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Data is now everywhere as just about every
aspect of our lives becomes increasingly
mobile and social. Globally, about 1.3 billion
smartphones were sold last year and two
out of every three Australians has one in
their bag or pocket. Facebook’s ‘like’ button
is pressed more than 2.7 billion times every
day, while Twitter processed more than
140,000 tweets per second at its peak.
Then there’s YouTube, LinkedIn, Instagram,
Pinterest and a host of other, smaller
social networks that are rapidly gaining in
popularity. This insatiable thirst to discover
information and share it is fuelling a new
wave of growth in the amount of potentially
valuable data that businesses have access

to.

Google uses analytics to continuously
improve the performance of its predictive
search according to your personal
preferences, Amazon to recommend other
products you might be interested in and
Spotify to create playlists of songs you're
probably going to like. When you next
look at a property on a real estate website,
analytics help identify which other suburbs
you're likely to consider, while car sites use
the same tactics to identify other makes and

models you might buy.
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Wearable technologies are blurring boundaries

between the physical and virtual worlds and
everything around us is becoming connected
- cars, televisions, fridges and even the power
meters in our homes. Then there's regular
business performance data, which continues to
grow exponentially and must also be scoured for
fresh insights. IDC analysts estimate that if all of
the world’s data in 2013 was stored on tablet
computers it would stretch two-thirds of the way
to the moon. By 2020 the same stack would get

there and back more than three times.

Sifting through the vast volumes of available
data, and generating actionable insight from
multiple sources, is one of the biggest drivers of
competitive advantage in modern business. The
greatest value lies in discovering these valuable
patterns before your rivals. What is the must-
have feature the next version of your flagship
product must include? Which members of your
team are most likely to leave the business during
the next six months and should you be fighting to
keep them or looking for a suitable replacement?
What's the next position you should be looking to
hire? A talented data analyst can help you make
more informed business decisions when faced
with these and many other scenarios. So it's no

surprise they've never been in higher demand.
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Data analysts were once found

primarily in the I'T department before
the broader business community
became aware of their potential
value. Now you're just as likely to
find them working in marketing, sales,
product development or even human
resources. For three years running, an
annual Gartner survey of global clients
has identified enhancing customer
experience and improving process
efficiency as the two biggest areas of

focus for business.
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“The most dramatic changes are in

enhancing customer experience,
especially in transportation,
healthcare, insurance, media and

communications, retail, and banking,’
Gartner research director Lisa Kart says.
‘Another area where we see an increase is
using big data to develop information products,
where organisations are looking to monetise
their data. This is especially true among IT
vendors, government and manufacturing.”

Banks, retailers, telecommunications
companies and government departments are
among those fighting to secure the services of
top talent. For major organisations like these,
which handle large numbers of customers, it

can be difficult to know which of your sales

and marketing tactics are working well. Which

ones need to be canned or reimagined? There's
a growing appetite to segment customer
bases and use big data to deliver insights that
improve the success of cross-sell and upsell
campaigns. Rivals like the Commonwealth
Bank and Westpac, Telstra and Optus or Coles
and Woolworths are already competing largely

on which has the better analytics.

Sifting through these massive sets of data
enables banks to identify which mortgage
features are most attractive to first-time
buyers, mobile phone operators use them to
improve the efficiency of their networks by
finding blackspots where lots of calls drop
out, while retailers use troves of information
from loyalty cards and other sources to build
an accurate picture of shopper preferences in

different postcodes.
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So what makes a great data analyst? Well they

most likely have a mathematical or scientific
background and are very good planners who
take a methodical approach to their work.
They're able to avoid distraction and can
quickly identify when it's time to change
direction after taking a wrong turn. They're
naturally curious and open minded, obsessed
with cause and effect, but also highly sceptical.
They're imaginative people and always have
one eye on the bigger picture. They can
clearly summarise and confidently present
their findings. All of these skills help them to
find meaningful patterns in what seems like

white noise to the rest of us.

Sounds like a great hire, right? Unfortunately,
they're also in short supply. Management
consultants at McKinsey & Company have
estimated there will be a shortage of 140,000
to 190,000 professionals with analytical
expertise in the US by 2018. More broadly,
they're predicting a shortfall of 1.5 million
managers with the skills to understand and
make decisions based on big data. Although
similar numbers for the Australian market
are not available, calculations based on
population size suggest a five-figure shortage
in analytical professionals and upwards of

100,000 managers in the same timeframe.
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AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES
ARE TRYING TO FILL THE

GAP WITH A WIDE RANGE
OF COURSES TARGETED AT
DEVELOPING THESE SKILLS

Supply and demand suggests the table stakes
to attract top talent in this field will continue to
rise. Specialist technology recruiter Greythorn
already estimates the salary of a senior data
analyst in Sydney at $120,000 or $130,000
in Melbourne. Data scientists are in even
shorter supply and can command salaries of

$150,000 in either city.

Australian universities are trying to fill the
gap with a wide range courses targeted at
developing those skills. These include a Master
of Data Science and Innovation at University
of Technology Sydney, Master of Business
Analytics at Deakin University and a Graduate
Diploma in Data Science at the University of
South Australia. More immediately, if you're
looking for somebody with the attributes to
be a good data analyst, you might start by
searching the graduate ranks. UK retailer
Tesco says it regularly looks for smart people
from these educational backgrounds to build

out its analytics teams.

Advances in technology are also making a

huge difference by making the black art of
analytics more accessible to people from
a much broader range of backgrounds.
Companies like Alteryx make the previously
onerous task of pulling disparate sources of
data together much easier than ever before,
while Tableau lets people turn mind-numbing
spreadsheets into visuals that bring concepts
to life. Armed with these new weapons, the
data analyst who can unlock your company’s

true potential might be closer to hand than

you think.
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