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Set innovation free
As Gartner urges IT leaders to make great ideas a reality,  

we explore robotics in retail and advances  
in autonomous vehicles
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Post Office scandal victim calls 
for government to be investigated
The decision to use public money 
to silence victims of the Post 
Office scandal must have come 
from the top of government, one 
victim claimed in his statement to 
the ongoing public inquiry. Chris 
Dawson, who was the subpost-
master at Pitlochry Post Office 
in Scotland, said the millions of 
pounds spent on defending the Post 
Office in a High Court litigation was 
used to stop the truth coming out.

GPDPR data scrape ‘wrong’ and 
a ‘mistake’, says Ben Goldacre
Significant elements of the initially 
proposed General Practice Data for 
Planning and Research (GPDPR) 
programme to collect patient data 
from general practitioners in England 
to help improve frontline care in 
the NHS has been branded “wrong” 
and a “mistake” by scientist Ben 
Goldacre, giving evidence before 
the parliamentary Science and 
Technology Select Committee. 

Investment in UK ‘cleantech’ 
sector hit new high in 2021
The amount of investment secured 
by the UK’s cleantech sector hit a 
new high of £134bn in 2021, which is 
4.4% higher than the previous record 
set in 2018, research has shown. In 
a report, compiled by research and 
development tax credit investment 
specialist GovGrant, the UK is hailed 
as a “leading nation” in the field of 
cleantech, which is a term used to 
describe technologies designed to 
improve the environment.

Pro-competition data sharing will 
not include users’ personal info
Data sharing between tech giants and 
smaller firms under the government’s 
upcoming digital competition legisla-
tion needs to respect people’s privacy 
and be “reasonable, proportionate 
[and] necessary to facilitate fair com-
petition”, according to digital minister 
Chris Philp. On 6 May, the govern-
ment announced it would be giving 
the Digital Markets Unit powers to 
enforce a “pro-competition” regime.

Deliveroo accused 
of ‘soft union busting’
App-based food delivery firm Deliveroo 
has been accused of “soft union busting” 
after signing a deal with GMB, which 
smaller unions have condemned as a 
“hollow and cynical PR move” designed 
to scupper the grassroots efforts of the 
company’s workers. Announced on 
12 May, the voluntary partnership agree-
ment – which covers more than 90,000 
riders – gives GMB rights to collectively 
bargain on pay and consultation rights.
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Google embarks on UK-focused 
cloud skills programme pilot
Google Cloud is embarking on a
push to help more young people
from disadvantaged backgrounds 
pursue careers in cloud, with the 
help of global non-profit youth 
employability programme
provider Generation.

Trade association (ISC)² will 
train 100,000 cyber pros in UK
Up to 100,000 people who want to 
pursue careers in cyber security will 
be able to take advantage of a new 
programme, launched by professional 
trade association (ISC)², offering 
free training and certification on its 
entry-level qualification. 

Levelling up bill promotes open 
data-based digital planning
The Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill 
includes proposals for digital planning 
powers to be given to local authorities 
in England and Wales, based on open 
data. Authorities will also be required 
to use planning software.

Relentless branch closures
at Lloyds Bank continue
Lloyds Bank is closing 28 more 
branches, with around 70 full-time 
jobs affected, as customers increas-
ingly turn to digital channels. The 
announcement comes after the bank 
originally announced it was closing 
60 branches.

Dublin datacentre operators 
warned of coastal flooding risks
Dublin’s datacentre operators are 
being urged to pay close attention to 
climate change forecasts that suggest 
thousands of buildings – including 
power stations – in the Irish city could 
be at high risk of coastal flooding in 
the years to come.

Virgin Media O2 Business launches 
tech fund for mid-sized businesses
Virgin Media O2 Business has intro-
duced a programme to help provide 
medium-sized businesses with 
access to fixed and mobile connec-
tivity to support hybrid working and 
digital transformation. n

Europol gears up to 
collect big data on 
European citizens
The European Parliament has voted 
to give Europol powers to collect and 
process data on individuals, including 
people not suspected of any crime, in 
a move that widens the power of the 
European police agency.

❯ Post Office IT system to be replaced by 2025.
❯ Mastercard biometrics will allow authentication by smile.
❯ Adoption of cloud-native architectures on the rise.
❯ Openreach, CityFibre further full-fibre roll-out pace.

❯Catch up with the latest IT news online.
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Gartner: It’s time to ‘unleash innovation’
Analysts at a Gartner summit in London this month urged data and analytics leaders to release all constraints on 
innovation and transform as their organisations emerge from the shadow of the pandemic. Brian McKenna reports

Gartner analysts exhorted data and analytics leaders to 
unleash innovation at the firm’s EMEA data summit, 
now that their organisations are emerging from the  

Covid-19 pandemic.
While knowledge workers coped during the great work-from-

home experiment of 2020-22, it is now time to prioritise creativ-
ity and innovation, said the analysts at last week’s Gartner Data 
& Analytics conference in London, held in person for the first time 
since 2019.

Alys Woodward, senior director in the emerging technologies 
and trends group at the firm, drew a distinction between creativ-
ity and innovation in the opening keynote that she gave with col-
league Erick Brethenoux, key initiative leader in Gartner’s artificial 
intelligence (AI) team.

“We need innovation which goes beyond creativity that is about 
having a great idea; innovation is about using that idea to drive 
change,” she said. “The companies that can handle uncertainty 
the best navigate the future more successfully.”

Noting the conference strapline of “unleash innovation, trans-
form”, Brethenoux added: “You’ve told us your biggest challenge 
is getting your organisations to use your analysis to drive change.”
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Alys Woodward and 
Erick Brethenoux deliver 
their opening keynote  
at the Gartner Data & 
Analytics Summit
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The duo explored topics such as how data governance helps or 
hinders innovation, and how “big data thinking” has been frustrat-
ing the extraction of business value from data. The cloud has not 
helped, they said, by encouraging the bad habit of accumulating 
as much data as possible. Data is, first, a liability, said Woodward. 
“‘Give me all the data’ is not a strategy,” she said. “We want data 
that makes us smarter.”

They stressed the value of metadata (data that describes data) 
to which machine learning has been applied, so that organisa-
tions better understand what data they have. They also vaunted 

the value of what they called the “data fabric”, by which they 
mean a data management architecture that brings decentral-
ised data assets together.

They also promoted the idea of “small data”, on a minimal 
viable model. Brethenoux asked: “How innovative can we be in 
figuring out the smallest amount of data that we need to know?”

Woodward took their argument on to synthetic data, artificially 
created data that has similar attributes to the data it mimics. The 

value of that, she said, is that it reduces the liability involved with 
the storage of sensitive data. She gave the example of Nationwide 
Building Society, which uses transaction data to generate syn-
thetic datasets to share with third-party model developers with-
out risking the privacy of its customers.

Synthetic data also enables organisations to “move faster and 
fill in the gaps in their actual data”, she said, which is important 
for building machine learning models. Gartner estimates that by 
2030, synthetic data will almost completely replace real data in 
AI models. She gave Amazon as an example, which is using syn-
thetic data from Alexa to speed up support for languages such as 
Brazilian Portuguese.

InnovatIon requIres combustIon
Stephen Brobst, chief technology officer at data warehous-
ing supplier Teradata, was a speaker at the Gartner summit. 
He shared his view of the opening keynote with Computer 
Weekly. “It was interesting to me that the opening keynote was 
all about innovation,” he said. “What I observed is that dur-
ing Covid, most organisations’ productivity increased, mostly 
because [people] learned how to work from home, they didn’t 
have two-hour commutes every day and they had nothing else  
to do but work.

“I would argue that, although there was more ‘getting stuff 
out the door’ and getting the job done, innovation was suffer-
ing. That’s why I thought the keynote was interesting, because 
now we’re getting back together, you need that combustion that 
takes place in front of a whiteboard, when engineers are fighting 

ANALYSIS

“‘Give me all the data’ is  
not a strateGy. We Want data 

that makes us smarter”
Alys WoodWArd, GArtner
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passionately about how to approach something. You just can’t do 
that on a two-dimensional screen. 

“People say the millennials do it. I haven’t observed that. I think 
the tools will get better, and so on, but I think humans are social 
animals, and that innovation and togetherness actually create 
ideation, innovation and collaboration.”

Four socIetal scenarIos For busInesses
In the closing keynote, Frank Buytendijk, Gartner fellow in its 
data and analytics group, and Pieter den Hamer, senior research 
director at the firm, also highlighted the ineluctably social nature 
of the context in which businesses operate. They pointed to a 
current big picture of social fragmentation and the risks to busi-
nesses represented by that.

“Social fractures occur when we disengage with each other, 
when we engage only in a polarised way, or when we act nega-
tively towards the common good,” said Buytendijk.

They said data and analytics leaders need to be cognisant of four 
possible futures for business organisations in society, summed up 
as: get with the programme; play to your purpose; mind your own 
business; and wait for it.

The first, “get with the programme”, said Den Hamer, is the 
possibility that societies will become more cohesive again, and 
know and express what they want. In this scenario, data profes-
sionals will come to emphasise collaboration and the governance 
that undergirds that. Responsible AI and environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) initiatives will become more important, in 
response to stronger regulation – for example, from the EU.

The second scenario, “play to your purpose”, said Buytendijk, 
is well illustrated by the phenomenon of the division of business 
along religious lines, as in Utrecht having two of everything for 
Catholic and Protestant communities in the 1950s.

Parallel societies can also emerge today, he said, and that 
entails, for companies, having different messaging for different 
communities. For data professionals, this increases the salience 
of data sovereignty in respect of different communities, whether 

geographically separate or different in some other way. It also ele-
vates the importance of techniques such as sentiment analytics.

The third scenario, said Den Hamer, of “mind your own busi-
ness”, takes us back to a world of commercial companies sim-
ply ignoring the voice of society. Here, weariness of all talk of 
wider social purpose gives way to pure shareholder capitalism. 

ANALYSIS

“humans are social 
animals, and innovation 
and toGetherness create 
ideation, innovation 
and collaboration”
stephen BroBst, terAdAtA
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Business, in this mode, should focus on products and services, 
and leave broader talk to others.

The final scenario, “wait for it”, said Buytendijk, is “the most 
bizarre because society knows what it wants and then nothing 
happens”. A huge economic crisis could be the context here. 

He gave the example of Shell wanting to be carbon neu-
tral by 2050, but in step with the rest of society. For data and 
analytics professionals, this scenario means investing in social  
media analytics.

In conclusion, Buytendijk said companies should take action 
on social issues, no matter which of the scenarios applied most  
closely to them.

For data and analytics leaders, said Den Hamer, the “getting 
with the programme” scenario means they should use their 
expertise for the good of society; “play to your purpose” adher-
ents should use analytics to know their customers better; for the 
“mind your own business” neo-liberals, the goal is simply to use 
data to maximise profit; and for the “wait for it” scenario, data 
and analytics plays an early warning role.

Buytendijk closed out by citing the pandemic as a phenom-
enon that was unforeseen, but yet organisations coped with it 
partly thanks to past attempts to do scenario planning.

As to which of the four scenarios will come to pass, the duo 
said they did not know, because no one does. n

Gartner’s Frank 
Buytendijk (right) 
and Pieter den Hamer 
describe a picture of 
social fragmentation 
and the risks that 
represents to 
businesses 
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Prepare for a smart robot revolution
Smart robots are being deployed across retail and logistics, but much of the tech is still nascent. Cliff Saran reports

Retail is one of the sectors set to benefit most from 
using smart robots to supplement human workers. In 
its Emerging technologies: smart robot adoption generates 

diverse business value report, published in April, Gartner said 
deployments of smart robots in retail were able to demonstrate 
quantifiable results in 72% of use cases, which is the highest per-
centage of all industries.

The most beneficial applications include smart robot deploy-
ments across warehousing and logistics facilities, such as remov-
ing human involvement in heavy lifting and “mile walking”, assist-
ing with order picking and consolidation, and being able to sort 
packages by destination. 

The analyst firm forecast that by 2030, 80% of humans will 
engage with smart robots on a daily basis – from less than 10% 
today – due to smart robot advancements in intelligence, social 
interactions and human augmentation capabilities.

The boom in e-commerce during the Covid-19 pandemic forced 
retailers to scale up their ability to fulfil customer orders rapidly. 
“Many logistics and retail businesses struggled to cope with 
demand due to the pandemic,” said Annette Jump, a senior direc-
tor and analyst at Gartner. “Their online operations expanded 
massively and they need to process merchandise quicker.” 

By integrating with people, smart robots “enhance what 
human operators can do”, said Jump. According to Gartner, this 
has driven retailers and logistics firms to take a serious look at 

deploying robots to speed up certain parts of business opera-
tions. “There is a drive to make tedious parts disappear and cre-
ate high-tech jobs in the process,” she added.

ocado’s selF-developed bots
Ocado is one of the companies that has been pioneering robot-
ics in retail and logistics. Its customer fulfilment centres use 
advanced robotics to pick grocery items for online deliveries. 

The online retailer recently launched the 600 series, the lat-
est version of its grocery-picking robot. The unique nature of the 

ANALYSIS

Gartner predicts that by 2030, 
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With smart robots on a daily 
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business has led the company to develop this robotics technol-
ogy in-house. One of the main design goals of the new bot was 
that it needed to be lighter than the 500 series, which it would 
ultimately replace. 

Matt Whelan, head of engineering for the 600 series bot at 
Ocado, has a background in simulations and 3D printing. With 
Ocado’s small research team based on the campus of KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology in Stockholm, Whelan applied agile soft-
ware development principles to develop the hardware. 

Being on the campus gave him access to a pool of talented hard-
ware and software engineers. “We grew through referrals,” said 
Whelan. “We had lots of referrals.” The team is now split, with 35 
in Stockholm and 35 in the UK.

3d-prInted parts
Although the 600 series is fundamentally an evolution of the 
500 series bot, Whelan said it is manufactured in a very dif-
ferent way. However, it has a lot in common with its predeces-
sor from a firmware and communications system perspective. 
Given the pace at which additive manufacturing has matured, 
Whelan said Ocado has been able to combine 3D printing with 
the company’s software expertise.

“We can set up teams and move fast enough to exploit what is 
happening out there with additive manufacturing,” he said. “We 
developed the hardware like a software product, running sprint 
cycles and spinning a new generation of bots.”

The team uses additive manufacturing to 3D print the parts 
needed to build 600 series bots. Whelan said the wholesale use 
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Ocado recently launched the 600 series, a lighter-weight version  
of its grocery-picking robot, which features 3D-printed parts
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of additive manufacturing for the 600 series “has unlocked lots of 
stuff for us, which we did not anticipate at the start” of the project.

The company runs a test site at the Stockholm facility, where 
the team can test out new ideas, and prototype and manufac-
ture bot parts. The new bot is a quarter of the weight of the 
previous model, but is being designed to have the same oper-
ational specification as its predecessor – with the potential to  
do new things too.

One of these is the ability to deploy the 600 series in smaller 
facilities with simplified grids for running the bots. Earlier this 
year, at the Ocado Re:Imagined event, Tim Steiner, CEO and 
founder of Ocado, said the 600 series bot “changes everything”. 
Because the bot is lighter, Ocado now has the opportunity to 
build ultra-light grids that can be constructed in parallel in 
weeks, rather than months, he said.

The robot technology being developed and deployed by 
Ocado to streamline the delivery of online grocery orders is a 

good example of how the application of smart robots can enable 
logistics firms to optimise workflows.

logIstIcs a key market
According to Gartner, logistics robots are the most prominent 
and most mature of all smart robot use cases, accounting for 
half of all smart robot adoption. Gartner’s April report said 
such robots were deployed as autonomous mobile robots, han-
dle grippers and carousel pickers. But Jump pointed out that in 
other sectors, smart robots are still at an experimental stage. 

While companies such as Ocado are uniquely placed to develop 
their own role-specific bots, technology leaders in other sectors 
will need to assess how to approach robotics. Some companies 
may be in a position to partner with a robotics startup to develop 
a bot that matches their business requirements, while others will 
need to work on a plan that may require deploying several smart 
robots for different roles that augment human workers. n
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According to Gartner, logistic robots are the most prominent and most mature of all smart robot use cases
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Spencer Clarkson was recently appointed as Verastar 
Group’s first chief technology officer (CTO). He brings 
wide experience from a 30-year career, during which he 
has successfully overseen transformative IT projects in 

blue-chip organisations across the UK and Europe.
“It’s a role that I’ve fulfilled on many occasions before,” he says. 

“From that perspective, it’s sort of business as usual for me. But 
it’s also about working for a very exciting organisation in terms of 
where it is on its journey.”

Verastar provides services to small businesses in the UK 
across a range of areas, such as telecoms, utilities and finance. 
The company has a broad portfolio of brands, including Inspire 
Payments, The Insurance Octopus, Clear Business and Kinex, 
which provide services to more than 160,000 small firms.

As Verastar continues to add more clients, Clarkson is work-
ing to ensure digitisation becomes a crucial element of the 
company’s engagement processes. Rather than relying on 
phone conversations, he wants Verastar’s customers to be able 
to contact the company through their digital channel of choice. 
Clarkson’s team will then use insight from these interactions to 
hone the service experience.

“If you’re running a business and you’re very busy and you’re 
on the go, you really don’t want to have to spend time on the 
phone, because that’s consuming your time,” he says. “So, the 
ability for them to pull and push information through that digital 
channel is where I’d like to see us continue to go.”

Digitising 
customer 
engagement

Verastar CTO Spencer Clarkson 
tells Mark Samuels how digital 
transformation and unifying 
customer relationship  
management systems  
are driving the  
business services  
group forward

INTERVIEW
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Supporting buSineSS growtH
While Verastar has operated in some areas, such as telecom-
munications, for almost 20 years, it has added more – includ-
ing utilities, insurance and finance – as it has grown. Clarkson 
says the company’s continued success is based on its knowl-
edge of the small business sector and the requirements of the  
firms it serves.

“Verastar is growing substantially,” he says. “The small busi-
ness sector is the powerhouse beneath the UK economy. We 
want to organically grow the cus-
tomer base, complete mergers 
and acquisitions and cross-sell our 
products to our growing customer 
base. We are unique in the market 
because we provide a portfolio of 
products aimed at supporting small 
businesses. With access to our ser-
vices, these companies don’t have 
to worry about the things they need 
to give them a platform for growth.”

Technology will play a crucial role 
in supporting Verastar’s growth 
ambitions. Clarkson says the com-
pany benefits from strong internal IT capability, and these spe-
cialists have built a range of applications over the past few years.

From a personal standpoint, Clarkson says his long experience 
in leading cloud-based computing initiatives at other organi-
sations, allied to a range of techniques associated with agile 

software development, will help the IT team to make the step 
forward that the company requires.

“I saw this role as a great opportunity to help the technology 
team,” he says. “My style is to lead from the front, to be innova-
tive and to look at creative opportunities, rather than a serving 
role, which the IT leadership position might have been seen as 
in the past.”

Clarkson reports to Verastar chief executive Lee Hull. As CTO, 
he is responsible for managing the digital platforms used by the 

company’s employees and custom-
ers. The role encompasses a range 
of areas, from content management 
to customer management and over-
seeing the firm’s client interactions 
across a host of online channels. 

Running Verastar’s technology 
means managing the full stack of IT. 
The company pushes some of the 
provision of technology services to 
third-party suppliers.

Clarkson says dealing with the full 
stack involves both working across 
front-end services – which means 

monitoring and managing the levels of provision that colleagues 
and customers experience – and dealing with suppliers and part-
ners as they hook into the company’s back-end infrastructure. 

He explains how he has made changes to IT provision: “The 
technology platform that supports our digital step forward 

INTERVIEW

“i saW this role as a Great 
opportunity to help the 

technoloGy team. my style 
is to lead from the front, to 
be innovative and to look at 

creative opportunities”
spencer clArkson, VerAstAr Group
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needed to be rapidly accelerated. When we looked at digital 
growth – and that’s a fast-moving market, moving more to an 
online footprint and a faster-paced business – we wanted to 
supercharge our customer experience.  

“We have traditionally been sending letters out by post, and 
those types of things that you had to do – maybe driven by regu-
lation – have changed rapidly. Communicating via a choice of 
digital channels is now crucial to our customers, whether that’s 
text message, email, online portals, or having applications on 
tablets and phones.”

implementing cloud ServiceS
As part of this digitisation of its services, Verastar is delivering 
a digital transformation project in conjunction with Salesforce, 
Natterbox and SnapLogic. This technology investment will spon-
sor the creation of single unified customer relationship manage-
ment (CRM) system – built on Salesforce and Pardot systems 
– across all brands in the group.

Clarkson says the Salesforce implementation will help the com-
pany serve its customers through the digital engagement channel 
of their choice. The cloud-based platform will allow the company 
to ensure its customers’ records are not held in unconnected 
stovepipes, he adds.

After a procurement exercise that included a consideration of 
both Salesforce and Microsoft Dynamics, Clarkson’s team created 
a business case and presented the potential financial implications 
to the company’s board in July 2021. After selecting Salesforce, 
Verastar began a full-scale platform implementation process.
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The aim is for customers to be able to 
contact Verastar through their  

digital channel of choice,  
rather than relying on  
phone conversations
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“Bringing together groups of people who are used to getting 
exactly what they want in a shared house is always a bit of a 
challenge,” he says, referring to the creation of a cross-business, 
cloud-based platform. “Everyone signs up for the shared bath-
room and the shared kitchen, but the reality of getting there is 
sometimes quite challenging.”

The company went live with email 
automation service Pardot first to 
help run marketing initiatives for 
existing customers and new busi-
nesses. Customers are being brought 
onto the platform in stages across 
service areas such as telecoms, water, 
energy and insurance. Clarkson says 
key challenges involve moving data 
to the new platform and training peo-
ple across the organisation on how to use the technology.

“We’re taking it fairly steady,” he says. “It’s quite a long pro-
gramme of work, which we’ve broken down into various tranches, 
and we’re thinking of the customer first on those journeys. We 
want to give our customers flexibility in terms of digital engage-
ment. Salesforce provides a way to enable us to do that.”

untangling tHe SpagHetti
Clarkson says his team continues to investigate how it can 
improve all client engagement processes. “We are reviewing all 
of our letters, all of our interactions with customers and making 
sure that we’re getting our approach right,” he says.

Honing those processes isn’t just about making more use of the 
cloud. Clarkson says improving engagement often means dip-
ping back into older forms of technology to ensure the company 
can improve existing processes and build a modern digital plat-
form. “There’s quite a lot of spaghetti when you’ve got old tech 

that you have to unwind,” he says, 
“so we’re looking at that whole 
platform and seeing what we can 
retire to make sure that we only 
have an enhanced customer jour-
ney. We want to make it easy for 
them to communicate with us.”

Clarkson’s team also deals with 
internal systems related to key 
business functions, such as human 
resources, workflow management 

and debt management. The aim is to bring together and integrate 
separate packages as part of the company’s digital platform.

In other areas, such as billing, Verastar has developed a com-
petitive advantage through in-house IT development. Clarkson’s 
team will be looking at ways to maintain that advantage going for-
ward. “Our billing platform is a piece of our intellectual property 
that we’re keeping,” he says. “One of our distinct unique selling 
points is that our customers can see all their services on one bill. 
They don’t have to go through 10 different bits of paper to work 
out how much their monthly spend is.

“We pull it all together on the front page of the bill and provide 
breakdown pages of each of the services they’ve bought. You can 
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a Way to enable us to do that”

spencer clArkson, VerAstAr Group
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see the details, but you can see the macro view as well. We’re 
investing in that platform [and] we’ll be implementing Salesforce 
into that platform to help move our approach to billing forward.”

Serving cuStomerS in new wayS
Clarkson says his priority is to use the tools and development 
resources at his disposal to create a new, improved approach to 
digital delivery. He wants Verastar to integrate the data it collects 
across bespoke platforms and cloud services to give small busi-
nesses a 360-degree view of the services they use.

“Whatever they’re striving to do, they should be able to see it 
all in one place,” he says. “They should be able to see their full 
history. Every customer should be on the platform and have the 
ability – through either a responsive application in their pocket, or 
on their laptop or tablet – to see where they are with Verastar and 
what services we provide. Also, they should have a clearer view of 
the additional services that we could provide to save them money, 
time or to help them reduce their energy footprint.”

Clarkson says he is in constant communication with business 
stakeholders to ensure the technology systems his team is deliv-
ering are aligned with their long-term objectives. When it comes 
to delivery, he believes it is much less important how his teams 
reach the destination than making sure they produce the right 
outcomes. “I want our customers to feel we’re easy to deal with,” 
he says. “We want them to feel that it’s very clear how things are 
progressing, whether they are ordering a new product or renew-
ing an existing agreement – it’s one click, and they’re done. That’s 
what I want to see us providing over the next 24 months.” n
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Verastar wants customers to feel  
it is easy to deal with and give them  
a clear view of the services they use
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Using innovation to battle economic crisis

In his 18 May speech to the CBI, Rishi Sunak, chancellor of the exchequer, urged British businesses to “invest more, train more and 
innovate more” in return for tax cuts in the Autumn Budget. The context is the deepening economic crisis, with UK inflation running 
at 9% – the highest level since 1982.

Innovation was also to the fore, as a theme, at this month’s Gartner Data & Analytics Summit in London. The firm’s analysts exhorted 
leaders in the field to “unleash innovation” pent up during the Covid-19 health crisis by getting their organisations to use their analyses 
to “drive change”, not just to have creative ideas that fail to find execution. 

Sustainability – reducing negative environmental impact – is surely an area ripe for innovation, indeed over-ripe. As this week’s buyer’s 
guide to the circular economy demonstrates, as it is germane to datacentre operators, sustainability is a multi-dimensional matter. It 
cannot and should not be reduced to energy consumption. What about the sustainability of the building materials of which datacentres 
are made? What about their water consumption habits? How can operators use the waste heat generated by their facilities to warm 
homes and businesses nearby? How can they feed the circular economy by recycling used servers? And so on. 

Sustainability was a major theme at SAP’s Sapphire customer and partner event at both the North American conference in Orlando, 
and at the North European gathering in The Hague. Supply chain resilience was a related theme. Since the supplier’s B2B customers 
include some of the largest greenhouse gas emitters on the planet, in industries such as oil and gas, petrochemicals, automotive, trans-
port, construction and agriculture, it has a significant opportunity.

Arguably, as a German company, SAP is more naturally attuned to ecological issues than its US peers. There are, after all, 118 Green 
members of the Bundestag, 16% of the total, and that party also sends 21 members to the European Parliament. 

There is a balance to be struck, however, between innovation and sustainability. One could plausibly claim that innovation is better 
stoked by knowledge workers being in the same space. But that would entail reducing the amount of time spent working productively 
and happily from home, putting pressure on the environment from commuting. And, as we have often noted at Computer Weekly, IT, 
particularly hardware, is part of the climate emergency problem as well as, potentially, part of the solution. 

In unleashing innovation, we must take care not to unleash Hell. n
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Datacentre operators still have a long way to go to fully 
grasp what it means to run a sustainable business, 
despite numerous pronouncements from the coloca-
tion and cloud giants about wanting to curb their car-

bon emissions and ramp up their use of renewables.
The past couple of years has seen a steady stream of public 

commitments from the world’s major datacentre operators, out-
lining their plans to do more to tackle climate change by introduc-
ing measures to make their sites more energy-efficient and less 
reliant on fossil fuels.

But there is still so much more the datacentre sector should 
be doing to minimise the environmental impact of its activities, 
beyond simply trying to lower the amount of energy it uses and 
the carbon emissions it generates.

As previously reported by Computer Weekly, the datacentre 
industry is finding itself under growing pressure to minimise the 
amount of water it consumes to keep facilities cool, particularly in 
cases where operators have sites in drought-prone areas.

The UK government’s recently published net-zero strategy also 
made the case for datacentre operators to reuse the waste heat 
their facilities generate to warm homes and local businesses for 
energy efficiency and carbon reduction reasons.

This is a concept that operators in the Nordics have embraced 
over the years, with a mix of reference case studies emerging at 
both ends of the scale. These include datacentres pumping their 
waste heat into city-wide, district heating systems to more local-
ised deployments – where the heat is pumped into neighbouring 
farms or greenhouses to support food production.

Less taLk, more action  
on green issues

Datacentre operators talk a good fight when it comes to  
tackling climate change, but experts claim there is far more they  

should and could be doing to make their operations more sustainable. 
 Caroline Donnelly reports

BUYER’S GUIDE TO THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY  |  PART 1 OF 3
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Even before the UK government published its net-zero strat-
egy in October 2021, efforts to make heat reuse by datacentres 
– as well as other commercial entities – more commonplace 
have been under way for a while, with small-scale, experimental 
deployments on the rise.

tHrowing away ServerS
On a related note, and for several years now, environmental 
researchers and academics working in the field of sustainabil-
ity have been urging the datacentre sector to change the way 
it works to align with the principles of operating within a circu-
lar economy. This means introduc-
ing hardware procurement policies 
that prioritise the use of refurbished 
kit and ensuring that, during refresh 
cycles, the server units that are 
being replaced are recycled rather 
than shipped off to landfill sites.

“There is a lot of kit that goes 
through hyperscale datacentres, 
and I’ve seen figures floating around 
that state there are 400,000 serv-
ers a year [being deployed] in these 
facilities,” Max Schulze, founder 
and executive chairman of the Sustainable Digital Infrastructure 
Alliance (SDIA), tells Computer Weekly.

“And some of these sites have annual refresh cycles, which 
means they are throwing away servers on an annual basis, which is 

just insane. There is no way we can continue at that pace of hard-
ware consumption for the next 100 years in a sustainable way.”

The reuse and recycling concept also extends to encourag-
ing operators to consider repurposing existing buildings when 
scouting about for new datacentre locations and using recycled 
materials to build their new server farms. This is because cre-
ating a new building from scratch is an energy-intensive pro-
cess that also generates a lot of carbon emissions, which is why 
reusing existing sites and materials is considered a far more  
sustainable way to build a datacentre.

But it is very rare for operators to factor in the energy consumed 
and the greenhouse gas emissions 
generated during the construction 
of their sites, or during the creation 
of the hardware they kit them out 
with, says Schulze. “Their sustain-
ability frameworks do not consider 
hardware emissions at all, just the 
amount of energy the hardware uses 
when it is in operation,” he says.

But while recycling hardware, 
minimising water use and reusing 
the heat generated by datacentres 
are all things that environmentally 

responsible operators should be doing, there is – for many firms 
in the sector – little financial incentive to do so.

“There is a lot of misconception in the datacentre sector about 
what sustainability means, because at the moment, for a lot of 

BUYER’S GUIDE

“some [hyperscale datacentres] 
have annual refresh cycles, 

Which means they are throWinG 
aWay servers on an annual 
basis, Which is just insane”

MAx schulze, sdIA
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people, it’s [just] energy efficiency,” says Schulze. “But energy 
efficiency is business as usual, because if I run a datacentre or 
any kind of IT equipment, I want to run it as energy-efficiently as 
possible, as that’s my biggest operational cost.”

Running energy-efficient datacentres makes good economic 
sense for a sector whose biggest line item is the amount it pays 
out for power, but currently, scant progress is being made on 
re-engineering other parts of datacentres’ operations in the 
interests of sustainability.

“The concept of sustainability – meaning reducing and mini-
mising my environmental impact, while balancing my eco-
nomics and also checking that I’m having a positive impact on 
society – has not arrived in the sector,” says Schulze. “The big 
tech companies understand it, but they also have an interest 

in reducing it to an energy discussion at the moment, because 
that’s something that can be easily fixed with certificates and 
power purchase agreements.”

eaSy winS make for great pr
A recurring observation – and possible criticism – of the data-
centre sector is that there is a reluctance to embrace change 
and a tendency for operators to do things the way they have 
always done them.

This attitude is often attributed to the fact that datacentres are 
what keep the wheels of our (increasingly) digital economy turn-
ing, which means any downtime incidents can have far-reaching 
consequences for the firms involved, from both a financial and 
reputational point of view.

BUYER’S GUIDE
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Therefore, operators prefer to stick with what they know works 
when building and kitting out new sites, by following the same 
tried and tested procedures that countless others in the indus-
try have used in the past to build datacentres. And with global 
demand for datacentre capacity showing no sign of slowing down 
any time soon, operators are under pressure to bring new sites 
online as quickly and efficiently as 
possible – which, again, leaves lit-
tle time – or appetite – to switch up 
their processes.

“Digital is changing the world and 
saving lives, and we cannot operate 
whole sectors without digital, but all 
this digitisation has an environmen-
tal impact,” says Rabih Bashroush, 
global head of the IT infrastructure 
advisory at datacentre resiliency 
think-tank the Uptime Institute. 
“But when you have an industry that 
makes digitisation possible, as is the 
case with datacentres, and you are 
growing at speed to keep up with 
demand, you cannot devote resources to look at how you address 
sustainability. That is a big problem for fast-growing companies.”

And although it is fair to say that enterprise IT buyers are becom-
ing more mindful of sustainability, there is not enough demand 
yet for it to make financial sense for operators to switch up their 
business models in ways that stand to drastically minimise their 

environmental impact, says Bashroush. “The problem is, suppliers 
follow the market,” he adds. “And if the demand is not there [from 
buyers] for green services, there is no reason to change. If they’re 
growing at double digits, they cannot do this sustainably without 
paying big amounts of money and increasing the cost base for our 
services. And suppliers love to talk about sustainability – as long 

as it doesn’t cost money.”
Expanding on this point, SDIA’s 

Schulze points to the pipeline of 
datacentre projects that are planned 
over the coming year as proof that 
operators are in no hurry to ensure 
their businesses are growing in a 
sustainable way. 

“There’s a gigawatt of data-
centres being built in Europe this 
year,” he says. “Are the operators 
building those sites out of sustain-
able materials? No. Are they doing 
anything different than they used 
to do? No. So do I think they’ve 
really got the message about  

sustainability? No, I really don’t think so.”
What makes this situation all the more frustrating, says 

Schulze, is that the operators are quick to make big public dec-
larations on their websites or at press conferences about their 
commitments to combating climate change, but invariably it is 
nothing more than “greenwashing”.

BUYER’S GUIDE
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“The websites of the hyperscalers say things like they want 
to tackle climate change faster than anyone else, but when you 
ask them why they are still using cement and not more sustain-
able composite materials to build their datacentres, they say 
because their main metric is cost,” says Schulze. “It’s this ‘public 
claims versus reality’ situation and it is very frustrating for a lot 
of people in the supply chain who are trying to sell a more sus-
tainable solution because that’s what these companies say they 
want, but then nobody is buying them.”

keeping coStS down and profitS HigH
Continuing to build and run datacentres the same way as in the 
past could have catastrophic consequences for the environ-
ment, says Schulze.

“The whole economic incentive system is built to drive con-
sumption, and as long as that’s the paradigm, the only way to get 
around that is to create infrastructure that has no environmental 
footprint,” he says. “In the digital world, that is possible because 
almost all equipment in IT can be refurbished and reused.”

This is a view that Cristian Parrino, chief sustainability officer at 
the open source championing not-for-profit OpenUK, agrees with. 
“As long as the objective [of operators] is to support perpetual 
growth, they’re never going to be sustainable,” he tells Computer 
Weekly. “They can be net-zero, but that net-zero [position] may 
not be sustainable.”

In late 2021, OpenUK published its Patchwork Kilt carbon-
negative datacentre blueprint that outlines a series of steps 
and practices it claims the global datacentre industry should 

MAX_776/IKONSTUDIO/ADOBE
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consider adopting to put operators on a path towards becoming 
carbon-negative.

The blueprint champions hardware reuse, while also making the 
case for edge datacentres to be built in vacated retail sites and 
office buildings to breathe new life into the nation’s high streets 
and town centres, while making it easier for the waste heat they 
generate to be used locally.

Over time, it is hoped that the 
Kilt’s areas of coverage will expand, 
as contributors to the project (which 
includes the SDIA) put forward their 
own suggestions about how the 
world’s datacentres can become 
more environmentally friendly.

Its overarching mission, however, 
is to help the datacentre industry 
as a whole cut its carbon emis-
sions by 80%, while also contribut-
ing towards a 90% reduction in the 
amount of physical resources that 
go into constructing and kitting out 
server farms.

Quoting figures from datacentre infrastructure refurbishment 
and recycling firm ITRenew, Parrino says many of the serv-
ers that are junked by the hyperscalers during their hardware 
refresh cycles are high-quality bits of kit that have rarely been 
used to full capacity. “ITRenew is refurbishing very high-end 
equipment that has only been utilised to 15-20% of its capacity, 

so not only is the turnover rate of the equipment really fast and 
massive, but this equipment has only seen a fraction of usage, 
really,” he says. “Reusing and refurbishing this equipment is not 
just the right thing to do – it’s the must thing to do. You can’t 
possibly sit there and swap out equipment that’s been utilised at 
such a low level without a circular model behind it, because it’s  

just not sustainable.”
The ideas being promoted through 

Patchwork Kilt are not “anything 
new” and “every single thing in the 
blueprint has been done before”, 
says Parrino. But what it does do 
is present these concepts in a way 
that showcases how they are inter-
linked and can be combined to help 
the industry work towards creating 
carbon-negative datacentres.

“It takes best practices across 
every possible category, ties them 
together and shows people how 
they relate to each other,” he says. 
“We’re only referencing best prac-

tices where there’s evidence, where there’s case studies and 
where there are resources for people to go to. What we’re doing 
for the first time is tying it together in a way that anyone – be 
that a regulatory body or a building manager or datacentre man-
ager – can see everything they need to take into account to build 
greener datacentres.”

“itreneW is refurbishinG very 
hiGh-end equipment that has 

only been utilised to 15-20% 
of its capacity. reusinG and 

refurbishinG this equipment is 
not just the riGht thinG to do – 

it’s the must thinG to do”
crIstIAn pArrIno, openuk
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The Patchwork Kilt model also reinforces the fact that the data-
centre industry has all the know-how and technical components it 
needs to support the growth of a digital economy with little to no 
environmental impact at all, but it continues to ignore it, says the 
SDIA’s Schulze. “Even though I’m not a fan of unlimited consump-
tion, it is theoretically possible, if people follow its principles, to 
have an industry for the first time on this planet that drives 
economic growth with no physical resource consump-
tion,” he says. “I can sell my knowledge online to 
somebody in Asia if I want to, and make money 
without flying there, for example. And the 
digital world is the greatest opportunity for 
creating a sustainable economy that we 
have, but we need to ask the right ques-
tions about infrastructure.”

One might argue that the looming and 
very real threat of climate disaster should 
be enough of a motivator for operators 
to act, but behavioural change will be dif-
ficult to achieve if there is no incentive to  
change, says OpenUK’s Parrino. “For behav-
ioural change to happen, you need to make the 
desired behaviour more compelling and easier than 
the current way of doing things. Coming up with a mecha-
nism that makes them repeat it enough times that it becomes part 
of the routine – that’s the key,” he says. “Where infrastructure is 
concerned, it’s about making it more convenient and easier, and 
regulation is one way of making a behaviour more compelling.”

And according to Schulze, regulatory intervention is on the hori-
zon. “Society and business can’t exist without digital infrastruc-
ture, which is very similar [in terms of importance] to energy, 
railroads and other utilities,” he says. “And what have all public 
goods got in common? They are all highly regulated, and [the sec-
tor] will see a lot more regulation.”

He adds: “I know for a fact that the European Union, for 
example, is looking at this and digital infrastructure 

will be regulated like a public good so that it is 
sustainable, good for society and good for the 

environment, so that business practices that 
don’t align with that will not be permitted in 

digital infrastructure any more.”
Another factor that might compel oper-

ators to change how they do things is if 
the way they operate proves off-putting 
to IT buyers in the future, which could 

happen – as the amount of climate change 
activism going on in the world has ramped 

up, and the impact of climate change events 
become ever more visible in the media.

Parrino adds: “I am very close to the youth 
movement and their rhetoric and narrative has 

gone from ‘let’s try to influence the people in the room to 
change’ to realising that the people in the room are never going to 
be influenced. So, businesses that don’t act in the right way will 
be left behind, because the generation who will own the wallets in 
the next 10-20 years are not going to deal with them any more.” n
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The Knut and Alice Wallenberg Foundation supports 
several innovative projects in Sweden, and one of the 
most notable is the Wallenberg AI, Autonomous Sys-
tems and Software Programme (Wasp), the country’s 

biggest research project to date. 
Michael Felsberg is part of that project. A professor at Sweden’s 

Linköping University, Felsberg is also head of the university’s 
computer vision laboratory. Much of his research in artificial 
intelligence (AI) is funded as part of Wasp. 

While Felsberg sits on several committees that support the 
overall Wasp project, his own work is focused on perception and 
machine learning. He has been conducting research in AI for 
more than two decades and has observed first-hand the cycles 
of funding and general interest in areas of scientific research – 
especially those that capture public attention. 

A good example is the research around autonomous vehicles, 
which, according to Felsberg, started more than 40 years ago. 
Trials on self-driving cars began in the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, he says, and serious prototypes were developed by Ernst 
Dickmanns in the 1980s. But most people didn’t start hearing 
about the possibility of self-driving cars until the early 2000s.

Hype cycleS wreak Havoc on reSearcH funding 
And then, just 15 years ago, there was so much media hype 
around the topic that investors began to lose interest in aca-
demic research in the field because it no longer seemed neces-
sary. That thinking was strongly influenced by press announce-
ments from companies – especially from emerging brands such 

sweDish researcher cuts 
through the hype arounD 

autonomous vehicLes 
Linköping University’s Michael Felsberg makes realistic predictions 

about when self-driving cars will become available. Pat Brans reports 
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as Tesla. Industrial players and the media seemed to be implying 
that all that was left to do was fine-tuning and implementation – 
and that manufacturers would be rolling out the first self-driving 
cars in the very near future. 

“That’s typical with new technology,” says Felsberg. 
“Companies do a lot of PR and oversell their contributions to 
the domain. This leads to a general 
misunderstanding among the pub-
lic, which in turn leads to depression 
within the research area. Too many 
investors buy into the hype and 
mistakenly believe it is no longer an 
area for academic research – that it’s 
now in the hands of industry. When 
investors start thinking like that, 
nobody dares to ask for funding.

“But then, what is also typical 
is that some major failure occurs 
in a commercial system – or a 
breakthrough occurs in the little 
bit of academic research that is 
still going on despite the depression. Then everybody becomes 
concerned about what is perceived as a new problem, which, 
in fact, serious researchers had been recognising as a problem 
all along. Suddenly, people call for more academic research to 
figure out a solution.”

“What is lacking in our society is an appreciation for classi-
cal academic research. Doing basic research – enabling all these 

breakthroughs – means doing a lot of groundwork. This takes 
many years, and many generations of PhD students.”

For Felsberg, these cycles of bashing an area and then overhyp-
ing it are bad for scientific development. Progress would be bet-
ter served if these peaks and valleys were levelled off to maintain 
steady pace in these fields that are getting so much attention. 

Sometimes serious researchers, 
who are patiently plugging away 
at major problems, speak up – but 
their voices are often no more than 
a whisper amidst the market noise.

For example, in 2008, in an 
interview for Swedish television, 
Felsberg was asked if his children 
would ever need a driver’s licence. 
His response was that they would 
certainly need a licence because 
fully autonomous vehicles – that 
is, level 5 autonomous vehicles – 
would not be available within 10 
years, despite what companies 

were saying at that time. Nobody paid much attention to his 
prediction at that time, even though it was spot on. 

Now, in 2022, Felsberg still believes that although many of the 
easiest problems for autonomous vehicles have been solved, 
there are still a lot of hard problems that are nowhere near 
resolution. Level 5 automation, in which vehicles do not require 
human attention, is still a long way off. 
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“What is lackinG in our society 
is an appreciation for classical 

academic research. doinG 
basic research – enablinG all 
these breakthrouGhs – means 
doinG a lot of GroundWork”
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Still many iSSueS to overcome 
According to Felsberg, several big problems still stand in the way 
of fully autonomous vehicles – image classification, for example. 
“We know for each image, this is a bicycle, this is a dog and this is 
a car,” he says. “The images are hand-labelled by humans and the 
annotated images are used to train image recognition systems.”

The current generation of AI algorithms requires a period of 
supervised learning before a system can be deployed. In prepara-
tion for this phase, an army of annotators is needed to label the 
images for a given application. Images are annotated with not 
only the name of the class of objects the algorithm should look 
for, but also the location of the object within the image. 

For large-scale industrial use of AI, this amount of annotation is 
impractical – it should at least be possible to provide a sequence 
of images that have a car in them without having to indicate where 
the car is. It should also be possible for an algorithm to recognise 
a partially obscured object – for example, a man standing behind 
a bench with only his upper body visible should be recognised as 
a man. While recognition of partially obscured objects is a subject 
of ongoing basic research, it is not currently ready for production. 

For autonomous vehicles to work on a large scale, algorithms 
should be able to recognise new classes of objects without hav-
ing to undergo another round of supervised training. It takes too 
much time and effort to re-label the huge volumes of data. It 
would be much better if the algorithm could learn to recognise the 
new class after it has been deployed. But researchers have yet to 
come up with a solid way of doing this process, which is referred 
to as “class incremental learning”. 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Michael Felsberg says there are still a number of  
problems to solve surrounding self-driving vehicles
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“Let’s say we have an image classification system that 
detects cars and suddenly we have a new type of vehicle like 
the e-scooter, which has become very popular recently,” says 
Felsberg. “The new class of object will not be recognised 
because it was not known at the time the system was built. But 
now we have to add it, which means going through supervised 
training once again. This is unac-
ceptable. We really need to add 
the new class of objects on the fly.”

Another issue is the sheer volume 
of training data and the amount of 
computation needed to process 
that data. An enormous amount of 
energy is consumed for training AI 
systems because machine learn-
ing is often performed in a “brute 
force” manner.

“If AI is to be used on the scale needed for autonomous vehi-
cles, it would be necessary to have more efficient hardware 
that consumes less energy during the machine learning pro-
cess,” says Felsberg. “We would also need better strategies for 
machine learning, methods that work better than just parameter 
sweeping, which is what is done today.”

big legal and etHical iSSueS remain unSolved 
“Another issue is continual learning or lifelong learning in AI 
systems,” says Felsberg. “Unfortunately, many mechanisms for 
machine learning cannot be used in this incremental way. You 

would like to spend around 90% of the training time before you 
release the system and then the remaining 10% while it’s alive 
to improve it. But not all systems support this – and it also brings 
about some issues around quality control.

“I would say the most common version of how this would work 
is that a car supplier has software in the car that has been pro-

duced during a certain year, maybe 
when the car is initially built. Then, 
when the car is brought into ser-
vice, it gets new software. 

“Quite possibly, the machine 
learning methods have improved 
in the meantime – and in any case, 
they will have retrained the system 
to some extent. They will push the 
software update into the car, and 
that will include the results of the 

new training. It is not clear how these upgrades will be certi-
fied and where liability lies when the inevitable mistakes occur. 
How do you do a quality check on a system that is continuously 
changing?” he adds.

Ultimately, cars will upload new data to the cloud to be used 
for training. The advantage of this approach will be the large 
quantity of new data and the shared learning. But here again, 
there are challenges around quality assurance, and there are 
problems around protecting the privacy of the car owner. 

“Associated with quality checks is the idea of an AI being able 
to provide a confidence level, or uncertainty, when it makes a 
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“it is not clear hoW [softWare]
upGrades Will be certified and 
Where liability lies When the 

inevitable mistakes occur”
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decision,” says Felsberg. “You want the system to make a deci-
sion and indicate a confidence level, or an estimate probability 
that it is right. We would also like to know the reason a system 
made a certain decision. This second concept is called explain-
able AI. We want to both understand what is happening in this 
system and we would like that system to tell us how it made the 
decision and how certain it is about its decision.

“We have identified a number of these very fundamental 
issues that are very hard to address. There will not be immediate 
progress on all these fronts within the next two years. Some of 
them might last until the next loop of the hype. Maybe in seven 
years, there will be a new hype of machine learning after a period 
of depression in between. Then people will still work on these 
problems. That’s not unusual, though – most of the hard prob-
lems are revisited multiple times before they are really solved.

“These are just some of the open problems today – and we 
were already working on them before the most recent big hype,” 
Felsberg adds.

Society’S inSiStence on autonomouS veHicleS may prevail 
During the big hypes, the general public thinks that because 
there has been huge progress, research is no longer required. 
This attitude is toxic because implementation may start before 
the technology is ready. 

Also, this only addresses the technical aspects of autono-
mous vehicles. There are still just as many ethical and liability 
questions to resolve. When is the driver responsible and when 
is the manufacturer responsible? These issues are in the hands 
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Autonomous vehicles must provide 
a level of confidence that they can 
make quick and safe decisions  
in every moment if they are  
to become mainstream
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of insurance companies and law-makers. Academic researchers 
already have enough work to do. 

According to Felsberg, the Knut and Alice Wallenberg 
Foundation is a patient investor. It tries to battle the huge hypes 
and to smooth out the landscape to fund basic research on a 
whole, even during periods when this is not the most popular 
topic, because it uses experts in the respective areas to under-
stand where it is important to invest. In this way, the founda-
tion was aware of many requirements before they were publicly 
known in the media. 

“A good strategy for research is to build technologies that 
companies can use 10 years later to develop products that 
change the world,” says Felsberg. “Regarding whether a child 

born today will ever need a driver’s licence, that will be about 
15 or 16 years from now, which is about two hype cycles into the 
future. The technology still won’t be ready, but companies will 
force it to work anyway. 

“Even if the technology is not sufficiently mature to do the 
job of autonomous driving everywhere, I believe that the soci-
etal need for autonomous vehicles and people’s expectations 
will have grown so much by then that companies will force it 
to work. The technology will not be completely ready, but it 
will be put to use with all its deficits. There will be certain limi-
tations and there will be workarounds to avoid the unsolved 
problems. Society will insist – and this time it will prevail,” 
Felsberg concludes. n
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More research is needed for the technology to be ready, but consumer 
expectations could push a quicker adoption of autonomous cars
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E arlier this year, McKinsey released a report called The 
data-driven enterprise of 2025, which illustrated the jour-
ney that organisations have to go on to reach the ideal 
of being able to make intelligent, informed decisions 

based on facts.
It’s a great idea, and for some businesses is probably achievable, 

but the reality could be very different if organisations don’t get a 
grip on data quality issues. If businesses persist with poor-quality 
data, decision-making will at best revert back to old-school 
tactics. So much for the data-driven enterprise.

It’s reminiscent of what CB Insights co-founder Anand Sawal 
said a few years ago when, talking about decision-making, the rise 
of data analytics and the need for business leaders to find a sweet 
spot between data and human experience, he said: “We joke with 
our clients that too often, these big strategic decisions rely on the 
three Gs – Google searches, guys with MBAs, and gut instinct.”

inaccurate and incomplete dataSetS
Of course, we’ve moved on since then, haven’t we? Not quite. As 
some recent research by enterprise intelligence firm Quantexa 
reveals, 95% of European organisations are “crippled by the 
data decision gap”, where “inaccurate and incomplete datasets” 
are undermining organisations’ ability to make accurate and  
trusted decisions.

Also, research by marketing analytics platform Adverity shows 
that 63% of chief marketing officers (CMOs) make decisions 
based on data, but 41% of marketing data analysts are “struggling 
to trust their data”.

why you can’t trust aLL 
Data-Driven Decisions
Companies often wish to be data-driven – but what if
the data isn’t right? Marc Ambasna-Jones says data

democratisation could be part of the solution
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The Adverity report suggests misplaced optimism among mar-
keting departments, with two-thirds identifying as “analytically 
mature”, and yet, for 68%, data reports are spreadsheet-based. 
Manual data wrangling is a big challenge that many organisations 
are having to contend with. As the report says: “The number of 
manual processes the dataset goes through must be called into 
question. If data is being transferred from Facebook and LinkedIn 
to Excel and then into PowerPoint, 
this creates more cracks for human 
error to seep in.”

data diStruSt
Chris Hyde, global head of data 
solutions at data management firm 
Validity, cites a customer example 
where high volumes of duplicate 
records were creating data distrust 
and an increased workload. Akamai 
Technologies manually verified 
data, made updates and merged 
duplicates on a daily basis, he says, leading to an overhaul of the 
customer relationship management (CRM) system to enable 
easier access to data management tools.

This sort of thing is only made worse by organisations amass-
ing larger data volumes from internal and external sources, but 
not joining the data points. As Vishal Marria, founder and CEO 
of Quantexa, points out, this problem is exacerbated as business 
leaders look to increase growth via mergers and acquisitions, for 

example, and in the process inherit additional data silos into an 
existing fragmented data cluster.

“Data is only useful if it is managed in the right way, and legacy 
technologies – which are typically rules-based and reliant on 
batch processing – are falling short,” says Marria.

The Covid-19 pandemic has only made things worse. 
Validity’s Hyde cites a statistic from his firm’s The state of CRM 

data health in 2022 ebook, whereby 
79% of respondents agree that 
data decay has increased as a 
result of the pandemic.

He says a lot of this has to do 
with employees transitioning into 
new roles and, in turn, their phone 
numbers, addresses and job titles 
changing with them. Also, with 
more remote working, office loca-
tions and addresses are becom-
ing irrelevant.

All of this means that lead and 
contact information in the CRM system is rapidly going stale, and 
team members who stay behind face growing workloads as their 
co-workers leave.

For many organisations, this inability to cope with change 
is symptomatic of poor data management plans and pro-
cesses. Organisations can’t make decisions that are truly 
data-driven without a solid, leadership-backed approach to 
data management.

DATA-DRIVEN ENTERPRISE

“data is only useful if it is 
manaGed in the riGht Way, and 
leGacy technoloGies – typically 

rules-based and reliant on batch 
processinG – are fallinG short”
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Hyde says: “Although they may claim to, many companies 
are enabling unethical practices by not making data manage-
ment a priority.”

boiling tHe ocean
It’s a common theme. Are business leaders giving data man-
agement enough oxygen to ensure data is accurate? There is a 
sense that many organisations have been tick-boxing data qual-
ity and not really focusing efforts on the most business-critical 
data. However, there is evidence that this is changing. More 
firms are now realising that striving for 100% data accuracy is 
difficult and expensive.

Lori Witzel, director of research for analytics and data man-
agement at Tibco Software, says: “Historically, data qual-
ity has been a risk-and-cost-management technology driven 
by IT, with deduplication to save costs for storage and data 
movement, and accuracy to manage compliance for regula-
tions like GDPR [General Data Protection Regulation] and 
COPPA [Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act].

“But there is a new trend to democratise data quality so 
business stakeholders can focus project scope and self-serve, 
based on the importance of data quality for insights genera-
tion,” she says, adding that this shift accompanies the move 
away from data management teams “boiling the ocean”.

“Rather than seek perfect data quality organisation-wide, 
scope is tightened to just what is needed for important 
insights,” says Witzel. “If improving customer experience 
is high-value, you need a 360-degree view of customer 
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engagement, with a data quality project to unify the different 
identifiers for a given customer.”

Witzel agrees it is difficult to build a 360-degree view of a 
customer without smart master data management to automati-
cally detect and resolve mismatches. “Once a ‘golden record’ is 
built, data virtualisation can then provide analytics workflows 
with the 360-degree customer 
view required to improve customer 
experience,” she says.

Of course, in reaching this point, 
we are making a few assumptions. 
Democratising data still demands 
a degree of data literacy across an 
organisation to really make it work. 

departmental data training
Given the shortage of data scientists, 
the requirement for departmental 
data training is only increasing, but 
this takes time and is not really the root of the overall issue. A 
lack of proactivity and leadership leads to poor data founda-
tions, which is undermining attempts to maintain data, lead-
ing to a firefighting approach with inevitable consequences.

Patrick Peinoit, principal product manager at data manage-
ment supplier Talend, supports the need for more proactivity 
(something that the UK government data quality site demands), 
saying that organisations need to check and measure data 
quality before the data gets into their systems. “Accessing and 

monitoring data across internal, cloud, web and mobile applica-
tions is a huge undertaking,” he says. “The only way to scale that 
kind of monitoring across those types of systems is by embed-
ding data quality processes and controls throughout the entire 
data journey. This approach can additionally help to scale data 
quality as amounts and varieties of data increase.”

data democratiSation
Like Tibco’s Witzel, Peinoit believes 
there is a need for better collabora-
tion within organisations towards 
democratisation of data, but too 
many businesses are not gearing 
the data towards those that need 
it most. This collaboration issue 
between the lines of business and 
IT, as well as between the differ-
ent lines of business, means that 
not only do they not have the right 

data, but they also don’t understand it and don’t always trust it.
According to a Talend survey released in 2021, only 40% of 

executives say they always trust the data they work with, sup-
porting Peinoit’s claim for organisations to build more collabora-
tive data quality cultures.

But how is this done? Peinoit suggests “taking a holistic approach 
to data management to properly manage the entire data lifecycle”, 
as well as driving greater data awareness and understanding by 
centralising the data office function, for example. “Data quality is 

DATA-DRIVEN ENTERPRISE

“once a ‘Golden record’ is built, 
data virtualisation can provide 
analytics With the 360-deGree 

customer vieW required to 
improve customer experience”

lorI WItzel, tIBco soFtWAre

http://www.computerweekly.com
https://www.techtarget.com/searchdatamanagement/definition/data-virtualization
https://www.techtarget.com/whatis/definition/data-literacy
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/data-quality-assessment-pitfalls
https://www.techtarget.com/searchdatamanagement/definition/data-virtualization
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a team sport,” he says. “It’s impossible for a single person or 
team to manage an entire organisation’s data successfully.”

One answer, Peinoit suggests, is self-service, which he says is a 
good way to scale data quality standards. “Self-service applica-
tions like data preparation and data stewardship can allow any-
one to access a dataset and cleanse, standardise, transform or 
enrich the data,” he says. “Putting in place data quality rules to 
bring business context in the detection and in the resolution of 
issues, or an overall data governance approach linked to meta-
data management, can also solve this issue.

“Intelligent capabilities or workflows with machine learning tech-
nologies, for example, can help apply quality controls automati-
cally – masking, access management, and so on – and scale data 
quality throughout the development of data-driven initiatives.”

Another answer is automation. Inevitably, machine learning 
will play a significant role as data volumes are increasing, but this 
will only work if datasets are not disjointed. Without a systems 
overhaul, it is almost inevitable that manual data input and qual-
ity checking will remain. “The question of manual jobs versus 

automated ones is important,” says Quantexa’s Marria. “What is 
the best augmentation mix to achieve the best results?”

There’s no one-size-fits-all solution, but there needs to be an 
attitude shift, a desire to recognise what is going wrong and how 
to build for a data-driven future. “For a large organisation with 
vast volumes of data, manual work is extremely demanding and 
often leads to inaccuracy and incompleteness in the datasets,” 
Marria adds. “By automating elements of those resource-heavy 
tasks – such as transaction monitoring, claims investigations 
and know-your-customer processes – artificial intelligence and 
machine learning are able to extrapolate insights and create a sin-
gle, 360-degree view of the customer data.”

McKinsey sees AI as having an increasingly pivotal role in ensur-
ing good data quality. In a 2021 survey, it found 40% of businesses 
were using AI for this purpose, with 45% using AI for data govern-
ance. That is to be expected, but AI is not a silver bullet for data 
quality issues and indeed decision-making. It will take much more 
than that – leadership, culture, collaboration, data literacy and 
experience – to ensure the data foundations are laid correctly. n 
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“data quality is a team sport.  
it’s impossible for a sinGle person 
or team to manaGe an entire 
orGanisation’s data successfully”
pAtrIck peInoIt, tAlend

http://www.computerweekly.com
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-analytics/our-insights/global-survey-the-state-of-ai-in-2021
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❯Read more on the Downtime blog.

Send Mark to Coventry
An exhibition at the UK City of Culture festival in Coventry 
has this month been offering attendees the chance to see the 
city through the eyes of one of its late-1980s clubbers, via the 
transcendent power of virtual reality.

In pursuit of repetitive beats was created by visual artist Darren 
Emerson, who aims to deliver its audience a multi-sensory experi-
ence that recreates the nascent days of the wob.

“Everyone I interviewed for this was raving in those early days 
of ’89 and every one of them talked about the adventure,” he said. 

“Even if they didn’t find the party, it was about getting out there. 
Driving two or three hours up and down the motorway. Organisers 
would avoid the police by having meeting points so you wouldn’t 
know until the last minute. You could be going up the M1 to find 
out you’d need to go back to London as the party was there.”

It’s the first time we’ve fully understood the true purpose of 
this technology: to seize the means of production from Mark 
Zuckerberg and watch him struggle to keep pace with young 
people for the purposes of Meta’s promotional material, upping 
the ante from listening to Billie Eilish to manoeuvring his body to 
Orbital while swigging bottles of water at illegal raves.

We want to see this catching on to the point of cultural 
commentators of the future giving school lectures on Coventry’s 
role in subverting Meta’s twee interpretation of human desire –
namely playing cards in space as a robot – much like it turned Pete 
Waterman’s grasp of the music industry on its head when he paid 
a visit to The Eclipse back in 1992. n
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http://www.computerweekly.com
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/technology-61400680
https://mixmag.net/feature/coventry-virtual-reality-acid-house-1989-city-of-culture-vr
https://mixmag.net/feature/coventry-virtual-reality-acid-house-1989-city-of-culture-vr
https://coventry2021.co.uk/what-s-on/in-pursuit-of-repetitive-beats/#map
https://youtu.be/SrhbileSWHg
https://youtu.be/SAL2JZxpoGY
https://youtu.be/Thr8PUAQuag?t=246
https://youtu.be/Thr8PUAQuag?t=246

