
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report explores how data preparation technology has evolved from nicety to necessity and 
has become a critical element of today’s modern analytical environments.  
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Report Highlights 

 

53% of companies 
view data preparation 
as a top investment 
priority in their suite of 
analytics technology. 
 

 

44% of data prep users 
are driven by the need 
to improve the overall 
quality of data and 
analysis. 
 

 

Data prep users are 
70% more likely to 
have “strong” or 
“adequate” data 
discovery capabilities. 
 

 

Data prep users are 
83% more likely to be 
satisfied with the 
accessibility of data. 
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Definitions: 

 
In the context of this research, data 
preparation refers to any activity 
designed to improve the quality, 
usability, accessibility, or portability 
of data. This includes, but is not 
limited to, the following: 
 

• Data integration 
• Data profiling 
• Data cleansing 
• Data governance 

 
The ultimate goal of data 
preparation is to empower people 
and analytical systems with clean 
and consumable data to be 
converted into actionable insights. 
 

 

The Rise of Data Preparation 
 
The original model or technology “stack” of business intelligence 
was, out of necessity and logic, highly static and heavily controlled 
by IT. Those close to the data would be charged with developing 
and delivering reports and dashboards, sometimes conceived with 
input from the business, sometimes not. As such, the activities 
typically considered under the umbrella of data preparation (see 
sidebar) have been around since the early days of BI. What sets 
modern data preparation apart from its technological ancestors is 
its relevance and usability to a wider variety of non-technical 
decision makers.  

Data prep is designed to empower a wider variety of users, 
sometimes including those in less typical Line-of-Business roles, 
with greater control and ownership of the quality and usability of 
their data. As this message of approachability has spread, 
companies these days are responding, not just with their activities 
but their wallets as well (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Top Analytical Investments – Rated as “High Priority” 
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What sets data 
preparation apart 
from its technological 
ancestors is its 
relevance and 
usability to a wider 
variety of non-
technical decision 
makers. 
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What caused this increased interest and priority in data-related 
technologies? Some say that today’s users have demanded 
greater technology investments into accessibility and usability of 
information that meets user expectations. Others would argue 
that the evolution of business technology from paper-based to 
digital systems has forced users to become more analytically 
inclined in order to remain relevant and competitive in their jobs. 
Whatever the root cause, today’s companies embrace the need 
for (and the value in) tools that help leverage more of their 
existing data and transform it into usable insight. 

While there has been significant progress toward creating more 
user-friendly data interactions, the “garbage in, garbage out” 
theory is certainly applicable here. With poor data quality and lack 
of access to the right data sources, the analysis process suffers 
and the decision flow is interrupted. Avoiding these issues is 
ultimately the top driver behind the need for data preparation 
technology (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Data and Decision Quality Drive Adoption 
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Most of the discussion around big data these days focuses on the 
opportunity to reveal deeper insights from growing data volumes, 
rather than just the challenge of managing the data. Data 
preparation fits well within this new paradigm as companies view 
the technology as a bridge to new and different data formats (e.g., 
external information, unstructured data, IoT data). The ability to 
access this breadth of data and then deploy it into sophisticated, 
advanced analyses are also commonly cited reasons for 
implementing data prep technology. 

Empowering Analytical Excellence 

If the actual realized value of data prep matched its perceived 
value, then technology would act as a foundational element of the 
analytical process and support better end-user decisions. The 
challenge, however, is that the front-end face of analytics has 
evolved and changed over the past several years. The BI of 
yesteryear might have included a set of pre-built, static reports or 
dashboards created by IT and consumed by business leaders. 
Today, analytics has evolved into a variety of activities, including: 

 Interactive data visualization 

 Data exploration and ad hoc discovery 

 Predictive / advanced analytics 

 Mobile BI 

 Search-driven analytics / natural language processing (NLP) 

 Streaming / IoT analytics 

The breadth of these analytical activities is commensurate with 
the diversity of users in a variety of job roles that have developed 
a strong interest or need for analytics. These activities represent a 
wide range of technical or statistical expertise required to 

   
  
  

  
  
  

   
  

  
  

  

The BI of yesteryear 
might have included a 
set of pre-built, static 
reports or dashboards 
created by IT and 
consumed by business 
leaders. Today, analytics 
has evolved into a 
variety of activities. 
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Fast Facts: 

 
Top pressures driving the need for 
analytics: 
 

• Competitive pressures 
require that we become a 
more data-driven 
organization – 44% 

• Difficulty accessing data 
from different areas of the 
business (i.e., data silos) – 
35% 

• Workforce demanding 
better analytical capabilities 
and data access – 32% 

 
(% of Respondents) 

 
 

successfully carry them out, but the most important commonality 
is the need for clean, relevant, and timely data as inputs. 
Companies using data prep as part of their analytical strategy 
report that nearly all these analytical activities are either strong, 
or at least adequate, at their organization (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: A Breadth of Analytical Activity 

 

While the technology itself plays a role in the successful usage of 
these analytical capabilities, this success is also attributable to the 
processes these companies have in place along with the general 
attitude toward the value of data they hold dear. Aberdeen’s 
research shows that companies using data prep are much more 
likely to break down barriers to data exchange and allow for 
information sharing across business functions. At the same time, 
however, these companies are also more likely to put processes in 
place to govern and control access to that data so as not to 
compromise the integrity of their information. This is a critical 
piece of the puzzle as data prep encourages greater accessibility of 
information, companies need to balance that with the right 
governance processes. 
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As a result of this maturity, in combination with the usage of data 
prep technology, these companies are also able to give users what 
they want—intuitive and relevant analytical capabilities that allow 
access to more data than before. The research demonstrates that 
these users are generally more satisfied with these critical aspects 
of the decision process (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Power to the People – Relevance, Access, and Ease 
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understanding of data through activities like cataloging or 
profiling, but also on improving access to different data types 
across the organization. Companies with a formal approach to 
data prep are more likely to have these capabilities in place and 
enjoy a greater degree of user satisfaction as a result. 
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Key Takeaways 

Despite the fact that data preparation has become a class of 
technology in its own right—multiple technology platforms exist 
today dedicated specifically to data prep—top-performing 
companies still view it more as a philosophy and an attitude 
toward the importance of their data than as a specific point 
solution. Moreover, while the capabilities may have grown in 
importance to an ever-widening set of users, data prep is still a 
component (albeit an important one) in the analytical process of 
transforming data into actionable insights. The following key 
takeaways summarize the most telling findings from Aberdeen’s 
recent research. 

 Data prep has evolved into a necessity. Just five years ago, 
much of the discussion in the analytics world focused on 
enabling self-service and bringing dashboard or 
visualization capabilities to a wider variety of business 
users. Some companies were able to achieve some degree 
of self-service; others weren’t as successful, but in either 
case, the self-service movement highlighted the need for a 
better foundation of data. As a result, many companies 
now view data preparation as a critical element of their 
analytical process and their ability to make better 
decisions. 

 Companies are forced to view data as a strategic entity. 
Relational data architectures housing traditional structured 
application data may still constitute a large portion (or 
even a majority) of today’s data environments. However, 
that doesn’t change the fact that users have increased 
expectations regarding the types of data that should be 

While the capabilities 
may have grown in 
importance to an ever-
widening set of users, 
data prep is still a 
component (albeit an 
important one) in the 
analytical process of 
transforming data into 
actionable insights. 
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available to them. Marketers want to combine CRM data 
with unstructured social media feeds to develop a better 
understanding of their prospects and customers. 
Operational managers are looking to blend machine-based 
sensor data with structured transactional ERP data in order 
to optimize efficiency. Whether they like it or not, 
companies these days have little choice but to view their 
data as more of an opportunity for insight than as a 
problem that needs to be managed—and data prep helps 
them exploit these opportunities. 

 Modern analytics suffers without data prep. If there is 
one difference between the analytics of today and the 
more traditional BI solutions of previous years, it is one 
simple word: activity. Previous solutions were largely 
consumption models predicated on a business user simply 
accepting what the IT department provided. Today’s users 
are more active with their data than ever before; they 
want answers to business questions, but they’re just as 
likely to seek new and better questions to ask in the first 
place. Data preparation is a key piece of the puzzle in 
empowering this modern analytical environment as users 
gain more visibility into their data along with more control 
over how they process it into meaningful insights. 
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For more information on this or other research topics, please visit www.aberdeen.com. 
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