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F
ueled by the growing popularity of social 
media, e-commerce, and an increased in-
terest in business collaboration, there’s 
been an explosion of data. However, en-

terprises don’t always know how to use this “big 
data” to make (or automate) complex decisions, 
resulting in a business advantage. Powerful ana-
lytics techniques can help enterprises deal with 
complex decisions by providing new insights, 
creating a virtuous cycle by spurring an interest 
in and demand for better techniques, tools, and 
approaches for leveraging big data and business 
analytics.

Finding Value
There are debates about whether big data and 
business analytics represent a “radical shift or 
incremental change,”1 and many firms are still 
in the early stages of developing strategies and 
governance processes to leverage these new ca-
pabilities. As is frequently the case with new ap-
proaches or classes of technology, there’s a good 
deal of exploration and experimentation. How-
ever, continued support requires demonstration 
of clear value for the organization.

Therefore, it’s critical for organizations to de-
velop a realistic business case. Unless  embarking 
on a pure research endeavor, big data projects 
that don’t have a clearly defined outcome and 
tangible business case are less likely to retain 
long-term funds and resources. A recent vendor 
survey claimed that 55 percent of big data proj-
ects aren’t completed, and many more fail to 
achieve their objectives.2 This isn’t surprising, 
given the amount of uncharted territory that big 
data projects are exploring. Efforts won’t always 
lead to predictable or expected outcomes.

The goal of big data programs should be to pro-
vide enough value to justify their continuation while 
exploring new capabilities and insights. Again, the 
business case should be realistic—programs should 
aim to achieve expected results in some areas (for 
example, when analyzing unstructured customer 
feedback data), but they should push capabilities in 
other areas  (attempting to anticipate user actions 
with predictive  algorithms, for example).

In this Issue
The articles in this special issue speak to some 
of these challenges. In “Leveraging Big Data 
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Analytics to Reduce Healthcare Costs,” Uma 
Srinivasan and Bavani Arunasalam discuss the 
application of business analytics in health-
care—an enormous segment of the economies 
of industrialized nations. The healthcare field 
can benefit greatly from big data analytics, po-
tentially using it to control costs, improve the 
quality of care, and increase the safety and effi-
cacy of treatment. In particular, Srinivasan and 
Arunasalam  explore how big data can lower 
costs by reducing fraud and waste in healthcare 
systems.

Medical claims are generally accepted as an 
example of big data, given their complexity and 
volume. Srinivasan and Arunasalam’s discus-
sion of predictive analytics and text mining 
techniques, as well as of the statistical analysis 
of outlier and exception information, provides 
excellent examples of big data in action. In fu-
ture work, they hope to integrate social graph 
data.

The article, “Business Process Analytics Us-
ing a Big Data Approach,” by Alejandro Vera- 
Baquero, Ricardo Colomo-Palacios, and Owen 
Molloy, describes an approach and architecture 
for monitoring and optimizing complex process-
es. Such processes can reside in an organization 
(across departments or business units, where 
multiple heterogeneous data sources and ap-
plications are part of the value chain) or across 
organizations, where complex related processes 
could be analyzed and optimized. An example 
within an organization is the customer journey: 
different departments and systems are in place 
for product marketing, purchasing, servicing, 
billing, and support. Business process analytics 
could measure the performance of these some-
what disconnected processes from external data 
(feedback forms, social media, and discussion fo-
rums) and compare that data with internal pro-
cess performance across departments.

Another application of this approach is 
cross-organizational supply-chain process 
analysis and optimization—from upstream 
R&D through manufacturing and retail distri-
bution. Vera-Baquero, Colomo-Palacios, and 
Molloy describe a framework that would sup-
port these and other types of scenarios. The ap-
proach uses local  business analytics service units, 
consolidated through a global business analytics 
service. In this way, multiple complex processes 

can be aggregated at local and global levels to 
provide process insights at the microlevel (de-
tailed customer transaction or interaction level) 
and at the macrolevel (the supply chain’s overall 
health).

In “XBRL in Chinese Financial  Ecosystem,” 
Li Jimei, Hu  Yuzhou, and Du Meijie present the 
implications of the eXtensible Business Report-
ing Language (XBRL) on big data analytics in 
Chinese financial systems. They introduce XBRL, 
an open Internet standard built on an XML base, 
which professionals from a range of industries 
can use to address widely known challenges, such 
as the lack of visibility into systemic risks in the 
financial system. The authors also provide inter-
esting insights into the implementation of XBRL 
procedures in China and explain some of the 
challenges faced.

Finally, in “Big Data and Transformational 
Government,” Rhoda C. Joseph and Norman 

A. Johnson describe the role of big data in  
e-government. The article demonstrates how 
big data could increase operational efficiency 
and process effectiveness in the US govern-
ment—particularly in the US Department of 
Veterans Affairs. The authors discuss the drivers 
of and barriers to big data and how big data can 
become a powerful tool that could transform 
the government.

As the articles illustrate, organizations must 
synchronize their strategies and capabili-
ties to fully leverage the potential of big 

data and business analytics. They must develop 
appropriate governance processes and incentive 
systems to manage their internal knowledge and 
seamlessly integrate data from external and in-
ternal sources. Doing so requires careful think-
ing regarding the allocation of decision rights, 

There’s a great deal of hype, confusion, 
and fear regarding big data, and 
numerous vendors have attempted 
to hijack the term for their own 
commercial benefit.
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the role and configuration of IT departments, 
the  allocation and justification of IT dollars 
and  related big data and analytics projects, and 
the delivery of solutions using in-house versus 
 external resources.3 There’s a great deal of hype, 
confusion, and fear regarding big data, and nu-
merous vendors have attempted to hijack the 
term for their own commercial benefit. What’s 
being touted as a benefit of so-called big data 
projects is often nothing more than the benefit 
of traditional data and information management 
projects.

Big data projects and programs provide 
tremendous opportunity for organizations 
looking to transform their operations, inno-
vate in their markets, and better serve their 
 customers;  however, these initiatives must be 
based on sound approaches and principles 
and not fads or empty vendor claims. We hope 
this special issue helps promote a better un-
derstanding to foster wider deployment of big 
data approaches and a new era of business 
analytics capabilities. 
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