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Introduction: Moving from Big Data Hype to Big Data Business Value  

 

  “Without Big Data, you are… in the middle of a freeway.”1   
                                                        – Geoffrey Moore, author & Hadoop Summit keynote speaker (June 2012) 

  “Last several weeks show that Big Data is falling into the trough of disillusionment.”2  
                                                                                    – Svetlana Sicular, Research Director, Gartner (January 2013)  

 

Business leaders and managers realize more clearly than ever that information leads to insight and that insight 

leads to business success. This unprecedented drive for information and desire for business breakthroughs 

have helped power the technology shift known as Big Data. Organizations have devoted extensive resources 

to reap the potential of Big Data – often with a rash sense of urgency to not get left “in the middle of a 

freeway”!  

Realizing the promise of Big Data is proving to be far more difficult than first anticipated. An Infochimps survey 

of Big Data IT professionals found that 55% of Big Data projects don’t get completed and many others fell 

short of their objectives.3 Such disappointing results have led more recently to Gartner declaring that Big Data 

“hype” has reached its peak, while noting that even enthusiasm for the tool most often associated with Big 

Data – Hadoop – is waning.4  

Now, the good news: organizations are not dismissing Big Data. On the contrary, the same survey revealed 

that 81% said “Big Data/Advanced Analytics Projects” are a Top 5 priority for 2013.5 But in order to replace 

past disappointments with new Big Data success, organizations must first reframe Big Data from being 

primarily a technology issue to one of business value creation.  

This paper will explore this vital Big Data shift towards business value creation and the new technology 

essential to realize that new value. You will discover why database and information management systems are 

not enough, and explore unified information access, a highly flexible, agile “Analyze Everything” platform well-

suited to deliver new Big Data value – without ripping and replacing existing information infrastructure. 

The Shift to a Flexible, Agile Definition of Big Data 

Most working descriptions of Big Data have centered on the “three V’s” of data volume, variety and velocity. 

Descriptions of Big Data based on the “three Vs” add clarity and are a vast improvement over the original 

notion of Big Data as equating to huge data volumes – a misconception that still lingers today.  However, there 

is hardly consensus on a definitive Big Data definition. 

IT author Udayan Banerjee recently gathered thirteen varying definitions of Big Data and instead proposed the 

following highly flexible, agile definition of Big Data: 

 

   Big Data is data which cannot be handled by traditional technologies.6 
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By defining Big Data by the challenge of using existing database and information management technologies, 

we wisely acknowledge that the term means something different to every organization, and the specifics 

behind business value creation from Big Data will vary for every organization. 

The Shift to New Agile Technologies: Learning from Past Big Data Project Failures 

The Big Data IT survey found the top three reasons why Big Data projects are not completed are: inaccurate 

scope (58%), technical roadblocks (41%), and siloed data (39%).7  

These issues are largely a function of an inadequate infrastructure lacking agility: unable to accommodate 

quick changes in scope; creates rather than alleviates technical complexity; and fails to easily integrate 

information across different sources. Neither data warehouses nor information management systems were 

designed to address these Big Data project pitfalls. 

Data warehouses require substantial time and resources to build out a static data model that defines fact 

tables, dimensions, attributes, and primary/foreign keys that pre-join tables together. This design helps ensure 

consistency in data, reporting and analytics over time, but not agility: any change to the static data model 

requires other changes throughout the data warehouse infrastructure, from data ETL routines to mapping 

data to business intelligence (BI) tools and dashboards. The need to model in advance severely impairs the 

speed with which the data warehouse can react to change.8 

Information management systems and enterprise search do not address these issues either. For decades, 

information management capabilities have been typically developed independently by project, application or 

information type. This approach has led to fragmented, disjointed silos of information that are not easily 

joined together and cannot readily support new information types.9 Legacy search tools, for example, typically 

must “flatten” data tables in order to ingest them, losing the relational nature of the data and impairing its 

analytical value. 

At the same time, organizations recognize there is no “silver bullet” to working with Big Data. Hadoop may be 

the most frequently cited component in the era of Big Data, but the Big Data IT survey makes it clear that, on 

its own, Hadoop is not sufficient to offer businesses competitive insight. Respondents rated batch (53%) and 

real-time (49%) data processing as nearly equally important components of business decision-making.10  

Additionally, some vendors are urging organizations to discard existing data warehouses and information 

management systems in favor of an all-encompassing solution built on Hadoop or Cassandra; however, the 

survey results clearly do not show support for such extreme “rip and replace” proposals. 

 

   Big data isn’t a replacement for data warehousing, nor is it an island to be maintained separately… The reality is   
   that big data is about new models for data processing… It's about applying new technologies to meet unfulfilled  
   needs…11 

 

Big Data success indeed requires a new technological approach, which increasingly includes unified 

information access.  
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According to IDC, unified information access is a game-changing Big Data-enabling technology providing a 

dramatic new level of agility and flexibility, while drawing new analytical value from all siloed information 

infrastructures – including Hadoop – without disrupting them:  

 

   The enterprise of the future will be information centered, and will require [Unified Information Access (UIA)], 
   an agile, adaptable infrastructure to monitor and mine information as it flows into the company…  

   [UIA] will understand human language; retain the trustworthiness, analysis, and reporting features of the data  
   warehouse…; unite access to all data sources – structured and unstructured…; normalize across all sources and  
   formats in order to uncover the relationships that surface…; [and] lower the cost of managing and analyzing  
   information… 

   IDC believes that the shift to [UIA], a new, hybrid, agile information infrastructure, will initiate a quiet revolution 
   in how we design and use software. 12 

 

Attivio’s Active Intelligence Engine® (AIE) is the leading unified information access platform empowering 

organizations to “Analyze Everything” – integrating and correlating all enterprise information, regardless of 

data type, with no advance data modeling required – and presenting it using a wide variety of end user tools: 

business intelligence (BI), advanced search, discovery, filter, drag & drop, visualization and more. 

Attivio AIE provides the next-generation agility vital for Big Data success, fulfilling the four most critical 

requirements for Big Data platforms noted in the Big Data IT survey: 

 Ability to scale. AIE's shared-nothing architecture allows AIE to scale up across multiple servers (physical 

and virtual) to support unlimited index size and query volume growth. 

 Ease of management. AIE is managed through its admin user interface, with built-in visual monitoring and 

diagnosing of the performance and health of your AIE infrastructure.  

 Flexible architecture. AIE universally indexes, correlates and presents all data and content, eliminating the 

need to build and constantly update a data model to join and present information.  

All of AIE's technical layers integrate easily with other enterprise applications and systems using an 

enterprise service bus and other enterprise messaging infrastructure. AIE utilizes a layered, service 

oriented architecture (SOA) with event-driven workflows.  

 Speed to deployment. AIE enables rapid integration of new information sources: schedule, test and 

manage large numbers of data/content connectors at once. In addition to a wide variety of end user 

access options including BI tool support and simple and SQL search, AIE provides a software development 

kit (SDK) with server and client APIs for rapid development and deployment of custom enterprise 

applications.  

Because AIE does not require an advance data model, AIE supports quick iterative Big Data and BI 

development as well as the ability to easily adapt to shifting requirements and integrate new information 

sources, reducing project risk while expediting time-to-value. 
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The Shift to New Big Data Success Drivers 

Big Data projects clearly demand a new style of information use that calls for data, information sources, and 

integrations to be changed and updated rapidly. This new style of information use is being powered largely by 

three closely-related success drivers, which unified information access effectively addresses:  

 A new imperative for business context. The Big Data IT survey revealed the top two reasons why Big 

Data projects fail outright: a “Lack of Business Context around the Data” and inability to “connect the dots” 

between data sources (both at 51%).13 Interpreting data in business context requires integrating insights 

drawn from unstructured content.   

Technology analysts have agreed for decades that in order to properly interpret and act upon 

organizational challenges and opportunities, it is vital to infuse data analytics with insights drawn from 

unstructured content – both internal (including documents, email, knowledge bases, case management 

notes, and text-based survey forms) as well as external.  

 Explosive growth in external information. Information sources outside the organization are booming, 

including social media and other web content, wikis, new third party data services and data exchanges, 

government databases, demographics data, public survey results, news feeds. These outside sources and 

many more are critical to understanding data in proper business context, as well as gaining insight into 

customer expressions of satisfaction, concerns, likes and dislikes. 

 A new sense of urgency to break down information silos. IT professionals surveyed by Infochimps 

rated “Gathering Data from Siloed Sources” as their most significant Big Data challenge.14 

In a recent InfoWorld Deep Dive report on Big Data analytics, Blue Mountain Labs Founder and CTO David 

S. Linthicum declared the ability to eliminate information silos that separate databases and content 

repositories is essential to successfully deriving meaning and value from Big Data: 
 

   A few key trends within BI relate to the emerging use of big data. They include the ability to leverage  
   both structured and unstructured data, and visualize that data together as a single, logical set of  
   information… Big data analytics enables better analytical insights by integrating massive amounts of  
   data of varying complexity, formats, and timeliness into one structured output.15 

 

Attivio’s Active Intelligence Engine (AIE) effectively fulfills these critical Big Data success drivers, freely 

integrating, correlating and presenting all silos of data and content, internal and external, as a true unified 

information access platform: 

 Patented ad hoc query-time JOIN of all related data and content. AIE performs ad hoc relational 

JOINs of all related data and content matching a given query, again with no advance data modeling 

required.  The ability to perform ad hoc JOINs combined with the agility offered by the universal index is 

groundbreaking functionality that was conceived and developed by Attivio. 

 Schema-less, universal indexing; no data modeling. AIE ingests all data and content into its universal 

index. AIE does not require relationships between any data or content to be defined in advance. AIE 

eliminates the need to build and constantly update a data model to join and present information. 
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Additionally, AIE ingests structured data on a table-by-table basis, retaining structure and relationships –

unlike legacy search solutions, which, as previously noted, must “flatten” or denormalize databases in 

order to ingest them, diminishing their analytical value. 

 Attivio’s Active Security framework provides real-time security and permissioning, regardless of what 

information the end user is accessing (data and/or content) or how they are accessing it, whether using BI 

tools, viewing documents, interacting with a dashboard, etc. While this is a standard expectation in the 

structured data world, it is breakthrough capability for unstructured content sources. 

 Advanced text analytics. Prior to indexing, AIE enriches and adds structure to documents and other 

unstructured content to maximize findability and joinability with related data and content from other 

sources. This includes a wide variety of built-in multi-language natural language processing (NLP) in 22 

languages; part-of-speech tagging; text extraction; entity extraction and normalization; key phrase 

extraction; ontology support and much more.  

Additionally, Attivio’s text analytics enable sentiment analysis, transforming online user content, social 

media, emails, IM chats and more into measurable indicators of positive or negative emotions. 
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 Support for Business Intelligence (BI) tools through SQL and ODBC/JDBC connectivity. AIE 

supports popular agile BI tools such as QlikView, Tableau, TIBCO Spotfire, etc. with SQL and ODBC/JDBC 

connectivity; AIE joins and exposes structured data and unstructured content, enabling the use of BI tools 

to create new genres of unified information visualizations for brand new business insights. 

 Advanced search and discovery. Attivio AIE adds the simplicity and power of the search box to BI 

dashboards, custom applications, simple search UIs with automatically-generated facets and more.  

The Shift to New Thinking on Business Value Creation 

Big Data analytics can change the way an organization – and therefore, its people – thinks. It has been 

suggested those organizations that change how they think will realize the most dramatic Big Data success:  

 

   To benefit fully from Big Data, you must look beyond the limitation of what you think can be extracted from the  
   data available and instead think about and ask for what you wish you could derive/learn/extract from the data.16 

 

But an even deeper level of thinking around business success is called for: Peter Drucker (1909-2005), the 

father of modern business management, declared in 1998, “The next information revolution is well under 

way… It is a revolution in CONCEPTS… What is the MEANING of information, and what is its PURPOSE?...  It is 

forcing us to redefine what business enterprise actually is and should be… creation of value and wealth…”  

The evolution of Big Data away from a technology problem to solve, to instead focus on creating meaningful 

business value, has the potential to finally make Peter Drucker’s visionary 1998 declaration of an information 

revolution an exciting reality. But for this to happen, a core shift in business thinking must accompany the new 

shift in Big Data thinking: 

 

   For top management, information technology [since it began in 1950] has been a producer of data [for  
   operational tasks]… Business success is based on something totally different: the creation of value and wealth.  

   This requires risk-taking decisions… on business strategy, on abandoning the old and innovating the new… These  
   decisions are the true top management tasks… And in one enterprise after another, [business leaders] have begun 
   to ask, ‘What information concepts do we need for our tasks?’17 (Peter Drucker, 1998) 

 

Drucker went on to suggest some answers to this key question, most notably the need to unify internal 

business information with external information:   
 

   The more inside information top management gets, the more it will need to balance it with outside information –  
   and that does not exist yet. Within the next 10 to 15 years, developing this data is going to be the next information 
   frontier.18 (Peter Drucker, 1998) 

 

Thankfully, the technology Drucker was envisioning as a mandate for business success now does exist – as 

unified information access technology, led by Attivio. 
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A new shift in thinking about business value creation, and how Big Data can be used as a force multiplier to 

help create that new value, will lead to the most noteworthy business success stories: 

 

   [We have been] working with Attivio since 2008. [Attivio’s] unstructured JOIN capability opens amazing  
   possibilities. We are now building an information warehouse for an organization with many thousands of      
   dedicated information researchers. This warehouse will integrate more than ten structured and unstructured  
   systems into a single query screen that can combine any information type. This system will contain hundreds of  
   millions of  documents and structured records. 

   The relational SQL paradigm is so deep in our thinking, that we “see” information in terms of tables and columns. 
   Once I stopped thinking in tables and started thinking in flexible documents and [Attivio’s ad hoc JOIN]   
   capability, information silos [simply became] integrated. 

                  – Tzahi Jakubovitz, Intelligence and Knowledge Management Systems Architect, Ness Technologies 

 

Conclusion: The Shift to New Business Opportunities… Powered with Big Data 

Big Data was originally viewed primarily as a technical challenge to mitigate heavy data volumes, with the 

promises of new business insights to follow. Widespread early Big Data projects were either abandoned or 

declared outright failures. Just as Big Data today defies precise definition, so too it defies processing using 

traditional data warehousing and information management systems. 

Today, organizations are asking much weightier questions of Big Data – namely, how to put Big Data to work 

to create new business value, while achieving the key drivers of Big Data success: data with business context 

and a mandate to eliminate information silos. Achieving these drivers, in turn, begs more questions as to how 

to rapidly bringing together structured data alongside unstructured content sources, internal and external to 

the organization, unencumbered by a data model or the need to pre-join information.  

Unified information access, led by Attivio’s Active Intelligence Engine, is a vital provider of answers to these 

questions. Attivio AIE goes beyond the limitations of data warehousing and information management, freely 

integrating, correlating, analyzing and presenting all information – structured and unstructured, internal and 

external – regardless of source, using the wisest variety of end user tools possible.  

Attivio AIE provides a universal, schema-less index of all data and content, coupled with the ability to perform 

ad hoc JOINs at query time with no advance data modeling required. AIE provides the next-generation agility 

that Big Data projects require, enabling users to “Analyze Everything” – with the potential to use this 

information, as Peter Drucker envisioned, to create new business value and wealth. 

 

   It’s an exciting time we live in. New markets are opening, innovative applications are reshaping the IT landscape,  
   and social shifts are driving changes once considered unimaginable. Adapting to these transformations requires 
   a new approach to seeing and thinking.  

   Big Data analytics… can accurately identify and monitor their organization’s many business drivers. Perhaps  
   more important, they can leverage this information to redirect their organizations.19  
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About Attivio 

Attivio’s Active Intelligence Engine® (AIE), redefines the business impact of our customers’ information assets, 

so they can quickly seize opportunities, solve critical challenges and fulfill their strategic vision. 

AIE is an “Analyze Everything” platform that brings together structured data and unstructured content for 

complete agile BI: 

 Integrate and correlate all your data and content silos – with no advance data modeling required 

 Advanced text analytics 

 Intuitive, Google®-like search for BI 

 Seamlessly integrates with your preferred BI tools 

Attivio correlates disparate silos of structured data and unstructured content in ways never before 

possible.  Offering both intuitive search capabilities and the power of SQL, AIE seamlessly integrates with 

existing BI and big data tools to reveal insight that matters, through the access method that best suits each 

user’s technical skills and priorities. Please visit us at www.attivio.com. 
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