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Introduction

In today’s unpredictable economy, businesses are leaning on their data to help inform decision-
making and stay ahead of the competition. We are operating in new digital environments, 
managing a remote workforce, adapting to ever-changing consumer behaviors, all while 
dealing with fewer resources. To streamline these operations and understand the customer, 
we need trusted and reliable access to data insights.   

For many of us, access to data means robust technology and processes, paired with a talented 
set of data practitioners. However, there is another important element of success that is often 
overlooked. The data skills across the entire enterprise is critical as organizations look to be 
data driven. Introducing: Data literacy. 

Data literacy is defined as the ability to read, write, and argue with data. This is a relatively new 
concept that is starting to take hold across many organizations. For years, organizations have 
not been able to properly leverage their data assets. While there are many factors to this, a key 
element is data literacy. All staff members need to be able to understand the insights and the 
data in front of them, and question it when needed, in order to act on the data. 

Teaching data skills across the business will enable team members to boost their data 
confidence, leverage the insights effectively, and align on business initiatives. A data-literate 
workforce means more informed conversations from the marketing department to the sales 
floor and beyond. 

We’re here to help you discover the impact of a data-literate workforce and get you started.
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“70% say a lack of data literacy skills in 
the business is impacting the value they get 
from investment in data and technology.” 

- 2020 Data democratization report



The big impact of data literacy 
As organizations accelerate digital transformation efforts and cope with a rapidly changing business 
environment, there has been a move to better leverage data assets. Organizations as a whole want to make data 
available to a wider group of stakeholders. This is often called data democratization. 

However, a frequent challenge is that individuals may not fully understand the data put in front of them, 
especially if it challenges pre-existing norms. A data literacy program is the key that unlocks the success of 
many business initiatives tied to data insight. In a recent Experian research report, Data democratization: how a 
data-driven culture is key to organizational success, we found that 85 percent of business leaders we surveyed 
say DataOps and data literacy are essential to achieving data democratization.

A lack of end-user expertise in using data insights is a huge challenge as individuals are often unsure how to 
read or leverage those materials. When employees are confident in their data skills, they are able to support 
initiatives with reliable trends. 

Teaching data skills gives businesses the opportunity to get the most out of their data. Business-wide data 
accessibility backed by in-depth data management and analysis means that employees have better access to 
reliable intelligence to make the right decisions. That’s why half of the organizations we surveyed are already 
underway with a data literacy initiative.

When we take a step back to envision where these benefits make an impact on the greater business, data skills 
make a difference by increasing your data maturity and directly effecting key areas like customer experience, 
operations, and compliance regulations. 
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Additional product innovation 

Deeper customer insight 

Better cross-functional collaboration 

Better compliance with regulations

Better decision-making 

Benefits of data literacy 

49%

47%

45%

40%

39%

37%

27%
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Maturity of a data literacy program 
To date, half of businesses are underway with a data 
literacy program. However, these programs show 
varying degrees of maturity and involve different parts 
of the organization. They are often reflective of data 
management practices within the existing business. For 
example, we found that organizations who have data 
democratization initiatives underway are six times more 
likely to have a robust data literacy program in place. 

Very few businesses have what we would define 
as a robust data literacy program. Only 4 percent 
of organizations have a robust, formal data literacy 
program in place today. However, there are many who 
have made progress toward an official program. This 
progress takes shape through pilot programs, training 
techniques across employees, dedicated staff focused 
on data literacy, access to online portals, and more. A 
lack of end-user expertise in using data insights is a 
huge challenge as individuals are often unsure how to 
read or leverage those materials. When employees are 
confident in their data skills, they are able to support 
initiatives with reliable trends. 

Some of the level of data literacy maturity is also 
dependent on where the program resides. We found in 
our research that 53 percent say IT is responsible for 
data literacy, while 40 percent cited the office of the 
CDO and 31 percent listed HR. 

Not all organizations have a data office to date, but 
many are starting to adopt this center of excellence. As 
more CDOs exist within organizations, more will start 
data literacy programs as a way of proliferating data 
usage throughout the organization. We do believe that 
more mature organizations will have the CDO office 
executing data literacy initiatives.

Over the next 12 months we expect the level of data 
literacy maturity to continue to increase. Many are 
starting with a pilot program around literacy and 
expanding. From our research we see 47 percent of 
organizations plan to develop a formal data literacy 
plan for the business. Other businesses expect to 
standardize employee training related to data literacy, 
create custom programs for different users, add new 
roles and departments to their training, and to hire data 
literacy specific roles. 

As organizations start to better leverage data, we 
believe it will be an indication that data literacy 
programs are also maturing to develop a formal 
data literacy plan for the business. Other businesses 
expect to standardize employee training related to data 
literacy, create custom programs for different users, 
add new roles and departments to their training, and to 
hire data literacy specific roles.
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Have access to online 
training portals. 

60%
Have informal internal 

trainings.

Have formal training 
from consultants.

59%
Have ad-hoc support from 
specialized data experts. 

37%

56%

Mature data literacy programs



Data skills to teach  
Eighty-four percent of business leaders see data literacy as 
a core competency that all employees need to have in the 
next five years.1 A data literacy program means investing in 
your employees by teaching data skills across all roles. 

As stated previously, the office of the CDO is a common hub 
for data literacy. For those businesses that already have 
a data office, they are making an investment in data with 
specific roles and often in a more data-informed mindset 
across the business. 

The challenge is that these data professionals are often the 
target of data literacy activities. We see from our research 
that data professionals are the primary audience for 
data literacy programs. As part of data literacy, business 
leaders should be focused on teaching data skills to all 
employees. In today’s environment, all employees use and 
create data. Therefore, understanding data insights in more 
depth will allow them to better serve the organization. 
Individuals like marketers, operation analysts, product 
managers, and even call center operators can benefit from 
a better understand of data. 

Here are the top data skills we found to be relevant when 
teaching business users:

• Critical thinking 

• Analytics

• Communication 

• Data visualization 

• Presentation

Erin Haselkorn, Head of Market Research for Data Quality, 
Experian NA, says in our 2020 Global data management 
research, “A lack of data storytelling related to the 
full impact of poor data has caused organizations to 
underinvest in these areas [data quality] and not fully 
understand the impact.” 

These skills are not as technical as you may think. The key 
is to be able to tell the story around data. For example, your 
marketer should be confident when analyzing consumer 
trends, think about what the data means for the business, 
and present on what the department should do next in 
response to these trends. What’s more, that same marketer 
should be able to collaborate with their product manager 
on ways to innovate based on the consumer trends.
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84% of business leaders see data literacy 
as a core competency that all employees 
need to have in the next five years. 

- 2020 Global data management report 

https://www.edq.com/blog/top-data-skills-to-look-for-in-your-employees/?utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=Data+literacy&utm_source=White+paper
https://www.edq.com/blog/top-data-skills-to-look-for-in-your-employees/?utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=Data+literacy&utm_source=White+paper
https://www.edq.com/resources/data-management-whitepapers/2020-Global-data-management-research/?utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=Data+literacy&utm_source=White+paper
https://www.edq.com/resources/data-management-whitepapers/2020-Global-data-management-research/?utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=Data+literacy&utm_source=White+paper


How to get started with data literacy 
The goal of data literacy is to create a life skill which employees can leverage to 
inform business decisions versus a one-off exercise.  

As you think about your data literacy program, it’s important think about going 
back to basics with your training, what tools and technology is needed to provide 
continued access to the right data, and how users can tell a better data story. 

These are four key areas to consider when starting data literacy: 

1. Determine program ownership. 

Program ownership can change business to business depending on how mature 
the organization is. For those who have a central data office and chief data 
officer (CDO) in place, it would make sense for a data literacy program to fall into 
that remit. However, since it’s not unusual for businesses to not have a CDO in 
place, training could fall into the responsibility of IT or HR. 

2. Select audience. 

In our study, we found that data professionals, business users, and technical 
users are the targeted audiences for data literacy programs. Figure out which 
audiences you want to start with your data literacy efforts. However, the goal is 
to more inclusive as many roles across the organization leverage data, not just 
data practitioners. Including a variety of roles in data literacy training will grow 
skills and connect new data knowledge to key business initiatives. 

3. Provide resources.

When starting a data literacy program, it’s important to think about what 
resources are needed to support an educational effort like this. Our study found 
that some of these resources include access to online training portals, informal 
internal trainings, formal trainings from consultants, and ad-hoc support from 
specialized data experts.  

4. Scale your program. 

Data literacy programs need to start somewhere. Whether it’s a pilot program 
or small assignment, it’s important to recognize the action items that are 
needed to grow your program. For businesses who are scaling their data 
literacy program, next steps may include development of a formal plan, working 
data literacy into standard training practices, and creating custom programs 
that very for different users. 

Think about what these four areas look like within your organization and take 
the next step to develop data literacy skills across your team. 
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Conclusion
Organizations have been searching for the key that unlocks data-driven success. The answer: Data 
literacy. The ability to read, write, and argue with data gives team members the knowledge and confidence 
necessary to leverage insights efficiently and effectively. In turn, empowering individuals to have more 
collaborative, data-driven conversations means streamline operations, improve customer experience, and 
better compliance regulations. 
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We surveyed over 500 business leaders on how they’ve found a data-driven culture 
to be key to organizational success. 

Get the research today
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