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What’s in your big data? 

| By Drew West

ing to unprofitable projects.
Big data, little leverage. Researchers consider data “big” 

if its volume creates severe challenges in aggregating and 
analyzing it. Your internal big data is no different – so much 
data, in so many places, with so much possible interpretation 
that any planner might hesitate to use it. Makes sense. But 
what happens instead?

Planners rely on experience, judgment (or gut) to scope 
work, staff jobs or develop budgets. But this guesswork leads 
to inefficient work and unprofitable time. We see research 
firms of all kinds:

• Ignore the past. The business-development manager who can’t 
review the profitability of past work can’t determine if the 
same scope is still accurate for identical project tasks in the new 
proposal. 
Risk: When the actual work takes longer, does the firm have to absorb the 
cost of that time?

• Neglect the present. The resource planner who can’t deter-
mine actual time-to-complete status on open jobs doesn’t have 
an accurate view of true resource capacity. 
Risk: Firms with capacity concerns may postpone or choose not pursue new 
revenue opportunities.

• Avoid the future. The project manager who can’t anticipate 
the pipeline’s expected resource needs may assign resources 
to other tasks. 

Market research organizations must react to slower growth and lower margins 

brought by commoditization, clients’ reduced budgets and proliferation of self-service 

research tools. Delivering exceptional research is one way to stand apart. But to sur-

vive and still profit, research agencies still need greater efficiency and cost-savings. In 

this article, author Drew West, director, product marketing at Deltek, a Herndon, Va., 

provider of enterprise software and information solutions, draws from his experience 

helping research organizations such as Millward Brown and Chadwick Martin Bailey 

to explain how a research firm’s own internal “big data” can help it 1) accurately plan 

projects, 2) efficiently deliver the work and 3) effectively evaluate results. — Joseph 

Rydholm, Quirk’s editor 

A path to accurate plans 

A profitable research project hinges on every worked hour, bill-
able or non-billable. With the pressures facing your research 

organization, wouldn’t you like all projects as profitable as pos-
sible? Since nobody plans for an hour to be unprofitable, maybe 
your plans need better information.

Big data – inside your firm. Think of all the operations in-
formation created during your research projects – from proposal 
to execution, on to delivery and finally, invoicing. Imagine how 
much internal data about past projects and current work is being 
created at each step. But if your data is typically spread across 
many different systems, it loses all relationships among scope, 
resources, time, expenses or revenue – and leaves planners with 
an incomplete picture of the firm’s activity. So proposals, resource 
schedules or project budgets are unguided and inaccurate – lead-
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• Future. Evaluating the likelihood of proposed future work 
determines if capacity is sufficient – and guides immediate 
staffing, medium-term resource planning or long-term financial 
budgeting decisions.

Moving ahead – look inside. Is your firm gaining a planning 
advantage from its own internal big data? Consider past research 
projects that didn’t have the profit you’d like. In hindsight, can 
you identify some ways more accurate planning might have helped 
avoid the issues that dragged down profit?

Now, turn to your internal data. See how it’s being used 
in the planning process. Find out what information plan-
ners have – and need – to establish views of the cause-effect 
relationships so critical to planning. If barriers among your 
internal big data prevent you from taking full advantage, 
look for ways to p n ull it all together.

Next we will address ways to use internal big data to help your 
research projects deliver the profit margin you expect. 

A path to profi table projects 
Our first installment addressed accurate planning, through better 
use of your organization’s very own big data. But even the most 
accurate plans face change – like increased scope, unexpected 
expense or shifting resources. So moving on from planning, we 
can use that same internal big data to deliver work – efficiently 
and profitably. 

Data is big if its volume makes it challenging to aggregate and 
analyze. When it comes to project delivery, many market research 
organizations face big-data issues across internal systems. Project 
visibility in most organizations is usually fractured: proposals in 
one place, projects in another, resource plans in spreadsheets and 
financial results locked in the back-office. These unnatural project 
life cycle boundaries are what limit visibility, making work inef-
ficient and unprofitable. 

Such poor visibility makes managing change far more difficult. 
First, project managers fail to recognize the negative impact until 
it’s too late for corrective action. Second, they unknowingly make 
poor management decisions. For market research organizations of 
all types and sizes, disconnected big data is typically:

• Inaccurate. Organizations simply can’t see – or can’t trust – 
their resource plans, current work, estimated time to complete 
or their expected results. Duplicate information spread across 
systems (like tasks in both a proposal and also a project plan) 
is redundant and not trustworthy. Worse, information like 
worked hours is inputted long after the fact (if at all) and often 
not posted correctly to the client/task. 

  Risk: How could a project manager know that a research project is taking 
longer than expected or that scope has exceeded budget?

• Invisible. Work-in-process status changes constantly as projects 
progress, yet gaps between project data and financial systems 
mean the anticipated results aren’t immediately updated. Often 
budget metrics like expected margin or staff utilization are hid-
den from project managers, and critical milestones, like billing 
events, pass unnoticed. 

  Risk: Is the project manager unknowingly bringing profitability into the red 
by adding a freelance resource? Is the freelancer even needed – or are avail-

Risk: If the new business is won, will the necessary resources be available?

Wouldn’t visibility to past work, current jobs and even 
planned work would lead to more accurate plans? Planners of all 
kinds need better ways to aggregate data, analyze it and decide on 
the best plan.

Aggregate – bring it together. The above examples illustrate 
the many cause-effect relationships within your internal big data. 
The problem is, they’re mostly unexposed because the underlying 
data is typically spread across so many different systems – such as 
a business-development system, a project-management tool, some 
kind of timekeeping spreadsheet and perhaps a separate financial 
package. (Big data – on lots of little islands!) These disconnected 
systems also have duplicate data (so you don’t know which to 
trust) or outdated information (so status isn’t accurate). No won-
der planners can’t aggregate the planning information they need!

A path to better plans means bringing your firm together on 
a single management system. That way, the critical relationships 
among information are established across the entire firm.

Analyze – see the whole picture. From front-office to back-
office, across all stages of the research project, planners need the 
full context – easily visible and always current.

• New business. Not all planners need direct access to the 
pipeline, but necessary pipeline details should transfer to a 
resource-planning view, to a finance view, etc. 

• People. Planners must see what people are working on – and 
what they’ve done in the past, their unique skills and even 
kinds of work they aspire to do.

• Projects. Have a complete project view – the tasks and who’s 
working (or worked) on them, work completed and work 
remaining. Be able to identify actual margin against expected 
margin – so anticipated results of current work can guide deci-
sions about upcoming work.

• Time. Almost all plans must rely on worked hours in some way. 
Ensure time capture is immediate, accurate and complete. 

• Clients. Planners need multiple lenses into your firm’s rela-
tionship with the client – work done, work planned, work-in-
process – along with results of past work and complete history 
of the resources involved. 

• Financial results. Of course, reasonably expose financial 
results like profitability (past and expected) to help planners 
guide decisions.

Decide – past, present, future. Constantly-growing informa-
tion about past history, present status and future plans evolve 
your internal data into big data. Why not leverage all three con-
texts in your planning decisions?

• Past. Leveraging history leads to more accurate proposals. See 
which resources were used, how long work took against expecta-
tions, how profitable it was. 

• Present. Even as “right now” constantly changes, an accurate 
view of current work-in-process gives an equally accurate view 
of current resource capacity. Nimbly adjust resources across 
tasks, assign them to new work, eliminate unnecessary down-
time and avoid expensive contract resources.
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on-demand monitoring: dashboards are great but make these 
available on both desktops and mobile devices, with links to 
deeper details.

• Guidance. When possible, provide options that guide decision 
makers to the best choices (like internal resource versus free-
lancer or when to bill) which of course require various forms of 
automated decision-support processes among your aggregated 
project data.

Moving ahead – look inside. Is your firm gaining a delivery 
advantage from its own internal big data? Consider past research 
projects that didn’t have the profit you expected. In hindsight, 
can you identify some ways better project management might 
have helped avoid the issues that dragged down profit? If barri-
ers among your internal big data don’t establish the views project 
managers need to identify potential profit issues – and keep small 
problems from becoming big issues – look for ways to pull the right 
project views together.

Next we’ll address ways to use internal big data to help you 
evaluate your firm’s performance across the entire organization.

A path to better results 
Since profitable work hinges on accurate plans and efficient 
delivery, wouldn’t you like a highly repeatable formula to achieve 
both? Considering a project’s many variables  – like the client, 
scope, resources or manager – you might think “highly repeatable” 
is unlikely and a “formula” also unrealistic. (You are, after all, 
conducting dynamic research – not manufacturing pencils.) While 
neither project planning nor delivery is an exact science, deep 
within your organization’s internal big data is insight for avoiding 
past mistakes and for repeating historical successes. 

Looking back. Consider a past project that didn’t have the re-
sults you’d hoped for. Perhaps profit margin didn’t meet the goal, 
the work took too long or failed to delight the client or resource 
utilization wasn’t on target. Surely you don’t want this happening 
again – but can you prevent it? Was it a scope change, unplanned 
expenses or misaligned resources? Among all these related con-
tributing factors, isolating the true root cause helps you prevent 
it from happening again – so that future work won’t be similarly 
affected.

Looking ahead. Now think ahead to work you’re might take 
on. Especially in today’s environment, you’d like the price com-
petitive and the work profitable – and need to plan for both. Being 
certain of either means knowing what’s historically led to suc-
cessful outcomes. By going beyond merely copying a similar past 
engagement – like scope, pricing or perhaps the involved resources 
– exposing the patterns of continually successful combinations 
might unearth (yes) a formulaic approach that could be used in 
planning all new engagements.

Neither is easy. But many research organizations struggle 
to isolate the real issues of the past and from them, learn repeat-
able approaches to drive successful future results. Answers lie 
deep within the organization’s operational big data, the nearly 
infinite isolated transactions resulting from countless individual 
tasks which together accumulate thousands of worked hours by 
perhaps hundreds of resources across years of work – and each 
hour’s profitability hidden deep within the financial records. As 

able internal resources hidden elsewhere in the organization?
• Inefficient. Clients hire you for research, not clerical work – so 
administrative time creates cost but not revenue. Yet unreliable 
information and unclear status mean unnecessary meetings, 
cumbersome e-mail or time-consuming phone calls to make 
seemingly simple decisions. 

  Risk: How long does it take to determine if a resource is available? To know 
if a project phase is ready to bill – and for what amount?

Wouldn’t organization-wide visibility lead to better decisions, 
less administrative expense and more profitable projects? Your 
project managers need better ways to aggregate information, ana-
lyze it and make the best decisions.

Aggregate – bring it together. Good management decisions 
are based on likely outcomes but cause-effect relationships are un-
exposed in many research organizations because underlying data 
is in so many different places. So first on the path to profitable 
projects? A single, shared organization-wide view of all projects, 
which must be: 

• Top-to-bottom. From senior leaders to managers and even 
individual resources, bring appropriate access to project status 
– so each has an accurate view of completed work and remain-
ing effort.

• Granular. Projects are groups of tasks; all related and each 
impacting progress or profit. Establish granular, task-level vis-
ibility – expandable into details or collapsible into summaries.

• Prompt and current. Prompted notifications make informa-
tion current. Eliminate delays by using workflows to enforce 
immediate input of crucial worked hours, so information is 
current and trusted.

Analyze – know what’s happening. People at all levels of your 
firm will act decisively when they know what’s expected – and 
can see how their anticipated results compare.

• Expectations. Perhaps you have organization-wide utilization 
goals, yet profitability targets vary by geography or service line. 
Arbitrary goals motivate no one, so have flexibility to set these 
appropriately – with easily visible targets that expose clear 
expectations for projects and individuals. 

• Outcomes. Employees need to see their actual performance 
versus their goals. Constantly calculate and immediately pub-
lish current performance against targets – like utilization or 
billability – even for active work-in-process.

• Exceptions. Avoid the need for constant monitoring. Enable 
alerts against unacceptable thresholds – like a text advising the 
project manager that a project has dropped below acceptable 
profitability.

• Decide – quickly and confidently. Once you’ve brought 
together the right project visibility for all of your firm’s work 
and can see where action is needed, managers at all levels can 
quickly make the best decisions.

• Access. Information is useful only if people can access it. First, 
ensure consistency – perhaps with a single, unified approach 
across the entire firm. Next, publish in various forms, like 
e-mailing reports or pushing text alerts. Finally, provide easy, 
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context, aggregate information, not just data – a subtle yet dis-
tinct difference that brings more meaningful analysis to evaluat-
ing results.

Analyze. Analysis starts at the end result, which managers 
must be easily able to identify along any of multiple dimensions 
– like utilization by resource or profit margin by client, service 
line or even project task and any mix of these. Managers can then 
drill-in to expose what combination of resources, tasks, work and 
decisions led to the result. Despite the complex relationships, you 
want simplicity – analysis in straightforward layman’s terms 
and easy, efficient operation. Again, a unified system may prove 
helpful for this: Managers won’t have to fumble with complex 
analytical tools found atop most data warehouses, trip over 
boundaries between systems or decode incoherent database terms 
just to construct a simple query. Imagine a manager planning a 
project, easily able to not only ask but answer: For market research 
projects, which tasks are typically over-budget, what is the average 
tenure on those resources, the commonality among clients and the 
average budget overage? 

Decide. With data aggregated into meaningful information 
and organized for deep yet rapid analysis, decisions become the 
easy part. From the above example, the project manager sees other 
clients like hers are historically problematic, so she decides to 
adjust the task duration, staff the work with more senior skilled 
resources and set a budget alert to identify scope creep. Don’t you 
like the odds her project will bring the profit the organization 
expects?

Moving ahead – look inside. If your organization seems 
stuck in a cycle of repeating mistakes or inconsistent success, per-
haps you need better ways to evaluate your own internal big data. 
If your managers can’t seem to find truly meaningful information 
or leverage that information for better results, look for ways to 
pull it all together. Establish the connections between decisions 
and results and make it easy for your managers to expose those 
relationships. You’ll see continuous improvement in profitable 
results when managers at all levels can avoid repeating mistakes 
and foster consistent success. 

Drew West is director, product marketing in Deltek’s Woburn, Mass., 
office. He can be reached at 617-528-2331 or at andrewwest@
deltek.com.  For more information visit www.deltek.com.

we know, data is by definition big if its volume makes it difficult 
to aggregate and analyze – and many organizations face common 
challenges in their evaluating their operational big data:

• Disconnected. Big data, sure, but usually it’s unfortunately 
spread among several locations – like business development, 
resource management, project delivery and financial manage-
ment – creating information silos. Information loses context as 
workflow passes among the unnatural boundaries of multiple 
systems, so combining data is cumbersome, as is sustaining any 
relationships within it. 

• Duplicated. Lost in the good intentions of stand-alone systems 
is the fact that most overlap in some way. Perhaps a superfi-
cially good thing, these overlaps actually mean redundant data 
across different systems (like worked hours in a project man-
agement tool and also the back-office financials). But redun-
dant data isn’t always consistent – so information often must 
be reconciled before it can be trusted.

• Difficult. Once combined and reconciled, actually interpreting 
the data can be exceptionally difficult. Analytical tools preva-
lent in most research organizations aren’t typically pointed at 
internal data. Without an efficient click-click-click path to root 
causes behind issues or the reasons behind success, project man-
agers needing quick answers are unlikely to invest the time.

Wouldn’t bringing together your organization’s internal big 
data lead to a more meaningful evaluation of the past – and 
position your firm for profitable future results? To evaluate the 
past and better guide the future, your project managers need to 
aggregate internal big data, analyze it and decide what to do more 
(or less) of.

Aggregate. Evaluating results starts with bringing data 
together. For this, migrating to a unified project and financial 
management system may work better than using a traditional 
centralized data warehouse. Why? Your managers need insight 
that goes beyond merely combining data. While a data warehouse 
can combine data from several stand-alone systems, only a uni-
fied management system can maintain the relationships among 
clients, projects, people, work and results – without complex 
data-extraction and the risk of duplicate data. Since results are 
always connected to workflow, shouldn’t the data be? To keep this 
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