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DATA-INFORMED VERSUS 
DATA-DRIVEN

When talking about the ways in 
which data can be used, there is an 
important distinction to be made 
between being data-informed (which 
is what we want to be) and being 
data-driven (what we do not want to 
be). Being data-driven is like a horse 
wearing blinkers in a horse race – they 
can see the finish line and the goal, but 
they can’t see what is going on either 
side of them. They race towards the 
finish line, with minimal distractions, 
and a limited understanding of what 
other horses and riders are doing. 

BIG DATABIG DATA
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I’m a data storyteller, and although 
it is all about the numbers for me, it is 
also not about the numbers. Numbers 
are insignificant in spreadsheets and 
visualisations alone – we desperately 
need to remember that while some of 
us collect millions of data points daily, 
most have come from human beings, and 
all should be used by human beings. 

Unfortunately, when we focus only on 
building data lakes, data strategies, and 
the best security, we might forget that 
the data is actually about humans and 
is being collected for humans to use. 

Regardless of the organisation and role 
that you find yourself in, your priority in 
using data should be to get to the point 
of data storytelling and put people at 
the forefront of your conversations and 
thinking. Data storytelling is where we 
think about the insights in the data, and 
how we communicate them and use 
them to lead change. When we look for 
insights, either as individuals or teams, 
we trawl through the oysters to find the 
pearls (see Knaflic, 2015) and choose the 
trends that we can do something about 
(or shift) in our sphere of influence. 

Once we have identified the pearls in 
the data, we need to be able to share these 
insights and explain them to others in a 
way that engages them in the story and 
helps them see the urgency in action. If 
we are unable to do this, there is a good 
chance that the insight will not be acted 
on, and it will remain as something 
that was ‘interesting’ but not ‘actioned’. 
By being able to communicate the 
story of the insight and engage others 
in the story we then, in teams, decide 
on potential action and next steps. 

At all stages of data storytelling, we 
engage people in the conversations, 
thinking, and decision making, and 
we think about how the data and 
insights reflect human experience, 
and what it means for people in your 
organisation or team moving forward. 

One of the main ways that we can 
ensure that we put humans back into 
the data through the process of data 
storytelling is to insist on colleagues, 
teams and our organisation always being 
data-informed rather than data-driven. 
Organisations that promote data-driven 
strategies run the risk of focusing on the 
numbers rather than people; whereas 
organisations that are data-informed, 
ensure that their understanding of people, 
contexts, and other contributing factors 
influence the decisions that they make.

Numbers are insignificant in spreadsheets and 
visualisations alone – we desperately need to 
remember that while some of us collect millions 
of data points daily, most have come from human 
beings, and all should be used by human beings.

Putting The 
Human Back In  
The Data:
Using Data To  Lead Change

When you think about data, what is the first 
thing that comes to mind? Do you love it? Or 
do you think you’re ‘not a numbers person’? 
Do you have concerns about security? Or 
validity of the data you collect? Or do 
you think of the technology that you 
use? Does your mind jump straight to 
the targets set by the leaders in your 
organisation? And whether or not 
you’re likely to achieve them?

We all have different 
reactions to the notion of 
‘data’ and recognising and 

understanding that is one of the first 
hurdles that we need to overcome. 
Our perceptions of data are influenced 
by our experience in school maths 
lessons, different work environments, 
and interactions with and expectations 
of our colleagues, teams, and 
organisations throughout our career. 
If you think negatively when you hear 
the word ‘data’, I’d encourage you to 
think about ‘people’ and ‘potential’ 
first, rather than hard data, or reducing 
people to numbers. I certainly do. 

When you are data-informed, 
you don’t make decisions driven by 
the data – you make decisions that 
are informed and influenced by the 
data. Organisations should always 
aspire to be data-informed if they 
want to effectively harness the power 
of data, but never be driven by it.

The aftermath of the September 
11 United States terrorist attack is 
a tragic example of data-driven 
decision-making gone wrong. 
Ken Feinberg’s book What is Life 
Worth? The unprecedented effort 
to compensate the victims of 9/11 
(2006) and the subsequent film Worth, 
directed by Sara Colangelo (2020), 

Data-driven organisations are ruthless 
around the numbers. They move staff 
on if they don’t meet targets; they 
change their product lines to increase 
market share; and they callously make 
all the big decisions based on what the 
numbers suggest will work. I do not 
believe that organisations should aspire 
to be data-driven, because despite the 
fact that I am a numbers person, the 
data (particularly if you’re relying on 
one piece of quantitative data) can 
never tell you the whole picture. 

Conversely, being data-informed is 
like being a racehorse without blinkers. 
They can see the goal and the finish line, 
and they know what they are aiming 
for, but they can also take in the speed 
of horses around them, their position 
relative to others and slight shifts in 
movement from horses on all sides of 
them. There is a finish line, they are 
working towards it, but they are aware 
of the context they’re in. Being data-
informed in business is much the same. 
When you are  data-informed, you use 
the numbers and rely on them to provide 
information about where you are going 
and what you need to do to improve, but 
you also incorporate your understanding 
of context, people, the financial climate, 
market demand and company culture 
into the decision-making process. 

both document Feinberg’s work as the 
US Government’s Special Master of the 
September 11th Victim Compensation 
Fund. This fund had the enormous 
challenge of compensating thousands 
of families for their losses due to the 
attacks. It was tasked with coming up 
with a dollar figure for each life lost, 
taking into consideration income, age 
and marital status. Feinberg’s team’s 
initial approach was data-driven, as 
essentially there was a formula, where 
demographic details were entered to 
develop a payout figure for each person. 

The victims’ families quickly 
realised that this algorithm led to 
significant disparities in payout 
figures. They were angry. 

People questioned why their relative 
was not ‘worth’ as much as others; 
it was heartbreaking. Over time, as 
Feinberg met more families and heard 
their stories, his approach changed. 
He learned of different contexts with 
partners and children, and he attempted 
to find solutions for longer-term 
illnesses beyond the two-year program. 

Ever so slowly, Feinberg and his 
team modified the fund, built trust 
with families and achieved the 
threshold number of families signing 
up for the fund. In the end, the fund 
was responsible for more than 5000 
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families receiving over US$7 billion 
in compensation. Although it was, 
in many ways, an impossible task, 
the initial data-driven approach 
was never going to work.

Amazon founder Jeff Bezos is a 
successful business leader who is 
data-informed rather than data-driven. 
This might come as a surprise, as many 
people assume that Bezos is, in fact, 
data driven. However, Bezos once said:

‘People think of Amazon as very 
data oriented and I always tell them, 
look, if you can make the decision 
with data, make the decision 
with data… But a lot of the most 
important decisions simply cannot 
be made with data.’ (Mejia, 2018)

Bezos advocates for a combination 
of data and gut to inform decision-
making, rather than being driven 
solely by the data, and he is very 
comfortable talking about the 
importance of being data informed. 
Take for example the launch of 
Amazon Prime. Bezos reported that 
the numbers indicated that Amazon 
Prime would not be successful. 

...there is an important distinction to be made 
between being data-informed (which is what we 
want to be) and being data-driven (what we do 
not want to be).

If he had considered the numbers 
only, he would not have pursued what is 
now a key element of Amazon’s success. 
Despite the numbers indicating it might 
not work, Bezos understood the broader 
context and emerging market around 
the idea and decided to go with his gut, 
despite what the data was telling him. 
Bezos said, ‘you collect as much data 
as you can. You immerse yourself in 
that data… but then make the decision 
with your heart’ (Mejia, 2018). 
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Project Cortex and the 
future of document 
management in  
Office 365

PART TWO

BY JAMES LAPPIN

Readers can read PART ONE in Volume 38, 
Issue 1 - March 2022 edition of iQ

SHAREPOINT AND USER-
ADDED METADATA

In a recent IRMS podcast, 
Andrew Warland reported that 
an organisation he worked with 
synched their SharePoint document 
libraries with Explorer, and that 
subsequently most users seemed to 
prefer accessing their SharePoint 
documents through the ‘Explorer view’, 
rather than through the browser.

This preference for using the 
Explorer view over the browser view 
is counter intuitive. The browser view 
provides the full visual experience and 
the full functionality of SharePoint, 
whereas the Explorer view in effect 
reduces SharePoint to one big, 
shared drive. But it is understandable 
when you think of the relationship 
between functionality and simplicity. 
Those purchasing and configuring 
information systems tend to want 
to maximise the functionality of the 
system they buy/implement. Those 
using it tend to want to maximise the 
simplicity. These things are in tension 
– the more powerful the functionality, 
the more complex the choices 
presented to end users. The simplest 
two things a document management 

system must do is allow users to add 
documents and allow them to view 
documents: Explorer view supports 
both of these tasks and nothing else.

At this point, I will add an important 
caveat. Andrew didn’t say that all end 
users preferred the Explorer view. Some 
sections of the organisation had more 
sophisticated document library set ups 
that they valued and were prepared to 
keep adding and using the metadata. 
But if the hypothesis advanced at 
the start of this paper is correct, 
then it is not feasible to configure 
targeted metadata fields with context-
specific controlled vocabularies 
for every team in an organisation 
when rolling out a standalone 
document management system.

Graham Snow pointed out on 
Twitter that one disadvantage of 
synching document libraries with 
Explorer is that, when a user adds a 
document, they are not prompted 
to add any metadata to it. 

This raises two questions:
• why are Microsoft giving a get 

out to the addition of metadata, 
when we know how important 
metadata is to retrieval?

• why are so many end users 
seemingly uninterested in 
adding metadata, when they 
would, in theory, be the biggest 
beneficiaries of that metadata?
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