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The Emerging 
Importance of Data 
Governance
The term “data governance” has been around 
for decades, but only in the last several years 
have organizations refined their understanding 
of what it means in the age of big data. Both the 
role of, and responsibility for, data governance 
has undergone rapid recent evolution, as 
organizations face the normalization of big data 
and the increasingly rugged terrain of the global 
regulatory landscape. Organizations are quickly 
learning how to navigate unfamiliar territory 
as they contend with growing complexities in 
data management and compliance, but they’re 
also realizing that they need a sustainable; 
scalable, and enterprise-wide strategy to not 
only overcome immediate obstacles, but also to 
advance their long-term objectives. And as they 
evaluate solutions, more and more organizations 
are realizing that the foundation of their data 
management strategy must be grounded in data 
governance. 

The trending recognition of data governance 
as a critical data management mechanism 
is evident from the results of a 2017 CIO 
WaterCooler survey of senior IT leadership, with 
80% of respondents reporting that they have 
only begun implementing data governance 
within the past two years. But exactly how 
these leaders define data governance, and 
the initiatives they have undertaken, may 
vary widely. It can cover a broad scope of 
initiatives, and while business glossaries 
and data dictionaries are critical elements, 
a data governance program must be both 
comprehensive and strategic to yield maximum 
value. 
When considering an organization’s data 
governance approach, the following questions 
should be considered: 

• How is data governance defined?
• When does the organization need to    

implement data governance?



• What will be accomplished through data    
governance? 

• Why is data governance important to the 
business?

• Who shares the responsibility and roles in 
data governance?

The fact is, data governance is often 
misunderstood, and misunderstanding often 
leads to underestimation. Executives hesitate 
to allocate scarce budget dollars to data 
governance initiatives without quantifiable 
value. However, an enterprise-wide approach 
to governance serves many purposes, not least 
among them the need to increase the value of 
organizational data assets—which can result not 
only in short-term operational impact, but long-
term returns.

Defining Data Governance

Data governance has long had different 
definitions depending on industry, organization, 
and operational focus. For many years, data 
governance was relegated solely to IT, a part of 
the business support structure that buttressed 
operations, helping ensure compliance and 
data security, but not driving any business or 
operational objectives. But as the volume, 
value, and role of data has grown exponentially 
in business, so too has the role of data 
governance. 

Today, it is more vital than ever before that 
business users understand their organization’s 
data assets, including origin, quality, function, 
and ownership, because they are critical drivers 
of business insights and competitive advantage. 
Equally important is a unified definition of 
data governance for the organization, so that 
every stakeholder across the organization—
from IT to operations—understands roles and 
responsibilities. 

A concise definition of data governance is the 
formal orchestration of people, processes, 
and technology to enable an organization to 
leverage data as an enterprise asset. But data 

governance programs differ; Fords and Ferraris 
are both cars, but that doesn’t mean there 
aren’t vast differences between them. What’s 
important to know are the key features of a solid 
data governance framework.

The Basics of Data Governance

To create an ecosystem of understanding, data 
governance begins with basic tools to ensure 
knowledge across an enterprise, increase 
communication and encourage collaboration, 
and reinforce accountability. And to foster 
understanding, the first step is to make sure 
everyone is speaking the same language. 
A business glossary, data dictionaries, and 
data lineage not only define data and terms 
across varied business units, but also provide 
key information about the source, age, and 
interdependencies of data.

As data assets grow in volume, opportunities 
to leverage those assets do as well—but only 
if users understand what assets are available, 
where to find them, and who to approach with 
questions. If users don’t know data’s origin, they 
probably won’t trust it, and they generally won’t 
use it. Likewise, no one in the organization will 
want to assume responsibility or ownership for 
that data. A business glossary, data dictionaries, 
and data lineage form the foundation of data 
governance, defining data, terms, and business 
attributes; data sources, usage, relationships, 
and dependencies; data quality dimensions and 
scores; and data owners and stewards. 

In this way, data governance can increase 
both the utilization and effective usage of 
valuable data assets. Users are more likely to 
leverage data assets because they understand 
and trust them, or have accessible resources 
for clarification. Assets are leveraged more 
appropriately, because greater understanding 
reduces incidents of substandard data selection 
for analysis. All of this also serves to solve 
a long-standing challenge shared by many 
organizations—the preservation of institutional 
knowledge. Too often, policies, processes, 



procedures, and other information are housed 
in human memory rather than institutional 
repositories, which means they are destined 
to be lost to employee attrition. However, with 
data governance, a framework for a central 
storage of information can be created, so 
the ecosystem of understanding can be fed 
as knowledge continues to be captured and 
curated. 

The Need for Centralized Data 
Governance

Data governance, as with many things, is often 
driven by an organizational obstacle or ordeal. 
A process fails, a fine is imposed, a regulation is 
passed—and suddenly a new initiative or quality
improvement plan is undertaken that includes 
“data governance.” But, be cautioned, because 
it’s important to think program, not project. 
Issues are often the “final straw” to move data 
governance from discussion to motion, but it 
shouldn’t be deployed like a fire hose to snuff 
out the latest fire. Doing so runs the risk of “data 
governance” in your organization existing on a 
spreadsheet, or relegated to the responsibility 
of a single department. To be most effective, 
data governance should be undertaken or built 
as a centralized strategy across an organization. 
This is not a reference to an operating model—
it refers to the collaborative culture and 
information hub that must be built regardless of 
whether it is a centralized or federated model. A 
single issue can certainly be the catalyst to move 
from inertia to action, and it can absolutely 
be a multi-step process, but there needs 
to be a strategic approach and distributed 
accountability for data governance. 

Understanding is the foundation of data 
governance, and understanding begins with 
enterprise-wide transparency. It depends on 
a central repository of information, ideally 
bolstered by automated workflows, to streamline 
communication. Definitions may vary by systems 
and operational area, data owners and stewards 
will span the enterprise, and business users need 
to have a single interface in which to quickly and 

easily access the information they need. All of 
these stakeholders benefit from a centralized 
approach to data governance to keep data up-
to-date and accurate. 

Designating Data Governance
Responsibility

While a successful centralized data governance 
strategy rests largely on shared accountability, 
communication, and collaboration, it will surely 
fail without widespread organizational support 
and distributed responsibility. This begins at 
the top—if data governance efforts don’t have 
the endorsement of executive leadership, from 
the C-suite to operational leaders across all 
lines of business, then it won’t be viewed as 
an important initiative and will never drive the 
creation of a data-driven culture. 

Data governance that drives business 
transformation must understandably be built 
from the ground up by not only the Office of 
Data Governance, Chief Data Officer and IT 
resources, but in a united effort with business 
operations. After all, the majority of data 
consumers leveraging data to generate business 
insights are in key areas such as marketing, 
finance, compliance, and operations. These 
areas must be just as invested and involved 
as the data architects, analysts, owners and 
stewards who are also tasked with implementing 
a data governance program. After all, business 
will drive most data usage.

Business-centric Data Governance

To be most effective in the evolving data 
landscape, not only does data governance need 
to be centralized, it must also reflect the reality 
that business needs data to drive decisions and 
outcomes. Therefore, it stands to reason that 
along with a centralized program, governance 
also needs to be business-centric. Years ago, 
data governance could exist largely as the 
concern of IT and compliance, but business 
today needs to leverage data and analytics to 



gain competitive advantage and improve the 
bottom line. 

Organizations today are experiencing the 
democratization of data, not only in the sense 
that big data is increasingly coming to smaller 
business, but also because data is increasingly 
the concern of business users. 

The value of data assets lies in their ability to 
enable better business decisions, and business 
users are often best positioned to drive the 
analysis that turns raw data into actionable 
insights. To do so, however, data governance 
should be tailored to their needs: reliable, 
understandable, and usable. Ideally, data 
governance could even be integrated with other 
data management tools, allowing for self-service 
analytics to empower business users in the 
trenches to increase speed to insights and move 
analysis out of the rarefied air of data scientists 
and into the hands of business operations 
to drive competitive differentiation, increase 
efficiencies, and decrease costs. 

This business-centric data governance—
operational data governance—will likely mark 
the gold standard in years to come, focusing 
on the business foundation and built with a 
framework of data governance, data quality, 
data preparation, and data analysis.

Metadata Management

Much has been said lately around metadata 
management, which is indeed a critical 
component of a successful data governance 
strategy. Metadata management is about 
understanding, organizing, and extracting value 
from the “data about data” – and it is the key 
to deriving true predictive analytics for business 
insights. Metadata helps identify data across 
your enterprise, indicates data relationships, 
and provides the mechanism for certifying data 
quality scores for risk assessment and data 
monetization. 

For these reasons, comprehensive data 
governance must also comprise metadata 
management to realize the full value of 
enterprise data.

Data Quality

As data governance has evolved, key 
components have remained and new critical 
features have emerged, chief among them 
being data quality. In the 2017 CIO WaterCooler 
survey mentioned earlier, senior IT leaders 
unsurprisingly named regulatory requirements 
(39%) as a major driver for data governance 
initiatives, but the majority (63%) stated 
that their reason for implementing a data 
governance framework was to ensure good 
quality data to further their strategic goals. 
And when asked what benefits they hoped to 
achieve, a staggering 89% selected “better 
decisions, based on better quality data,” 
followed by “improved efficiencies (81%),” and 
then “regulatory compliance (58%).” 
Plenty of organizations are concerned about 
data quality, but until recently, it seemed 
that data governance was not necessarily 
recognized as an effective vehicle to drive 
these initiatives. But you cannot govern data 
that you cannot trust. Data governance can 
assist in the assessment of data quality across 
an organization, and it can improve the quality 
of organizational data assets. Organizations 
can calculate data quality scores for their data 
assets to quantify data security risks, as well as 
for reliable use by data consumers. Analytics-
enabled data governance uses machine learning 
algorithms to monitor and improve data 
quality across data environments and self-learn 
as data quality issues are resolved, building 
trust and utilization. As data quality increases, 
overall asset utilization increases, producing 
more valuable insights and generating better 
outcomes, all directly improving the bottom line.
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Compliance

Data governance has always played a primary 
role in compliance, but just as with data quality, 
machine learning also advances compliance 
efforts. Traditionally, data governance 
implemented processes and procedures to 
ensure regulatory adherence, but analytics-
enabled governance goes a step further, 
with automatic monitoring for potential 
noncompliance. A key use case where this has 
proven valuable is in the detection of private 
or sensitive data. In an increasingly complex 
compliance world, passive efforts may fall short, 
and active monitoring allows organizations to 
address issues before they become problematic. 
Global regulatory demands will only grow more 
challenging, and data governance programs 
must be both agile and adaptable to keep pace 
with future requirements.

Return on Investment (ROI)

A major obstacle to implementing data 
governance for many organizations is provable 
ROI. Executive leadership may be approached 
with a solid business plan for implementing 
data governance, but without an equally sound 

business case demonstrating how benefits 
outweigh costs, programs are pushed to 
the back burner in favor of those with more 
quantifiable returns. But robust data governance 
programs deliver both reduced risk and 
increased value, and allow organizations to run 
gap analyses to track the measurable impact 
and provable ROI that governance initiatives are 
having across your operations.

From Advantage to Imperative

The quote, “Data is the new oil” has been 
variously attributed to a number of thought 
leaders in recent years, but regardless of 
origination, the underlying message is true. As 
an asset, data will only grow more valuable over 
time, and properly leveraging that data has 
gone from business advantage to operational 
imperative. 

Data is of no value if it isn’t understood and 
isn’t refined. Centralized data governance 
accomplishes both of those, promoting 
accountability and collaboration to build 
organizations that can rely on quality data 
assets, as well as data stewards and owners who 
support business users to produce valuable 
business insights and smarter operational 
decisions. Organizations simply need to take the 
first step.


