acknowledged that “privacy concerns are only going to become more 
significant.” That was an understatement. In 2026, data governance, privacy, and 
regulatory compliance are first-order constraints that shape what is architecturally 
possible, what is commercially viable, and what creates existential risk.
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The Regulatory Landscape: Key Facts for 2026

Regulation Jurisdiction Current Status Maximum Penalty

GDPR (2018) EU / EEA Fully in force. €7.1B cumulative fines since 
2018; €1.2B in 2025 alone

4% of global annual 
revenue or €20M

EU AI Act 
(2024–2027)

EU / EEA Prohibited AI banned Feb 2025. GPAI 
obligations Aug 2025. High-risk AI rules 
apply Aug 2026. Full enforcement phased to 
Aug 2027

Up to 7% of global annual 
turnover for prohibited AI 
violations

CCPA / CPRA 
(California)

California, USA (de 
facto US standard)

Fully in force. CPRA enforcement active 
2023 onwards

$7,500 per intentional 
violation

US State 
Privacy Laws

20 US states Active in CA, VA, CO, CT, UT, TX, IN, KY, 
RI, AR and more. Federal law pending

Varies by state; 
enforcement accelerating

China PIPL 
(2021)

China Fully in force. Strict data localisation 
requirements

Up to 5% of prior-year 
annual revenue

India DPDP 
Act (2023)

India Framework enacted; implementing rules in 
progress

Up to 250 crore (~$30M)₹

EU DORA 
(2025)

EU Financial Sector Fully applicable January 2025 Sector-specific; up to 2% of 
global annual turnover

The practical implication for any Fortune 500 CEO: your General Counsel, Chief Data 
Officer, and Chief Information Security Officer must be working in genuine partnership 
on a single integrated compliance framework. Data governance and AI governance are 
no longer separable disciplines. The EU AI Act reached full applicability on 2 August 
2026 — if your organisation operates in the EU and uses AI in HR, credit decisioning, 
customer scoring, or any other high-risk category, your compliance obligations are 
active now, not in 2027 or 2028.

Privacy-enhancing technologies (PETs) now allow organisations to extract analytical 
value from sensitive data without exposing it. Federated learning, differential privacy, 
and synthetic data generation are all in enterprise deployment at scale — resolving a 
tension that seemed intractable in 2012 between the value of data and the obligation to 
protect it.

6. From Segmentation to Hyper-Personalisation

The original paper devoted significant attention to customer segmentation. In 2026, the 
capabilities have moved far beyond what was possible in 2012: real-time hyper-
personalisation, individual-level propensity modelling, and AI-driven customer 
intelligence operating continuously have transformed what “knowing your customer” 
means.
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The Shift to Individual-Level Intelligence
The practical transformation since 2012 is the movement from segment-level to 
individual-level customer intelligence. Amazon’s recommendation engine — which 
drives 35% of total annual sales — does not recommend products to “millennial urban 
professionals.” It recommends products to this specific person, at this specific moment, 
based on this specific behavioural signal, in real time. Bank of America’s Erica virtual 
assistant has handled over 3 billion customer interactions, providing personalised 
financial guidance that reduces the need for live agent intervention. Analytics-driven 
organisations now achieve 15–20% higher customer retention rates. The constraint is 
not technology — it is data quality, integration, and the organisational capability to act 
on individual-level intelligence at the required speed.

First-Party Data: The Durable Competitive Asset
The deprecation of third-party cookies, Apple’s App Tracking Transparency framework, 
and GDPR’s consent requirements have collectively created a first-party data 
imperative. Organisations that have built direct, consented, high-quality customer data 
relationships are operating with a structural personalisation advantage that cannot be 
purchased from a data vendor. The organisations that built first-party data strategies in 
2020–2024 are now compounding that advantage through AI personalisation. Those 
that did not are discovering that their third-party data sources are disappearing and they 
have no foundation to replace them.

7. Measuring ROI From Data and AI Investment

One of the most consistent gaps in enterprise data strategy is the absence of rigorous 
measurement frameworks. Organisations invest in platforms, talent, and programmes 
without clearly defined commercial outcomes, then struggle to justify continued 
investment when boards ask for evidence of return.

The Three Levels of Data ROI
Data and AI investment generates return at three levels, and organisations frequently 
measure only the first:

ROI Level What Is Measured Example Metrics Measurement 
Horizon

Operational Direct cost savings and 
efficiency gains from 
specific use cases

FTE hours saved, error rates 
reduced, processing time improved, 
fraud losses prevented

0–12 months

Commercial Revenue impact from 
improved decisions — 
customer, pricing, product

Conversion rate uplift, retention 
improvement, revenue per customer, 
churn reduction

6–24 months

Strategic Long-term competitive 
advantage from data and AI 
capability

Market share movement, NPS vs 
competitors, time-to-market for new 
products, pricing power

2–5 years
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Most organisations measure Operational ROI well. Few measure Commercial ROI 
rigorously, and almost none measure Strategic ROI at all. The result: data investments 
are justified by cost savings while the larger commercial and strategic value goes 
unmeasured and undercommunicated to boards.

A Practical Data ROI Measurement Framework
• What specific commercial decision will be improved by this data 

investment? Be precise: not “better customer understanding” but “reduce 
90-day churn in the SME segment by 15%.” Define the decision first.

• What is the current state of that metric, measured without the data 
investment? This is the counterfactual you will compare against. Establish 
the baseline.

• Agree the time horizon over which improvement will be measured before 
the investment is made, not after. Set a measurement period.

• Use A/B testing, holdout groups, or propensity score matching to isolate 
the data investment’s contribution from other variables. Attribute 
rigorously.

• Data ROI should appear in the same board reporting pack as other major 
capital investments. If it does not, it will not receive the governance 
scrutiny that ensures it delivers. Report at board level.

Benchmark: What Good Looks Like
Published benchmarks for data and AI ROI at organisations with mature programmes:

$3.70
Return per dollar invested 
in GenAI — average early 

adopter (2025)

$10.30
Return per dollar — top-

quartile GenAI performers 
(2025)

340%
5-year ROI from mature AI 

governance frameworks 
— Fortune 500 study (Axis 

Intelligence)

47%
Faster regulatory 

compliance at firms with 
mature AI governance

8. The Cost of Inaction

Every section above has described what data and AI investment delivers. This one 
addresses what the absence of that investment costs.

The Profitability Gap Is Not Static
The 2012 paper described a 5–6% profitability gap between data leaders and laggards. 
By 2025, that gap has widened to 23% or more — and it compounds. An organisation 
reinvesting 6% less profit every year for 14 years accumulates a structural disadvantage 
in R&D, talent, and technology that explains why some industries have consolidated 
around data leaders faster than anyone expected.
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GenAI is the next compounding event. Organisations deploying AI on mature data 
infrastructure are achieving productivity gains that their competitors, deploying AI on 
immature data infrastructure, cannot replicate. The gap is being set now, in 2026, and it 
will be difficult to close in 2028 or 2030.

Three Specific Costs of Delayed Action
• The EU AI Act is fully in force as of August 2026; GDPR enforcement 

generated €1.2 billion in fines in 2025 alone. Organisations without mature 
governance are accumulating regulatory risk that will materialise as 
enforcement actions, remediation costs, and reputational damage. 
Regulatory exposure.

• The most capable data scientists and AI engineers choose employers with 
mature data infrastructure. An organisation without a credible data strategy 
watches that talent go to competitors who use it to widen the gap further — 
a second-order cost rarely quantified but consistently significant. Talent 
disadvantage.

• The cost of buying data capability — through acquisitions, platforms, and 
talent — increases every year. Building a first-party customer data platform 
in 2026 costs more than in 2022, and the cost in 2030 will be higher still. 
Early movers consistently report their installed capability cost far less to 
build than it would cost competitors to replicate today. Acquisition cost 
inflation.

The Window
The window is not closed — but it is narrowing. Organisations that move decisively in 
2026 can build meaningful capability before the next wave (agentic AI, multimodal 
models, enterprise-adapted LLMs) creates another step-change. Those that wait are 
likely to find the gap has widened beyond commercial recovery in their sector.

9. Seven Management Challenges for the Data-
Intelligent Enterprise

The original paper identified five management challenges; we retain all five and add two 
for 2026. The table below summarises each challenge, its 2026 imperative, and the 
executive question it poses.

Challenge 2026 Imperative The CEO Question

1. Leadership CEO personally accountable for data and AI 
agenda; data treated as a board-level 
strategic asset alongside capital, talent, and 
market strategy.

Am I personally setting the data and 
AI agenda — or delegating and 
assuming it is solved?
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Challenge 2026 Imperative The CEO Question

2. Talent Raise the data literacy floor across the entire 
workforce via GenAI tools (Walmart: 
50,000+ associates; Copilot/Genie for non-
technical users) while building specialist 
depth in AI/ML, data engineering, and 
ethics.

Are we raising the floor or only 
competing for a small pool of PhDs?

3. Technology Cloud-native, AI-ready platform with open 
table formats (Iceberg, Delta Lake). 
Consolidated, not fragmented.

Do we have a consolidated platform 
strategy that supports AI workloads 
— or a fragmented ecosystem of 
point solutions?

4. Decision-
Making

AI-augmented: systems surface data, 
generate options, model consequences, 
present recommendations. Humans retain 
judgment and accountability.

Does the right data reach the right 
decision-maker at the right speed, 
augmented by AI?

5. Culture Evidence over anecdote, consistently. First 
question: ‘What do we know?’ not ‘What do 
we think?’ Requires sustained leadership 
modelling.

Am I publicly deferring to evidence 
over instinct — and creating safety 
for analysts to surface inconvenient 
findings?

6. Governance 
(New)

Data governance is the platform that 
accelerates every other initiative. Clear 
ownership, quality standards, lineage, 
privacy controls, AI governance layers.

Have we built governance before 
deploying production AI — or is AI 
exposing our data problems?

7. Ethics (New) Ethical data and AI practice as competitive 
differentiator. Algorithmic bias, explainability, 
and data breach are documented legal 
realities, not theoretical risks.

Are we building the licence to 
operate with data that the next 
decade of digital business will 
require?

The Question That Separates Data Leaders from Data Laggards

Data-leading CEOs ask: “What do the data say — and do I trust them?” Data-lagging 
CEOs ask: “What data supports the decision we’ve already made?” The HiPPO 
effect (Highest Paid Person’s Opinion) has not been eliminated by 14 years of data 
investment. The cultural intervention only the CEO can make: publicly deferring to 
evidence over instinct, creating psychological safety for analysts to surface 
inconvenient findings, and demanding traceability in every significant decision.
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10. Assess and Act: Data Maturity Diagnostic and CEO 
Action Agenda

Before investing further in data and AI capability, it is worth understanding where your 
organisation currently sits on the maturity spectrum. The following diagnostic is 
designed to be completed by a CEO or their Chief Data Officer in a single sitting. It does 
not require technical expertise — it requires honest answers.

Dimension Stage 1: Reactive Stage 2: Managed Stage 3: Strategic Stage 4: Transformative

Data 
Strategy

No formal data 
strategy. Data 
managed as IT 
infrastructure.

Data strategy exists 
but sits with IT/CDO. 
Board unaware of 
specifics.

Data strategy is a 
board agenda item. 
CEO owns the 
outcome.

Data and AI strategy is 
inseparable from business 
strategy. CEO is a public 
advocate.

Data Quality Significant quality 
issues. Multiple 
definitions of key 
metrics.

Quality improvement 
programmes 
underway. Some 
metrics standardised.

Data quality SLAs 
defined and 
monitored. Shared 
semantic layer in 
place.

Data quality is a product. 
Domains own and certify 
their data products.

AI & 
Analytics

Descriptive analytics 
only. Dashboards 
and reports.

Predictive analytics in 
some functions. Early 
GenAI experiments.

GenAI in production 
for 3–5 use cases 
with measured ROI.

AI embedded in core 
operations. Enterprise-
adapted models on 
proprietary data.

Governance No formal 
governance. 
Compliance-driven 
only.

Data governance 
policies exist. 
Inconsistently 
applied.

Formal governance 
framework. Data 
lineage tracked. 
Privacy controls 
active.

Federated governance. AI 
governance integrated 
with data governance.

Culture Decisions made by 
intuition. Data used 
to justify, not decide.

Data consulted in 
major decisions. 
Some evidence 
culture emerging.

Evidence-based 
culture in most 
functions. HiPPO 
effect actively 
managed.

Data fluency across the 
organisation. Every 
significant decision is 
traceable to evidence.

Talent No specialist data 
team. Analytics in IT.

Small central data 
team. Limited 
business integration.

Data engineers, 
scientists, and 
product managers 
embedded in 
business units.

AI/data capability 
distributed across 
organisation. Data literacy 
baseline for all staff.

Most Fortune 500 organisations will find themselves at Stage 2 in most dimensions, with 
pockets of Stage 3 in advanced functions and Stage 1 in others. The value of this 
diagnostic is not to benchmark against competitors — it is to identify the specific 
dimensions where investment will have the greatest near-term commercial impact.

Recommended Action

Complete this diagnostic with your Chief Data Officer and at least two business unit 
leaders. Discuss honestly where you disagree on the current stage. The 
disagreements are as informative as the consensus — they reveal where perception 
and reality have diverged, which is itself a data governance problem.
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The CEO Action Agenda: Ten Priorities for 2026
The following ten priorities are sequenced to reflect the organisational logic of a well-
governed data and AI programme. Priorities 1–4 are foundational, regardless of maturity 
stage.

Prio
rity

The Action The Why Maturity Stage

01 Conduct an honest data 
maturity assessment using 
the diagnostic in Section 10

You cannot set the right priorities 
without knowing where you are starting 
from

All stages

02 Declare data and AI a CEO-
owned board priority

Without CEO-level ownership, data 
strategy becomes an IT project. With it, 
it becomes a competitive weapon.

All stages

03 Appoint or empower a Chief 
Data and AI Officer with 
budget and authority to 
match

The CDO and CTO roles are 
converging. Whoever owns data 
strategy must have cross-functional 
authority.

Stage 1–2

04 Define 3–5 commercial use 
cases for AI investment with 
specific, measurable 
outcomes

Stop all pilots not tied to a defined 
commercial outcome. Scale only what 
delivers measured ROI.

Stage 1–2

05 Build or commission an AI-
ready data governance 
framework

Governance is not a constraint on data 
use — it is what makes data use at 
scale possible and safe.

Stage 2–3

06 Consolidate your data estate 
onto a governed cloud-
native platform

Fragmented data estates cannot 
support enterprise AI. Consolidation is a 
prerequisite, not an option.

Stage 2–3

07 Build a first-party data 
strategy and audit third-party 
data dependencies

Third-party data sources are being 
systematically withdrawn. First-party 
data is the durable asset.

Stage 2–3

08 Implement EU AI Act 
compliance for any high-risk 
AI use cases in EU 
operations

Full high-risk AI rules apply August 
2026. Non-compliance creates 
regulatory and reputational risk now.

All stages with EU 
operations

09 Launch a measured GenAI 
value creation programme 
with explicit ROI targets

Move from experimentation to ROI 
discipline. Define outcomes, measure 
rigorously, scale what works.

Stage 2–3

10 Invest in data literacy across 
the entire workforce, not just 
specialists

The AI advantage is distributed. A 
workforce that cannot work with data 
cannot capture the full value of AI.

Stage 3–4
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11. Conclusion: The Intelligent Enterprise Is a Present-
Tense Choice

When this paper was first written in 2012, we concluded that “leaders will either 
embrace data-driven decision-making or be replaced by others who do.” The 
organisations that did have, by every measurable metric, significantly outperformed 
those that did not.

In 2026, the stakes are higher and the window is shorter. Generative AI amplifies the 
advantage of data leaders and exposes the vulnerability of laggards simultaneously. 
The organisations that close the gap between investment and impact in the next 12–18 
months will define market leadership for the decade ahead.

97%
Of organisations invested 

in big data

24%
Use it to make informed 

decisions

73%
Gap between investment 

and impact

23%+
Profitability advantage for 
those who close the gap

Closing the 73-point gap between investment and impact does not require more 
technology spending. It requires leadership clarity, organisational commitment, and the 
discipline to measure what matters.

“The intelligent enterprise is not a future state. It is a present-tense leadership 
choice. The data, the technology, the regulatory framework, and the commercial 
imperative are all here. The question for every CEO is simply whether their 
organisation is led in a way that can take advantage of them.”  — Dan Collins, 
Experience Transformation, 2026
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