Billions and billions: big data becomes
a big deal
Deloitte predicts that in 2012, “big data”27 will
likely experience accelerating growth and market
penetration. As recently as 2009 there were only a
handful of big data (BD) projects and total industry
revenues were under $100 million. By the end of 2012
more than 90 percent of the Fortune500 will likely
have at least some BD initiatives under way. Industry
revenues will likely be in the range of $1-1.5 billion.
But the industry is still in its infancy. Big data in 2012
will likely be dominated by pilot projects; there will
probably be fewer than 50 full-scale big data projects
(10 petabytes and above) worldwide.
Historically most of the world’s accessible data has
been located in traditional relational databases,
accessed and managed with a certain set of tools and
analyzed and reported on with business intelligence
software. The ability of those tools and software
applications to cope with larger and larger data sets
has grown over time, but in general any set of data
that was viewed as being “too big” or needing results
“too fast” was seen as requiring an entirely new set of
tools, most commonly referred to as big data tools.
Until the last year or two, traditional data tool capacity
had more or less managed to keep pace with the
growth in data sets. However social networks, real
time consumer behavior, mobility, sensor networks
and other data generating sources have caused many
organizations’ data warehouses to overflow. Data sets
an order of magnitude (or two) larger than before are
either happening today, or are seen as likely within the
next 12 months. Even when the size of a data set has
not grown so quickly, if organizations now want to do
analysis in real-time, sometimes traditional tools are not
adequate and big data is again being considered.
From being the sort of tool that was only needed
for meteorology or physics simulations, big data has
recently moved into the mainstream: individual big data
conferences28 are drawing thousands, BD companies
are attracting funding rounds of over $50 million29,
BD venture funds are being created30, and large
existing software players are validating the markets
by partnering with or acquiring outright early stage
leaders in the space31.

Not all industries are likely to benefit from big data
projects equally, and uneven distribution of BD across
verticals is already perceptible. Not surprisingly, the
first movers were Internet companies: in fact, the
most popular big data tools are being built on top of
software that was originally used to batch process
data for search analysis32. The fast follower sectors are
likely to be public sector, financial services, retail, and
entertainment and media33.
Like many emerging technologies, BD can be easy
to read about, but hard to picture in real world
applications. A recent example from the media industry
may help:
“The Financial Times uses big data analytics to
optimize pricing on ads by section, audience, targeting
parameters, geography, and time of day. Our friends
at the FT sell more inventory because the team knows
what they have, where it is and how it should be
priced to capture the opportunity at hand. To boot,
analytics reveal previously undersold areas of the
publication, enabling premium pricing and resulting in
found margin falling straight to the bottom line.34”
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Like many nascent IT spaces, big data has been difficult
to size35. Estimating the market size is challenging for
several reasons: there are varied definitions of what
BD is, it is still early in the adoption cycle of big data
technologies, and most of the companies who are
doing BD do not disclose their spending. Another
barrier is that BD work is primarily based on open
source code: the initial software is free, and the real
spending comes from internal IT staff adapting the
code. Unlike measuring sales of a new kind of router,
BD spending is not easy to count.
Assuming moderate growth in 2012 over 2011, global
spending on all information technology is projected
to be roughly $3.7 trillion36. Of that, total enterprise
software should be about $270 billion. And of that,
database management systems spending (DB) will likely
be over $27 billion, enterprise resource planning (ERP)
software about $25 billion, and business intelligence
(BI) roughly $17 billion. Combining the DB, ERP, and
BI markets the total could be about $70 billion.
According to some sources, more than 90 percent of
analytic systems/data warehouses have less than five
terabytes of data, and can be handled by traditional
database tools and analytics37. This would suggest that
the value of the DB+ERP+BI requiring big data solutions
would be at most $7 billion in 2012. Further assuming
that it is still relatively early in the adoption cycle,
15-20 percent of that total might be converted in 2012,
which drives a range of roughly $1-1.5 billion38.

Bottom line
Traditional DB, ERP and BI companies will likely not be hurt in 2012, or even
the longer term: big data will coexist with the existing DB management
stack. At a recent BD conference, a survey showed that over 60 percent
of respondents believed that their “Existing data warehousing/BI analytics
supplier…will deliver big data technologies and solutions.39”
Further, just having the BD tools isn’t enough, enterprises need to know
what questions to ask, actually ask them, and then translate that into
strategy or tactics. Moreover, a recent survey of chief marketing executives
found that “…more than 60% of knowledge workers at large enterprises
say their organizations lack the processes and the skills to use information
effectively for decision making40.”
Even though BD is still in its early stages, the growth suggests that the
industry needs to develop talent with big data skill sets: 140,000 to
190,000 skilled BD professionals will be needed in the US alone, over the
next five years41.
It will be important for enterprises to develop new policies around privacy,
security, intellectual property, and liability. BD isn’t just about technology
and employees with the right skill sets, it will also require businesses to
align work flows, processes and incentives to get the most out of it42. It is
important to note that enterprises should not concentrate on big data at the
expense of “current data”, or business information as normal. There is still a
lot of value left to be extracted from the information inside their traditional
databases!
There are plenty of reasons to be skeptical about the BD market. But Big
data probably deserves a place in overall enterprise IT strategy for generating
business insight. Best practices include generating a list of important
challenges or questions that the current approach to data does not address.
Could big data deliver the answers enterprises are looking for? If so, then
it’s all about discipline. A disciplined, targeted approach to big data – one
focused on answering very specific questions for the business – is one that
many companies can probably take on today without abandoning their
current efforts43.
Big data’s potential is likely to pivot on context: when organisations
recognise that big data’s ultimate value lies in generating higher quality
insights that enable better decision making, interest and revenues should
accelerate sharply.
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