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Results of any sample are subject to sampling variation. The magnitude of the variation is measurable and is affected by the number of interviews and the level of the percentages expressing 
the results. For the interviews conducted in this particular study, the chances are 95 in 100 that a survey result does not vary, plus or minus, by more than 5.7 percentage points from the result 
that would be obtained if interviews had been conducted with all persons in the universe represented by the sample.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Wakefield Research conducted a quantitative research study between May 3rd and May 17th, 2021, among 300 Data and 
Analytics Leaders at Businesses with 2,500+ Employees in the US, UK, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, and Norway.

C-Level 20%

Executive 39%

Director 41%
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As the heaviest days of the COVID-19 pandemic sit behind us, companies are focused on revival and upswing. This quarterly report
shows that generating revenue is now the number one business driver of data and analytics.

With greater emphasis on growth, companies will continue to assess their data governance strategy. A strict strategy can protect the 
business through ease-of-compliance and mitigating risk but threatens to impede the business growth and innovation with inadequate 
data democratization. Conversely, an emphasis on data governance at the point of use can unlock value.

The Alation State of Data Culture Report provides a quarterly assessment of the progress enterprises have made in establishing a
data culture within their organizations, the challenges they face in embracing data-driven decision making, and key drivers for data and 
analytics. The Report includes the Data Culture Index™(DCI), a quantitative assessment of how well an organization is positioned to 
enable data-driven decision making.

The Q2 2021 Report also examines data governance strategies within organizations, including the challenge of achieving balance and 
the consequences to companies affected by lack of data democratization.

INTRODUCTION
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KEY FINDINGS
As revenue and growth takes precedence for organizations, challenges with widespread data democratization impedes utilizing data
to drive business value.

• Nearly two-thirds (63%) of data professionals say their data strategy is more likely to be focused on enabling business growth 
versus protecting the business.

• When it comes to obstacles for using data to drive business value, 3 in 5 data leaders (59%) cite lack of data democratization 
and/or organizational silos as challenges.

• While 30% of data professionals cite data democratization as a priority, nearly all (97%) cite negative consequences due to 
inadequate data democratization, including 77% who cite negative impact on the bottom line; 67% who cite negative impact on 
innovation; and 61% who cite negative impact on reporting & forecasting. 
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KEY FINDINGS
Data leaders see their company’s struggle to achieve the right balance between business growth and business protection. 

• When it comes to an organization's data governance strategy, more than 9 in 10 data professionals (91%) say their company 
struggles balancing between enabling business growth and protecting the business. More than half (52%) say it is very to 
extremely challenging.

• In terms of data governance approaches, 54% of data leaders cite a command-and-control approach to data governance; 
however, fewer than 1 in 5 (17%) data leaders say their data governance strategy is fully effective in creating trust in data. Top-
tier data culture companies are more likely (53%) to use a distributed data governance strategy instead, and a third of top-tier
data culture companies (31%) say they have a fully effective strategy, for creating trust in data.

• Nearly 4 in 5 data leaders (78%) say it is very important or essential that their company shifts its data governance strategy to
better involve business users. This is echoed by the emphasis on managing governance at the point of data use as a top 
initiative to foster a data culture.
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KEY FINDINGS

There is a correlation between top-tier data culture organizations and achieving revenue goals.

• Generating revenue ranks as the top business driver of data & analytics initiatives. At companies with a top-tier data culture, 
product innovation is tied with generating revenue as the top drivers of data analytics initiatives.   

• Coinciding with the focus on growth and revenue, 61% of data leaders cite sales and/or marketing as top proponents for 
data and analytics needs.

• There is a correlation between a top-tier data culture and meeting/exceeding revenue goals. While 63% of data leaders cite 
meeting or exceeding revenue goals, that number increases to 75% among those with a top-tier data culture. Top-tier data 
culture organizations are also more likely to exceed revenue goals (49%), compared to just 38% overall.
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The Alation State of Data Culture Report includes the Data Culture Index™(DCI), a quantitative assessment of how well an 
organization is positioned to enable data-driven decision making. Enterprises are scored based upon the adoption of the three 
pillar disciplines of data culture: data search & discovery, data literacy, and data governance.  

The Data Culture Index assigns a score between 0 and 4 for each of the three pillar disciplines, thus producing an overall score
between 0 and 12. Companies are grouped into three terciles: top-tier, mid-tier, and low-tier data cultures.

As shown in previous reports, there remains a "data culture disconnect" between how well data professionals say they are doing 
and the reality of how well they are doing when ranked objectively.

What these companies don’t know about why their data culture is lacking could be costing them. Our research shows that having
a strong data culture is linked to revenue goals, with only those in the top tier more likely to have met their revenue goals in the 
past 12 months.

KEY FINDINGS, THE DATA CULTURE INDEX
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15%

40%

34%

10%

All departments can do this Most departments Around half of departments  Few or one department No departments can do this

17%

35%33%

16% 16%

35%30%

19%

DATA CULTURE INDEX (DCI)

How widely has your company adopted… data search & discovery? … data literacy? … data governance? 

DATA SEARCH & DISCOVERY DATA LITERACY DATA GOVERNANCE

To assess data culture, companies are assigned points based upon their adoption of three foundational disciplines: the ability to 
find data (search & discovery), analyze it to draw conclusions properly (literacy), and govern it appropriately (governance).

(4 points each) (3 points each) (2 points each) (1 point each) (0 points each)

Index Score

Level of adoption inside 
organization for each discipline:

- Data search & discovery
(up to 4 points)

- Data literacy
(up to 4 points)

- Data governance
(up to 4 points)

Total Possible Points: 12
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Q2 2021 DATA CULTURE INDEX RESULTS

Top Tier: 40% of companies have a high data culture, meaning half or 
most departments in their organizations have adopted all three disciplines.

Middle Tier: 24% of companies have an average data culture, where there 
is some adoption across all three disciplines.

Low Tier: 36% of companies have a low data culture, where just a few 
departments have adopted the three disciplines. 

Data Culture Index Score 
(out of 12)

12 3%

11 9%

10 13%

9 16%

8 13%

7 11%

6 14%

5 9%

4 8%

3 4%

2 *

1 --

0 --
These three tiers are approximately terciles
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17%

35%33%

16%15%

40%

34%

10%
All departments can do this

Most departments

Around half of departments

 Few or one department

No departments can do this

16%

35%30%

19%

FEWER THAN 20% HAVE FULLY ENABLED THE THREE DISCIPLINES OF DATA 
CULTURE ACROSS ALL DEPARTMENTS

How widely has your company adopted… data search & discovery? … data literacy? … data governance? 

LEVEL OF COMPANY ADOPTION
N=300

DATA SEARCH & DISCOVERY DATA LITERACY DATA GOVERNANCE

The three key disciplines of a high data culture are data search & discovery, data literacy, and data governance. While data 
leaders say that their companies are working on adopting these disciplines, few have done so across all departments. Only 3% 
cite their organizations have adoption of all three disciplines in all departments across the enterprise.
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All companies that have a top-tier data culture recognized themselves as having such; however, almost all of those with mid-tier
and low-tier data cultures have an inflated sense of their data culture. 

How would you grade the data culture at your company? 

Self-
assessed

Data Culture 
Index

Top Tier 66% 40%

Mid Tier 26% 24%

Low Tier 8% 36%

THE DATA CULTURE DISCONNECT:
MOST THINK THEIR DATA CULTURE IS BETTER THAN IT IS

GRADE INFLATION BY DATA CULTURE INDEX SCORE

80%

81%

20%

17%

100%

LOW-TIER

MID-TIER

TOP-TIER

Inflated Grade Earned Grade Deflated Grade
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While 63% of data leaders cite meeting or exceeding revenue goals, that number increases to 75% among those with a top-tier 
data culture. Top-tier data culture organizations are also more likely to exceed revenue goals (49%) versus 38% overall.

Over the past 12 months, did your company hit its revenue goals? 

COMPANIES WITH A TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE ARE THE MOST LIKELY TO 
HIT THEIR REVENUE GOALS

TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

• Three fourths (75%) of top 
tier companies have met or 
exceeded revenue goals.

• Around half of top-tier 
companies exceeded 
revenue goals (49%), more 
than companies overall 
(38%) and low-tier 
companies (23%). 

30%

25%

31%

TOTAL
N=300

No, we came significantly short
of our revenue goals

No, we came slightly short of
our revenue goals

Yes, we met our revenue goals

Yes, we slightly exceeded our
revenue goals

Yes, we greatly exceeded our
revenue goals

COMPANY HIT REVENUE GOALS

63%
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MOST COMPANIES HAVE AN INITIATIVE TO BE DATA DRIVEN AND A C-
LEVEL DATA OFFICER
Two-thirds of data leaders (66%) report having a corporate initiative to become more data driven; this is highest (84%) at top-
tier data culture companies. Consistent with previous waves, over 80% of companies report having a C-level data officer.

Has your company established a corporate initiative to become a more data-driven organization? / Which of the following does your organization have?

HAS COMPANY ESTABLISHED CORPORATE INITIATIVE TO 
BECOME A MORE DATA-DRIVEN ORGANIZATION
N=300

66%

29%

3%

Yes

No, but p lan to

No, and no plans to

PERCENT WHO HAVE A C-LEVEL DATA OFFICER
N=300

37%

33%

17%

12%

CDAO

CDO

CAO

None
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31% 27%

15% 14%
8% 4% 1%5%

41%

17% 19% 17%

1% 0%3%

38%
33%

5%

19%

1% 0%
11%

46%

23%

4% 7% 7%
0%

EXECUTIVE
BOARD

CEO CIO CISO CTO CFO CRO

Q3 2020
Q4 2020
Q1 2021
Q2 2021

THE CEO REMAINS WHERE C-LEVEL DATA EXECUTIVES REPORT INTO, 
ESPECIALLY AT TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE COMPANIES
After the CEO (46%), the CIO is the most common place where C-level data executives report into. We have seen in previous 
waves, further confirmed in this wave, that top-tier data culture companies are more likely to report to the top of the company 
rather than to another tech-focused C-level officer. 

To whom [IF CDO, CAO, CDAO] do you / does the [INPUT FROM QCDO] report to? 

WHO CDAOs, CAOs, OR CDOs AT THEIR ORGANIZATION REPORT TO
ASKED AMONG THOSE WHO HAVE C-LEVEL DATA OFFICER, n=263

Exec: 57%
(Q1: 41%)

Tech: 34%
(Q1: 58%)

TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

• Top-tier data culture 
companies (58%) are 
more likely to have their 
Data C-level Officer report 
to an executive than at 
low-tier companies (44%).
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AS ECONOMIC RECOVERY CONTINUES, BUSINESSES ARE 
FOCUSED ON MONETIZATION

What are the key business drivers for your company's data and analytics priorities?

KEY BUSINESS DRIVERS FOR COMPANY’S DATA AND ANALYTICS PRIORITIES
N=300

49%
Digital transformation

45%
Operations and efficiency

48%
Customer intimacy 

46%
Regulatory and compliance 

54%
Generating revenue

44%
Product innovation

TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

More than half of companies (54%) cite generating revenue as a key business driver for their data & analytics. More than half of top-
tier data culture companies (51%) also cite product innovation as a key driver, further emphasizing the focus on sales and revenue.

• Product innovation is 
tied with generating 
revenue as the top 
driver at top-tier data 
culture companies 
(51%). It ranks last 
overall (44%) and 
among low-tier 
companies (37%).
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SALES & MARKETING ARE TOP PROPONENTS OF DATA

Which of the following business units or divisions inside your company are the top proponents for data and analytics needs? 

35%
Marketing

39%
Product

42%
Sales

32%
Customer 

service 

41%
Finance/ 

Administration

54%
Operations

TOP PROPONENTS FOR DATA AND ANALYTICS NEEDS
N=300

Coinciding with the focus on growth and revenue, 61% of data leaders cite sales and/or marketing as top proponents for data and 
analytics needs.

61% Sales and/or Marketing
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What are the top challenges with using data to drive business value? 

39%
Data Quality – bad, 

inaccurate, or redundant data

39%
Managing 

Compliance

36%
Data Democratization –

not everyone can access 
data on their own

35%
Organizational Silos –

data is not shared 
among different groups

34%
Data discovery – do not 
know what data exists or 

who has what data

41%
Lack of analytical skills 

among employees

TOP CHALLENGES USING DATA TO DRIVE BUSINESS VALUE
N=300

TOP CHALLENGES USING DATA TO DRIVE BUSINESS VALUE 
Three in 5 data leaders (59%) cite lack of data democratization and organizational silos as challenges in using data to drive
business value. While lack of analytical skills among employees is a top challenge, this is driven by those on the lower end of the 
Data Culture Index, while top-tier companies are more concerned about data quality and data democratization.

TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

• Lack of analytical skills 
ranks low as a challenge 
at top-tier companies, just
34%; but is far and away 
the top challenge at low-
tier companies (52%).59% Democratization 

and/or Silos
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36%

37%

40%

42%

42%

43%

44%

45%

49%

EMBEDDING DATA SCIENTISTS IN DEPARTMENTS

RAISING AWARENESS ABOUT THE VALUE OF USING DATA

CREATING METRICS AND KPIS AROUND DATA CURATION

EMPHASIS ON DATA SKILLS IN NEW HIRES

INCREASING COLLABORATION BETWEEN BUSINESS AND DATA & ANALYTICS

DESIGNATING OR ASSIGNING DATA STEWARDS WITHIN BUSINESS UNITS

ESTABLISHING AN INTERNAL DATA COMMUNITY

TRAINING / RE-TRAINING ON USING DATA

MANAGING DATA GOVERNANCE AT THE POINT OF DATA USE

MANAGING DATA GOVERNANCE AT THE POINT OF USE CONTINUES TO BE 
A TOP INITIATIVE TO FOSTER A DATA CULTURE
For each of the past four waves, data governance has persisted as the top or top-two initiative to foster a data culture. At top-tier 
data culture companies, they are also focused on increasing collaboration between business and the data & analytics team.

Which of the following types of initiatives, if any, is your company currently doing to do to help your organization foster a data culture?

TOP INITIATIVES TO FOSTER A DATA CULTURE
N=300

TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

• Over half of top-tier 
companies (52%) are 
increasing collaboration 
between business and the 
data & analytics team. 
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IMPROVING DATA QUALITY AND GOVERNANCE IS A TOP DATA FOCUS, 
THOUGH TOP-TIER COMPANIES ARE ALSO FOCUSED ON AI

Using the list below, please rank in order the top three data and analytics initiatives and priorities inside your company.

DATA ANALYTICS INITIATIVES AND PRIORITIES
TOP THREE RANKED RESPONSES, N=300

25%
Data-Driven Culture

42%
Data Quality

32%
Master Data Management 

41%
Data Governance and 

Compliance 

27%
Metadata Management

30%
Data Democratization

37%
Advanced Analytics / AI

35%
Data Integration

30%
Data Literacy

These three priorities – quality, governance, and AI – have been the most commonly listed initiatives across the past four waves of 
data. Notably, the focus on AI has largely been driven by top-tier data culture companies, including this wave. 

TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

• AI and advanced analytics is 
a top initiative at top-tier data 
culture companies (47%), 

• In fact, nearly 1 in 5 top tier 
companies (19%) say that AI 
and advanced analytics is 
their #1 data priority. 
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DATA STRATEGY & DATA 
GOVERNANCE
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WITH REGARD TO THEIR DATA STRATEGY, COMPANIES ARE MORE LIKELY 
TO LEAN ON THE SIDE OF GROWING THE BUSINESS

In which direction is your data strategy more likely to be focused?

Nearly two-thirds (63%) say that their data strategy leans towards enabling business growth and not on protecting the business. 

63%

37%
Enabling business growth

Protecting the business

DIRECTION IN WHICH DATA STRATEGY IS MORE LIKELY TO BE FOCUSED
N=300
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TOP-TIER DATA CULTURE 
INSIGHTS:

• 53% of top-tier data 
culture companies use a 
distributed approach to 
data governance.

COMMAND AND CONTROL REMAINS THE MOST COMMON 
DATA GOVERNANCE STRATEGY
Just over half of companies (54%) are still using a traditional command and control data governance strategy; however, more top-
tier data culture companies (53%) are using a distributed strategy instead. 

54%
46%

Command and control –
strict rules are determined 
and set from the top down

Distributed – best 
practices are developed 
and shared from the 
bottom up

COMPANY’S APPROACH TO DATA GOVERNANCE
N=300

Which of the following best describes your company's approach to data governance? *Small base size; findings are directional.
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FEWER THAN 1 IN 5 DATA LEADERS SAY THEIR DATA GOVERNANCE 
STRATEGY IS FULLY EFFECTIVE IN CREATING TRUST IN DATA

How effective is your data governance strategy in creating trust in data that is used throughout your company? *Small base size; findings are directional.

Only 17% of data leaders say that their approach to data governance is “fully effective” in creating trust in data, though many (71%) 
are generally positive on their approach (somewhat effective or higher). While around a third of top-tier data culture companies
(31%) say they have a fully effective strategy, fewer than 10% of lower tier companies can say the same.

EFFECTIVENESS OF DATA GOVERNANCE STRATEGY IN CREATING TRUST IN DATA THAT IS USED THROUGHOUT COMPANY

17%

54%

23%

TOTAL
N=300

Not effective at all

Not very effective

Somewhat effective

Mostly effective

Fully effective
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BUSINESSES STRUGGLE WITH ESTABLISHING A BALANCE BETWEEN 
GROWTH AND COMPLIANCE 

How challenging is it to keep your data governance strategy balanced between enabling business growth and innovation and protecting the business? *Small base size; findings are directional.

91% data leaders admit that it is a challenge to keep their data governance strategy balanced between growth and protecting the 
business through compliance – in fact, nearly half (47%) say that it is very to extremely challenging. 

CHALLENGE OF KEEPING DATA GOVERNANCE STRATEGY BALANCED BETWEEN ENABLING BUSINESS GROWTH AND 
INNOVATION AND PROTECTING THE BUSINESS

19%

28%

44%
9%

TOTAL
N=300

Not challenging at all

Only a little challenging

Somewhat challenging

Very challenging

Extremely challenging
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INADEQUATE DATA DEMOCRATIZATION CAN SABOTAGE COMPANIES’ 
ATTEMPTS TO GENERATE REVENUE WITH DATA

Which of the following negative consequences, if any, has your company faced due to inadequate data democratization?

Almost all data leaders (97%) see negative consequences to inadequate data democratization. The top consequence – cited by more 
than three-fourths of data professionals (77%) – is a hit to the company’s bottom line. This represents a direct threat to the goal of most 
companies to generative revenue with their data.
NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES COMPANY HAS FACED DUE TO INADEQUATE DATA DEMOCRATIZATION 
N=300

42%
Ineffective/ 

impeded innovation

32%
Negative impact 

to revenue

36%
Inaccurate 
forecasting

39%
Missed business 

opportunities

33%
Hampered business 

growth

38%
Inaccurate/inconsistent 

reporting standards

37%
Lost competitive 

advantage/differentiation

Negative Impact on 
Bottom Line: 77%

Negative Impact on 
Innovation: 67%

Negative Impact on Reporting 
& Forecasting: 61%
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DATA LEADERS AGREE IT IS IMPORTANT, EVEN ESSENTIAL, TO BETTER 
INVOLVE BUSINESS USERS IN DATA GOVERNANCE

As a data leader, how important is it for your organization to shift its data governance strategy to better involve business users?

Nearly 4 in 5 (78%) data leaders say it is very important or essential to shift their data governance strategy to better involve business 
users. This follows with the emphasis on managing data governance at the point of use as the top initiative to foster a data culture 
inside companies. 

18%

60%

19%

TOTAL
N=300

Not important at all

Not too important

Somewhat important

Very important

Essential

IMPORTANCE OF ORGANIZATION SHIFTING ITS DATA GOVERNANCE STRATEGY TO BETTER INVOLVE BUSINESS USERS
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