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A data quality solution? | can’t even see a problem.

“1f you think education is expensive, try ignorance” (Derek Bok)

One of the issues faced by any data quality practitioner whose field is at al specidized, is
how to persuade data owners that they have a problem with their data.

Many data owners redize that they have a problem with data qudity, but the form that
that problem takes is often less digtinct in their minds. Some forms of data quality issues
are more eadly recognised than others. A sales system which suggests sdes of 1 million
while the accounts system indicates sdes of haf amillion islikely to show aclear data
quality problem. Engineers, building a bridge from both banks thet fails to meet a the
middle, know they have adata quaity problem. But when the data qudity issueis based
on a subject areawhich requires a deep knowledge of that topic, the data quality issues
are much more difficult to recognise — and are therefore not given priority by the data
OWners.

My own specidization isinternationa persona name and address data management, and
thisis one of those topics. With over 6000 languages written in one of tens of different
scripts, over a hundred different address formats and around forty different persona
names formats, there salot to know and learn. In aworld where an darming number of
people cannot even locate the country that they live in on amap, the generd knowledge
leve on thistopic is shalow.

Often, when a name and addressis output and printed on the correct part of an envelope,
the data owner is happy. The fact that the name and address are incorrectly formatted, or
that the wrong information has been printed, cannot be recognised without a deep
understanding of that subject. If the envelope can be sent, and is not returned, thereis
often no indicator that there is a data qudity problem.

Thisisavery common problem. When | speak at conferences, | know that | am usudly
gpesking to those few who recognise a problem with their name and address data. The
vagt mgority isin blissful ignorance of their data quality problems. How can we
persuade these people that some data quality issues cannot immediately be seen, and that
the effects of these issues are rather more ingdious, so that they may not be ableto easily
messure thair effects?

For afew of us, itisgill the case that one treats one' s customer, and their data, with
respect as amatter of course. We arein the minority. Most companies are only looking
at the bottom line—what is this costing us, how much can this save us? When adata
quality issueisnot obvious, it is easy to overlook. Whereas a customer will be very
quick to complain when their invoice overcharges them, when they receive mail that does
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not correctly use their name and address data, most will Sgh, show their irritation in any
number of ways, but rarely will they contact your company to complain.

“Ignorance is never out of style. It wasin fashion yesterday, it is the rage today and it
will set the pace tomorrow” (Frank Dane)

Before most conferences | get mail from the sponsors extalling the virtues of the products
that they will be digplaying on their stands, and afterwards | get mails thanking me for
vigting their stands, even when | didn’'t. Whenever the conferenceis held in any country
other than the one in which | live, my address details on those mailings will dways be
incorrectly formatted. Given that most of these companies clam to be practitioners of
data qudity in onefidd or another, thisis not a postive sgn.

Even when there is recognition that the data qudity is not good, how do companies
handle thisinformation? Asan experiment, | have tried contacting each company that
had sent me mail with incorrectly formatted data to point out the problem and to point
them to a cheap and effective solution. The reactions have ranged from polite
indifference to total Slence. Asareault, | have had to practice my right as a consumer to
votewith my walet. Thisisahidden cost of poor data qudity that most companies are
unaware of because it cannot be easily measured.

Given the immense importance that data quaity has in the success or fallure of any
company, it seems surprising that practical data qudity isdl too often entrusted to lower-
level employees for whom recognizing, and acting upon, new data qudity issues will

only increase their workload. A friend of mine worksin alogistics company, and he
spends more time than he should trying to persuade colleagues of such smple truths as
Monaco is not part of France and that the Channd Idands are not part of the United
Kingdom. His efforts, supported with documentation and impassioned argumentation,
are usudly greeted with agrunt or, if heislucky, an “oh, that’sinteresting”, but the extra
effort needed to correct thisis too much for the administrative staff concerned, who do
not benefit directly from it and who can rarely be persuaded that attention to such,
gpparently unimportant, details is beneficia for their companies and are part of their job
description. This company continues to make itsalf ook rather slly, their customers
continue to be irritated, and the financia effects on the company remain undtered and
unchallenged.

“In the Valley of the Blind, the one-eyed man isking” (H.G. Wells)

Though keeping one's customers happy should be reason enough to give attention to data
qudlity, lack of knowledge in subject areas leaves companies a the mercy of some of the
less scrupulous companies operating in the data management field. There are those that
offer address management for more countries than exist, those that offer postal code
vaidation in countries that have no postal codes, and so on. Failure to acquire
knowledge can lead to poor business decisions.
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Given these factsit isinevitable that many of usinvolved in data management will be
more involved in pointing out that problems are there, than being asked to provide the

solutions. We shdl continue to plug away, evangelizing wherever we can and however
we can.
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