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The fourth industrial revolution 
is upon us, arriving in the form of 
digital transformation. 

The leaders — and laggards — of the new 
era will in large part be determined by a 
single factor: the effectiveness of their 
approach to data management. What worked 
for businesses in the past may no longer 
be enough to meet today’s need for speed, 
flexibility and innovation. A new approach is 
required that prioritises business intelligence 
and analytics to support greater agility 
and responsiveness. This means embracing 
emerging technology to democratise data 
and empower not just your C-suite, but also 
your entire organisation, with the right data 
and analytics tools to enable timely, insight-
driven business decisions.

In today’s ever-changing and increasingly 
competitive marketplace, organisations are 
challenged to find differentiation that sets 
them apart and maintains their momentum. 
The companies that can unlock and activate 
the vast amount of data will see several 
topline benefits. 

Introduction
According to recent research from McKinsey, 
data-driven companies are:

	• 23 times more likely to acquire a customer 

	• 19 times more likely to retain 
that customer 

	• 19 times more likely to be 
profitable as a result 

If you want to completely understand 
your business environment, including your 
customers and your value chain, you need 
a modern data architecture, and the ability 
to continuously enhance and optimise it. 
This new data architecture becomes the 
foundation for intelligent cloud-native 
applications that can incorporate all data 
that’s needed, whenever it’s needed. 

However, building a modern data strategy 
is not an easy endeavor. It requires new 
skills, methodologies and a willingness to 
bring agility to data curation, management, 
integration and security.

Despite the urgent call for modernisation, 
few companies are finding success when 
trying to move their data analytics projects 
into production. 

Common challenges that conspire to 
drive data architecture to a new level of 
complexity include:

	• Data volume: The explosion of new data 
from the Internet of Things (IoT), customer 
and value chain interaction capture, and 
the ability to store and process large 
amounts of unstructured data generated by 
traditional sources

	• Emerging technology: A wide range of 
newer technologies and methodologies, 
including serverless data platforms, data 
lakes, data pipelines, DevOps processes and 
tools, AI/machine learning and more

	• Data discovery: Unknown data sources, 
poor data quality, data silos and 
compliance restrictions

	• Cost: Infrastructure costs, lack of 
structure for utility, limited and expansive 
talent and large investments with no 
guaranteed return

	• Skills gap: Data analytics skillsets often 
require specialised education, training 
and experience, but this is not typically 
available to IT teams.

In this e-book, we seek to address 
the barriers and opportunities facing 
today’s modern businesses and provide 
an outline for how to overcome these 
challenges through the deployment 
and ongoing management of a 
modern, cloud-based data platform on 
Microsoft® Azure®. 

We’ll explore what it means to be a 
data-led organisation, we’ll identify 
the core design principles of a modern 
data estate, and we’ll go beyond the 
technology to outline what it takes 
to be truly successful in today’s 
data-driven world.
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PART I. What does it 
mean to be a data-
led organisation?

What is the data-led approach, 
and how does it differ from an 
application-led approach? 

Most organisations begin a data 
modernisation journey with a cloud-
envisioning session, a standard methodology 
for helping make key decisions regarding 
their move to the cloud. These envisioning 
sessions are typically followed by a cloud 
assessment, during which the application 
landscape is inventoried to identify 
application dependencies that will later 
help to shape a cloud migration and 
modernisation plan. 

Typically, these plans are heavily focused 
on lift-and-shift migrations or application 
modernisation. In both of these scenarios, 
data is often a secondary consideration, 
usually piecemealed into different 
application and workload silos, without a 
view of how to ensure trust or connect the 
data cross the entire application portfolio.

By contrast, a data-led organisation 
approaches modernisation by realising 
the value of its data from the beginning, 
and quickly opening the door to broader 
discussions on data estate modernisation. 
For some, the data journey occurs separately 
from the application journey, thereby 
accelerating the pace of data estate 
modernisation. For others, the data and 
application journey will run in parallel — 
often converging to build intelligent tools 
and processes that unleash the possibilities 
of digital innovation. 

When organisations lead with data, smaller 
data projects that would otherwise be 
executed in siloes materialise into a 
connected, holistic approach to modernising 
the data estate. You can start with relatively 
small business challenges, including financial 
reporting, data quality or security incidents. 
Or you can start with a business need such 
as point-of-sale data needs, IoT project 
integrations, improved efficiencies, reduced 
costs, or business insights and visualisation. 
Once value and ROI are proven for the initial 
business challenge, you can then move on 
to more radical, large-scale data estate 
transformations. 

As you embark on the data estate 
modernisation journey, there are two best-
practice goals to embrace to create maximum 
value. The first is continuous and iterative 

design, and the second is the efficiency 
brought about through repeatable and 
scalable processes.

Continuous and iterative design
Operating in short, one- to four-week sprints 
based on agile methodology accelerates 
the discovery process, proves value early 
and validates the investment. In the early 
stages, ROI is best demonstrated by focusing 
on a single use case and the impact on a 
set of prioritised success indicators. This 
helps to achieve stakeholder buy-in early 
before scaling the project to larger parts 
of the estate. As the process of discovery, 
agile deployment and value realisation is 
executed over additional use cases, the 
value multiplies. The data builds upon itself, 
creating new value and encouraging new 
sources, which, in turn, create more value. 

Efficiencies through repeatability 
and scalability
Execution across multiple use cases enables 
organisation to catalyse value realisation, 
and establishing structure and governance, 
while realising operational efficiencies 
that increase profitability. Three assets in 
particular are key to building a repeatable 
and scalable modern data strategy. The first 
is a solution library comprised of algorithms, 
machine learning and analytics models, and 
data patterns collected across projects to be 
leveraged for future projects. 

The second is a continually refreshed 
centralised knowledge repository containing 
reference architectures, solution templates, 
use cases, DevOps process templates, 
solution runbooks, deployment guides, 
governance repositories, analytics practice 
libraries, data connector repositories, 
and frameworks for assessment, scripts 
and security. 

The third key asset is a methodology to 
showcase the “art of possible” to key decision 
makers. This methodology should help key 
stakeholders visualise specific use cases 
and business value that can be unlocked by 
modernising their data. 
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Data from a variety of unstructured, 
structured and semi-structured sources is 
published to a virtual data lake that users 
centrally access to generate reports, APIs 
and dashboards. To eliminate duplication 
and optimise efficiencies, compute is 
brought to the data lake, as opposed to data 
being extracted, copied locally and then 
compute applied. 

Shared managed services and analytics 
tools are also made available help maintain 
the integrity of the estate and its users. 
Finally, the entire system is contained within 
a single security context to ensure data is 
protected and secured. 

Part II. Design principles of 
a Modern Data Estate
What are the core 
design principles?

A modern data estate leverages the power of 
the cloud to ingest, process, store, serve and 
visualise structured and unstructured data 
from multiple different sources. 

Generally, the litmus test for a modern 
data estate is whether it delivers on the 
following five tenants:

• Reduced cost

• Improved performance

• Reduced risk

• Advanced analytics

• Unlock innovation These are achieved through adherence to the following fundamental principles:  

• Establish an enterprise-wide data hub consisting of a data warehouse for structured data, and
data lakes for semi-structured and unstructured data. This data hub becomes the single source
of truth for data, and facilitates implementation of data governance, security and quality.

• Integrate relational data sources with other unstructured datasets with the use of big data
processing technologies.

• Use semantic modeling and powerful visualisation tools for simpler data analysis.
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The solution architecture demonstrates the ability of a modern data estate to ingest a variety of 
complex data from multiple sources, including high-velocity data from IoT devices, sensors and 
other gadgets, as well as high-variety and high-volume data from images, video, audio, csv, xml, log 
and more. This data is ingested through streaming or batch processing, and then processed and 
stored in a centralised, raw storage location before being transformed from its source format to 
the format required for analysis. 

Processes will vary, such as for streaming data, through which near real-time insights can be 
unlocked. This data can be transformed in the streaming pipelines themselves, as opposed to 
being stored before being transformed. Finally, the data is ready to model and serve, ultimately 
powering data-driven applications and supply rich data visualisations to users. 

A unified analytics 
experience — Azure Synapse 
Analytics deep dive

While democratising analytics and insights 
is a necessity, a successful analytics 
strategy hinges on the quality and 
completeness of the data it’s built on. In 
other words, it is essential to combine 
data across all disparate sources with 
a single platform to leverage a unified, 
holistic source of truth. Yet, even with 
centralised data, it can be difficult to build 
and manage analytics models across the 
organisation without a unifying service. 

Azure Synapse Analytics and Power BI 
uniquely bring the capabilities of data 
unification and limitless analytics together, 
enriched with the power of AI and machine 
learning, all in a single management 
workspace with common security and 
governance. With a fully integrated 
analytics stack, all users — from business 
users to data scientists — can explore and 
engage with data while achieving faster 
time-to-insight and delivering greater 
impact. In fact, 85% of organisations 
leveraging Azure Analytics and Power BI 
report seeing measurable benefits from 
having well-integrated analytics databases 
and storage, data management stack and 
BI tools (Microsoft). 

By providing employees with the tools 
to harness your corporate data, you can 
help them make better decisions for 
your business. 

Rackspace Technology® can help you 
modernise your data estate to harness the 
analytic power of Azure Synapse Analytics, 
and accelerate time to value with up to 
70% less implementation time and cost. 
Our extensive team of highly skilled, 
certified cloud data engineers and solution 
architects partner with you on every 
step of your transformation, helping you 
accelerate access to real-time analytics 
and intelligence. 
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PART III. Beyond the 
technology: ongoing data 
management
A successful data modernisation strategy 
requires more than just technology to deliver 
expected business outcomes. Although the 
technical aspects of an implementation are 
critical to its success, organisations too often 
focus on these aspects at the expense of 
organisational change management. They 
fail to adequately consider how best to 
manage the experience of end-users whose 
acceptance is critical to successful use of any 
new application. In addition, organisations 
often fail to drive the appropriate process 
changes needed to deliver a smooth 
transition to a new operating model. 
This is often exacerbated by the fact that 
internal resources haven’t historically been 
developed to provide specialised expertise 
across a wide range of new and emerging 
technologies. 

From a technology, process and 
people perspective, the diagram below 
illustrates what a modern data approach 
should encompass. 

How data service providers 
can encourage transformation 
As businesses move toward a modern 
data estate, the need for professional 
services has also expanded. The right 
service provider should be able to 
function as an extension of your team, 
filling the skills gaps where needed and 
providing expertise across the entire 
data journey: design, build, manage 
and optimise. 

Working with the right partner 
can help ensure that your data 
modernisation projects are “stickier,” 
quicker-to-market, and have faster 
time-to-value realisation compared 
to heavy enterprise lines of business 
applications that may take years to 
modernise and move to the cloud. 
However, we know that a modern data 
estate alone does not guarantee long-
term success and profitability. 

As businesses and their data grow, 
monitoring and managing large 
volumes of data ingestion across 
several data pipelines throughout their 
entire data analytics platform becomes 
a labor-intensive task, often depleting 
development teams of time that is 
better spent on the application and 
core engineering efforts. 

Business case
outcome focused, KPI driven

Culture and people
attract, retain and refrain

Process
consistent metheodology and governance

Tooling
cloud native development “develop once”

Platform abstraction
automate, orchestrate and “deploy anywhere”

Clouds
public and private

A modern approach to data should incorporate the following attributes:

• Outcome focused: Begin by building out business use cases and applications focused on
customer outcomes with well-articulated metrics of success.

• Deep expertise: Adequately account for the expertise required to design, deploy, manage
and optimise the data platform.

• Attention to detail: Implement processes to ensure data from new sources is properly
ingested consistently while minimising risk.

• Cloud native: Build a cloud-based platform with the technologies to leverage automation and
orchestration as core tenants as opposed to an afterthought.

6



What is DataOps?
To accelerate innovation and remain 
competitive, companies must adopt a 
collaborative data management practice 
focused on improving communication, 
integration and automation of data flows 
between data managers and data consumers 
across the organisation. 

Of course, achieving predictable delivery 
and change management of data, data 
models and related artifacts doesn’t come 
without challenges. 

Common barriers include:

• Complex data landscapes and processes
with highly diverse data sources and tools

• A lack of agility, making it hard to respond
to rapidly changing business requirements

• The need to manage a growing number
of reports and dashboards over the
entire lifecycle

• An inability to understand business
needs and quickly respond to
changing requirements

• The challenge of transforming statistical
models from and experimental
stage to production

• A lack of alignment among data scientists,
product owners and data engineers

In response to these challenges, Rackspace Technology has developed an innovative 
managed service model called Rackspace DataOps, built to support today’s modern data 
estate. Through the orchestration of people, processes and technology, Rackspace DataOps 
delivers an organisation-wide data management solution that improves the speed and 
accuracy of analytics through process automation and cultivating collaboration between 
data scientists, engineers and technologists. 

The right approach to modern DataOps can enable predictable delivery and change 
management of data, data models and related artifacts, and deliver on three 
primary initiatives:

• Data lifecycle process framework: Incorporates DevOps, agile development and statistical
process controls

• Collaborative data management practice: Improves communication, integration
and automation

• Cloud platform and tooling: Orchestrates and automates security, quality and metadata

In addition to providing greater value from 
data, a modern DataOps approach also 
emphasises the importance of continuous 
innovation that delivers needed data 
to modern applications, including cloud 
native and SaaS, and incorporates the IoT 
as appropriate. 

By optimising agility and automation 
wherever possible, DataOps facilitates a 
virtual cycle of continuous improvement, 
keeping your data architecture where it 
needs to be to deliver on both the immediate 
and future needs of your business.
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About Rackspace 
Technology
Rackspace Technology is the multicloud 
solutions expert. We combine our expertise 
with the world’s leading technologies — 
across applications, data and security — to 
deliver end-to-end solutions. We have a 
proven record of advising customers based 
on their business challenges, designing 
solutions that scale, building and managing 
those solutions, and optimising returns 
into the future.

As a global, multicloud technology services 
pioneer, we deliver innovative capabilities 
of the cloud to help customers build new 
revenue streams, increase efficiency and 
create incredible experiences. Named a best 
place to work, year after year according to 
Fortune, Forbes and Glassdoor, we attract 
and develop world-class talent to deliver the 
best expertise to our customers. Everything 
we do is wrapped in our obsession with 
our customers’ success — our Fanatical 
Experience® — so they can work faster, 
smarter and stay ahead of what’s next.

Learn more at  
www.rackspace.com/microsoft
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Next steps 
Schedule a free two-hour strategy 
session to see how a modern data 
estate and analytics strategy with 
Rackspace Technology and Microsoft 
Azure Synapse can help your 
business thrive.

Conclusion
The pivot to becoming a data-driven 
organisation is fundamental for businesses. 
To fully capture this opportunity, they 
must rethink the way they approach their 
cloud journey. They must shift from an 
application only approach to an application 
and data-led approach. This means 
conducting early discovery efforts, and 
assessing the data estate as a whole, apart 
from any singular application, to ensure 
repeatability and scalability across current 
and future customer use cases that impact 
business outcomes. 

Organisation looking to adopt a data-led 
approach should focus on these key tenants:

1. A data-led approach should be designed
around two best practices: continuous
and iterative design to prove value early,
and repeatability and scalability to
catalyse value realisation and increase
profitability.

2. If you want to completely understand
your business environment, including your
customers and your value chain, you need
a modern data architecture and the ability
to continuously enhance and optimise it.
This new data architecture becomes the
foundation for intelligent cloud-native
applications that incorporate all data
needed when it’s needed.

3. This will require new skills, methodologies
and a willingness to bring agility to data
curation, management, integration and
security. To maximise value, look for data
service providers who can support you
across every stage of your data journey.

These tenets offer a roadmap for 
organisation looking to innovate with data 
and, in doing so, they become the linchpin 
for companies in a time where data may very 
well determine the winners and losers of the 
fourth industrial age. 
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