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Introduction 
As organizations strive to build their analytics 

capabilities, an unexpected challenge has plagued 

many efforts: The activities of analytics teams and the 

investments made to support them aren’t in sync with 

what executives expect or desire. On the surface, it 

might have seemed straightforward for “business 

analytics” to be in sync with the business’s strategic 

needs. After all, the decision to invest in the first place 

was driven by the business’s needs, right?  

In practice, some common pitfalls can hamper the 

strategic alignment between analytics work and 

business priorities. This research brief reflects our 

observation that, although many steps of the analytics 

journey are common across different companies and 

industries (e.g., coordinated technology decisions or 

broader skill sets among analysts), alignment of 

analytics and business strategy is not one-size-fits-all. 

Instead, a successful path to strategic alignment 

depends on the situation, and a multistep approach 

over time can be more effective than attempting to 

achieve full alignment quickly. 

In this brief, we will lay out the sources of 

misalignment between analytics and business 

strategy, and the many goals and benefits of striving 

for stronger alignment. Then we will present three 

scenarios and specific recommendations for each; 

these scenarios provide reference points for analytics 

leaders and their stakeholders to build an effective 

plan for strategic alignment. Finally, we will share four 

overarching recommendations that apply to all 

situations. 

The Analytics Strategy Problem 

At a high level, alignment issues between analytics 

and business priorities arise from the relative 

novelty of analytics in many organizations: the 

growing capabilities of analytics (e.g., ability to 

tackle vast data sets or carry out complex forecasts) 

take getting used to for everyone involved. The 

problem arises largely because this learning period 

isn’t anticipated or understood fully, nor are the 

right processes, people and technologies in place.  

THE BIG IDEAS 
– One of the most pressing issues facing analytics 

programs in every industry is the frequent disconnect 

between analytics activities and the business’s stated 

strategic priorities. This disconnect has many causes, 

including the lack of visibility into high-level priorities, 

inability to translate strategic needs into analytics 

projects, and the historical lack of analytics in the 

strategy development process itself. 

– An evaluation of current-state analytics organization and 

adoption, and awareness of the business setting, allow 

for selecting the right approach to establishing sustained 

alignment between analytics work and the business’s 

needs. 

– Practical recommendations for how to align analytics 

activities to a business’s strategic objectives include the 

formation of oversight committees, more effective 

project prioritization, alignment of senior business 

leadership, and demonstrating the benefits of 

incorporating analytics in the strategic planning process. 
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Figure 1 lays out a common occurrence. A particular 

business decides to invest in analytics broadly, 

going beyond a specific need. The actions to 

support this decision are complex, involving a mix 

of new skills, analysis tools, data and data 

capabilities, and collaborations that likely never 

were needed before. Carrying out these actions 

would be challenging for an established function 

like IT or finance, and it’s even more challenging for 

new teams. 

Given these dependencies, initial analytics 

activities are likely to be out of sync with business 

divisions that have long functioned without it. As a 

result, when new insights emerge, they’re at risk of 

not only being off the radar of business leaders, they 

run the risk of being undervalued. This can lead to 

the dreaded “where’s the value?” question, which 

can be a setback for the overall analytics 

investment. 

 

Causes of Strategic Disconnect 

In addition to the overarching problem of new 

teams needing to gain traction, we frequently see 

four sources of disconnect between analytics 

activities and a business’s strategic needs. 

• Lack of visibility into high-level priorities. 

Analytics teams often lack a “seat at the table” 

when it comes to executive discussions, 

hampering the ability to propose analysis 

projects or solutions. 

• Historical “back-office” nature of analytics. 

In many industries (e.g., financial services) 

analytics work was relegated to a support 

function and positioned away from decision-

makers, which often reduced the relevant 

business knowledge of analysts. 

• Lack of analytics in strategy development. 

The strategic planning process within an 

organization might be siloed or exclusive, 

The Analytics Strategy Problem 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of a common occurrence in organizations seeking to establish analytics capabilities. 
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blocking analytics capabilities from 

influencing strategic priorities or metrics in 

the first place. 

• Difficulty of translating needs and 

capabilities. Both analysts and business 

stakeholders can struggle with bridging the 

gap between a strategic priority and the 

analytics that can be deployed to tackle the 

priority. 

Confronting each of these causes of disconnect 

requires time and commitment, and the result 

of strategic disconnect is more than just 

troubling or time-inefficient. Lost value arises 

from weak assumptions, lack of stakeholder 

involvement, inefficient resource allocation, 

inability to properly empower users to perform 

the analytics task needed, the opportunity cost 

of working on the wrong things, and adoption of 

impactful insights. 

 

Goals of Strategy Alignment 
Broadly speaking, the goals of strategy 

alignment reflect the two-way relationship 

between analytics and strategy when done well: 

Using analytics to assist in strategy development. 

Activities include sales and performance 

forecasts, data-driven market opportunity 

analyses, and model-driven success metrics. In 

all cases, analytics can improve top-level 

strategy by bringing new capabilities into the 

process. 

• Aligning analytics work to business priorities. 

Guided project prioritization, more effective 

resource allocation, and more coordinated data 

and technology investments are the primary 

desired outcomes of aligning to the business’s 

strategic needs. 

As a result, proper strategic alignment will improve 

three key aspects of the business that will increase 

the overall success and sustainability of analytics: 

• Management. Seek to identify right stakeholder 

and sponsor for analytics initiatives, improve 

assumptions, and set better benchmarks for 

performance. 

• Execution. Optimize resource allocation, reduce 

“opportunity cost” of missed projects, reduce 

duplicate work, and establish strong business 

partnerships to support analytics work. 

• Culture. Drive executive adoption via increased 

business relevancy, understand the nature of 

analytics projects (e.g., “quick insights” vs. 

longer- term R&D), and retain the best talent by 

giving them more business-impactful work. 

Ultimately, more business-relevant insights will help 

maximize the value and sustained adoption of analytics 

in the organization. 

 

Setting the Stage: Three Paths to Strategic 
Alignment 
As stated above, aligning analytics to business 

strategy is not a one-size-fits-all approach. A 

company’s culture, organizational structure, 

heritage, strategic planning process, level of cross-

enterprise coordination, and current analytics 

capabilities all influence the best path forward to 

achieving sustainable processes to support the 

analytics- strategy alignment. 



 

 

 

iianalytics.com 

Copyright © 2017 International Institute for Analytics 

 

5 

Three Paths for Aligning Analytics to Business Strategy 
 

In this section, we define three analytics-

business scenarios, borrowing language from 

the theater to describe each scenario. See 

Figure 2 for some attributes of each case. 

• Off-Broadway. In this frequent scenario, 

analytics is still in its infancy, with weak 

coordination and challenges to creating 

more structure. The company has familiarity 

with using metrics to set strategic goals, but 

there are barriers to creating a central 

analytics function to support cross- 

functional initiatives. 

• Spotlight. This scenario benefits from 

strong executive support and a cultural 

adherence to top- level strategy. The 

company plans to centralize some 

analytics activities, and demonstration 

of an analytical “win” would go a long 

way to increasing analytics adoption. 

• Orchestra Pit. In a mature-enterprise 

scenario, a central analytics team is in 

place to carry out projects for business 

divisions, leveraging a strong culture of 

shared services (IT, finance, call 

centers, etc.). The strategic planning 

process already utilizes analytics 

resources in its work. 

 

 

Figure 2. Three scenarios for discussing strategic alignment discussed in the text. 

 

 
Enterprise/Business Strategy on a Page 

Figure 3. Schematic of a Strategy on a Page and the 

sections referred to in the text. 
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For each scenario below, we provide a multiyear 

recommendation for how to increase strategic 

alignment of analytics activities, and additional 

considerations in practice. To highlight how an 

enterprise strategy might evolve to include 

analytics at different stages, we will use a 

Strategy on a Page (SoaP) schematic highlighted 

in Figure 3. The SoaP includes sections that 

illustrate the high-level structure, execution 

plans, success metrics, and key support 

functions for the business’s strategy. We will 

treat the strategic planning process as an annual 

exercise and plan for the next three years. 

Path 1: From Off- Broadway to  
Broadway 
The Off-Broadway scenario is common in less 

analytically mature organizations, where analytics 

folks are embedded in a few business teams and 

there are likely barriers (cultural, historical, 

appetite) to strong coordination. In such cases, the 

gap between top-level strategy and analytics 

activities can be wide and difficult to close, and 

trying to do so swiftly can lead to failure.  

See Figure 4 for a proposed three-year path for Off- 

Broadway cases. The initial approach is to focus on 

defining individual projects to support specific 

strategic priorities, rather than aiming for heavy 

coordination initially.  

The first-year SoaP reflects this by calling out 

specific analytics activities within strategic 

priorities, which likely will be an important step 

forward for the Off-Broadway company.  

Speed, trust and collaboration are critical in this 

stage. The key to getting strategic alignment will be 

in ensuring that key stakeholders feel as though the 

individual analytics projects are being conducted in 

a collaborative way. Focus on eliminating the black 

From Off-Broadway to Broadway 

 

Figure 4. Three scenarios for discussing strategic alignment discussed in the text. 
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box, analytics coding style common place in 

traditional analytics. This will go far in helping key 

stakeholders build trust and understanding in the 

analytics that are being performed.  

Another way of ensuring and fostering deeper 

collaboration and trust is with speed. Prior to 

kicking off a key project ensure that you have the 

right resource and tools aligned to ensure that the 

speed at which an analytics project is delivered is at 

the speed of how business is being conducted. The 

fastest way to lose trust for strategic analytic 

projects is to have them labor on over the course of 

weeks, months or even years. Set key project 

milestone deadlines, check in often with 

stakeholders with updates, have something more 

tangible to show then just code progress at each 

milestone, and be prepared and more importantly 

able to adjust insights on the fly when discussing 

the project with stakeholders.   

The next Off-Broadway goal is to identify 

analytically- derived performance metrics that are 

tied to business- relevant outcomes. This can be a 

crucial step for organizations that traditionally 

defined success without the benefit of analytics 

by increasing the discussion of data-driven 

metrics during strategic planning. Better metrics 

also connects strategic priorities to data in a way 

that should lead executives to demand better 

visibility into performance (i.e., better, more real-

time reporting).  

When creating these performance metrics, ensure 

that your team can deliver results regularly and 

automatically, whether they’re weekly, monthly or 

quarterly, in order to show the tangible benefits of 

data-driven planning. Take care that you’re 

automating as much of this as possible as to not bog 

down limited analytics resources with continuous 

reporting cycles as this will prevent scale and could 

hinder a team’s analytics agility, which in turn 

impacts trust and strategic alignment.  

After a couple years of value-added analytics work to 

support the strategic planning process (metrics), the 

organization may be ready to raise the profile of 

analytics by positioning it as a supporting capability 

for the entire organization. This support can take 

the form of a central analytics project team, a cross- 

divisional or cross-functional committee to  

 

coordinate activities, and possible a chief analytics 

officer to drive analytics broadly  

Considerations 
Off-Broadway candidates should consider these 

questions when evaluating paths to increased 

strategic alignment: 

• What challenges to cross-departmental 

collaboration exist? Is there appetite for 

coordination? 

• What processes need to change to bring 

analytics into the strategic planning process? Do 

I feel confident that my team is enabled with the 

right tools that will help eliminate some of the 

black box coding in order to build trust and 

understanding with key stakeholders? To what 

extent are strategic metrics informed by data, 

and what opportunities exist today to increase 

the quality and quantity of metrics? Can some of 

these metrics be automated?  

• What is the organization’s typical commitment to 

long-term planning? Will a multiyear path for 

increasing analytical maturity be well- received 

by executives? 
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Path 2: From Spotlight to  
Floodlight 
In the Spotlight scenario, key executives are 

pushing for analytics, often driven by market 

pressures and the desire to unlock new sources of 

value. There are plans for a central analytics team 

and a commitment to invest in data and 

technology to support it. Our Spotlight company 

also has a strong enterprise devotion to top-level 

strategic priorities (i.e., the SoaP is widely 

distributed). 

Unlike Off-Broadway, the path for Spotlight 

organizations is to leverage executive support by 

positioning analytics as its own priority, which will 

unlock investment and increase awareness at all 

levels. Therefore, data and analytics get their own 

strategic pillar, outside other strategic initiatives: 

strengthening analytics is an initiative itself. See 

Figure 5. 

 

The key for Spotlight companies comes in year two, 

when analytics transitions from a “vertical” priority 

to a “horizontal” supporting function for the 

enterprise. The multiyear approach we’re presenting 

is very useful here, since it allows for thoughtful 

planning around how a central team will support 

multiple areas and priorities, rather than 

establishing the team too soon. 

When reaching this stage, it is critical that you 

have the infrastructure in place that will make it 

easy for an existing analytics team to have the 

data agility required to scale support horizontally 

across the enterprise and meet the demands of 

executives looking to unlock new sources of 

value. Ensure that you have an easy and modern 

way for an analytics team to quickly and easily 

index all available data assets, workflows, 

workbooks, models, etc. Sharing and 

collaborating will be key here to avoid 

duplication of analytics effort.  

At this point most organizations will begin to run 

into shared resource challenges with various 

Figure 5. Illustration of Path 2 and the evolving position of analytics in an organization’s top-level strategy.  
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departments such as IT, or begin to run into 

skillset shortages.  Self-service analytics data 

platforms will help alleviate some of the 

bottlenecks and should provide a path for 

upskilling existing analytics talent as well as 

ensure that analytics projects maintain fast time 

to delivery to the executives and business 

stakeholders.   

At this stage is it also critical that the analytics 

infrastructure of tools is designed for the needs of 

a more central team. Incumbent, legacy IT 

purchased and driven tools may not cut it at this 

point, as a centralized analytics team supporting 

multiple areas will have varying skillsets and 

needs based on the analytics tasks being asked 

of them by the various business areas being 

supported. Establishing the right analytics engine 

that will serve as a lingua franca to unify analysts 

of varying talent, and various analytics models 

will help a central team scale to support multiple 

areas.   

If the central team is established well and is 

supporting business needs, the ultimate goal is for 

strong, implicit alignment between analytics work 

and business strategy across the entire enterprise. 

Although there are many other actions required for 

an enterprise to be truly data-driven with a high 

level of analytical maturity, the pervasive alignment 

indicated in Figure 5 will make analytics an implicit 

tool for strategy execution, and it won’t have to be 

called out in the SoaP. 
 
Considerations 

Spotlight candidates should consider these 

questions when evaluating paths to increased 

strategic alignment: 

• What is the appetite for positioning data and 

analytics prominently in the business’s 

strategy? This can be a critical consideration 

due to how strategic priorities are shared 

outside the enterprise. 

• What are the right success metrics for year one? 

What are specific investments to support 

analytics-as-a-priority that are likely to 

succeed? 

• What is the right organizing model for year two 

that will best support diverse strategic 

priorities, analytics tasks and skillsets among 

analysts? A supporting “horizontal” function on 

the SoaP doesn’t need to mean a central team. 

 

Path 3: From Orchestra Pit to 
Symphony 
 

Although our Orchestra Pit company has the 

benefit of an existing central analytics team, and a 

strong culture of business divisions and functions 

being supported by shared-service teams, it still 

faces many challenges to further increasing 

strategic alignment. The primary challenge rests 

in growing the existing analytics capability to be 

more impactful and relevant, given that the 

analytics team is already staffed and accustomed 

to current ways. 

When the strategic relevance or reach of the 

analytics teams’ work needs attention, the first 

step for many existing teams is to communicate 

and “market” their ability to support all strategic 

priorities. We have advised many companies that 

could benefit from stronger internal promotion of 

analytics to increase awareness and impact. 
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Positioning the team on the SoaP is one way to 

highlight the need to increase utilization of 

analytics more broadly across strategic priorities. 

When working on the “marketing” of showcasing 

analytics ability to support strategic projects, help 

your analytics staff begin to think in terms of 

business benefits of the insights they’re creating 

and not just their time savings, number of insights 

created, or number of stakeholders consuming 

insights. If your teams can’t fully articulate the 

business benefits then strategic and analytics 

alignment might not be as integrated as thought. 

Rework the focus of your analytics tasks to ensure 

that business value can  

be articulated when “marketing” support to 

additional strategic priorities.  

Given the shared-services culture in the Orchestra 

Pit company, expanding analytics’ impact is the next 

step. For example, organizing a new central team 

focused on data capabilities would provide unique 

value-add opportunities to support strategic 

priorities, such as improving access to big data for 

real-time decisions. 

Alongside increased analytics capabilities, instilling 

strong discipline around analytically driven 

performance metrics prepares the enterprise for 

analytics to be a true competitive differentiator. At 

that point, analytics might be such a core part of the 

strategic operations and growth of the business that 

it merits mention in the company’s top-level vision 

statement. Consider this example: 

Vision: To become the national market’s top provider of 

end-to-end telecommunications services, via relentless 

customer service and innovative solutions, leveraging 

best-in-class data and analytics 

The inclusion of analytics in such a vision statement, 

when it’s set up for sustained impact, reflects a data- 

driven organization with strong harmony between 

analytics activities and strategic goals.  

 

 

Figure 6. Illustration of Path 3 and the evolving position of analytics in an organization’s top-level strategy. 
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Considerations 
Orchestra Pit candidates should consider these 

questions when evaluating paths to increased 

strategic alignment: 

• What is the level of buy-in for increased analytics 

investments and staff? Which business areas are 

ripe for deeper analytics to support their 

strategies? 

• What changes might be necessary to further 

unlock the impact and capabilities (e.g., 

communication and consultative skills) of 

existing analytics teams? 

Recommendations 
 

In the three scenarios discussed above, we 

provided different paths to increasing the 

strategic alignment and relevance of an 

organization’s analytics work, based on our two 

premises: one approach doesn’t work 

everywhere, and sustained success requires a 

thoughtful, often multiyear plan. Because your 

organization likely doesn’t map perfectly into 

one scenario, we recommend evaluating 

features of each when crafting a plan suited to 

your organization. 

We also have four recommendations common 

to all scenarios, for increasing the strategic 

impact of analytics to meet the business’s 

needs: 

1. Develop a strategy for your strategy. Recognize 

the need to be thoughtful, with long-term 

                                                           
1 Dan Magestro, Establishing an Analytics Leadership Council, IIA Research 

Brief, 2016. 

sustained success front of mind. Striving for 

“symphony” at the outset is likely to fail. There 

are two keys here: Evaluate the strategic 

planning process and its current utilization of 

data and analytics, and forecast the strategic 

evolution of analytics over a longtime horizon. 

2. Build Trust through speed and collaboration. 

Get the business hooked by showing clear wins in 

the early stages by collaborating with your 

decision makers. Eliminate the analytics black box 

syndrome of SQL coding and back-end processes. 

Sit with your key stakeholders and work on a 

problem together in real time.  

3. Invite analytics to the strategy table. One 

relatively easy fix is to include analytics leaders in 

strategic planning sessions and follow-up 

discussions. Appointing a chief analytics officer 

might facilitate access and build a bridge between 

executive discussions and analyst teams. Leverage 

analytics resources in strategy development and 

require metrics of all strategic priorities. 

4. Establish an analytics council.1 Regardless of the 

current level of analytical maturity in the 

company, assembling a committee of leaders into 

an analytics council will help define and drive 

various aspects of the analytics program. The 

council can work at either a functional, business- 

unit or enterprise level.  

5. Prioritize and execute analytics projects 

extremely well.2 Penetrate strategic planning via 

relevant, effective projects and strong project 

execution that are recognized by business leaders 

for their value. 

2 For more information, see Dan Magestro, The Analytics Project Lifecycle: 

Charting the Full Path, IIA Research, 2017. 



 

 

 

iianalytics.com 

Copyright © 2017 International Institute for Analytics 

 

12 

Three Paths for Aligning Analytics to Business Strategy 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

About the Authors 

Daniel Magestro 
Dan is the former Vice President, Research Director at the International Institute for Analytics. An 

accomplished analytics executive with experience in healthcare, banking and insurance, Dan manages IIA’s 

robust research agenda, leads IIA’s international network of faculty experts, and advises IIA’s global community 

of analytics leaders and practitioners. 

Prior to joining IIA, Dan managed multiple analytics teams at Cardinal Health in Columbus, Ohio, where he 

built an analytics center of excellence to serve the company’s large Pharmaceutical  Division. He has also held 

roles at JP Morgan Chase, Nationwide Insurance, and Investor Analytics, with a primary focus on customer 

analytics. Since 2010, he has served as an Adjunct Professor at Ohio State University’s Fisher College of 

Business, where he teaches courses on data analysis and advises the university on analytics initiatives. Dan 

came to business analytics from science; he holds a Ph.D. in nuclear physics. 

Jack Phillips 
IIA marks the sixth successful start-up venture for Jack Phillips over the past 20 years. Jack specializes in 

spotting emerging job functions, and building successful information publishing and research firms to help 

those professionals make better decisions. Prior to joining IIA, Jack held operating and founding roles at 

INFONXX (now kgb USA), ISI Emerging Markets (now Euromoney, PLC), CCBN (now Thomson/Reuters) and the 

Institute for Applied Network Security (recent private sale). Jack began his career as an investment banker at 

Morgan Stanley & Co. in New York, and at the Long-Term Credit Bank of Japan in Tokyo, and held senior 

operating positions at various McGraw-Hill business units in 1994 before becoming an entrepreneur. Jack is a 

graduate of Harvard Business School and Williams College. 

 



 

 

 

iianalytics.com 

Copyright © 2017 International Institute for Analytics 

 

13 

Three Paths for Aligning Analytics to Business Strategy 
 

 
About the Research Sponsor: 

 

Alteryx is the only quick-to-implement, code-free and code-friendly, self-service data analytics platform that 

allows data scientists and line of business analysts alike to break the barriers to insight, so everyone can 

experience the thrill of getting the answer faster. The Alteryx platform makes it easy to securely access, cleanse, 

and prepare all the relevant data; blend it all together to prepare the perfect analytic data set; then perform 

sophisticated analytics, and output easily consumable analytics that drive deeper insights and improved 

decision making and business performance. Learn more. 


