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“Too Much Information” 
 
A few years ago, I asked Mike McGavick, the chief executive officer of Safeco 

Insurance Cos., to name the most disruptive development on his industry’s horizon.  
McGavick, known in the industry for his thoughtfulness, answered: “too much 
information.”   

 
McGavick was not referring to the perennial problem of analyzing huge quantities 

of information in his data warehouses. Instead, he was worried about the strategic 
opportunities for and the potential challenges of handling much better and perhaps 
perfect information.  McGavick was anticipating what I describe as emergent data, 
classes of information that were previously impossible, or at least impractical, to 
gather but now are made feasible by advances in information technology. 

 
In a range of industries, including insurance, financial services, healthcare, and 

complex consumer and industrial products, emergent data is changing the strategic 
context in which companies manage their organizations, products, customers, and 
markets. In the right hands, new information about product and process conditions, 
customer preferences, and other environmental factors are sparking numerous 
innovations. But, because these data types are just appearing, their strategic 
significance is often not well understood, so it is usually ignored, and rarely 
leveraged.   

 
This article explores different kinds of emergent data, the competitive 

opportunities they are yielding, and the challenges of taking advantage of such 
information. The most valuable uses of emergent data are often unforeseen 
secondary effects, that is, applications that lay outside the original purpose for 
generating or collecting the data. If companies design their business platforms to 
integrate streams of emergent data and make that data available across the 
enterprise, they can generate greater value. And the most effective platforms, the 
killer platforms, will be those that are designed to facilitate a series of innovations 
rather than isolated applications. 

 
Collisions in Insurance and Beyond 
 

To illustrate his point, Mike McGavick cited the nascent ability of auto insurers to 
monitor the driving patterns of individual customers. This allows insurers to offer 
what has become known as “metered insurance,” policies in which rates are 
adjusted based on actual performance or behavior.  

 
Many observers dismissed metered insurance by saying that customers would 

never allow such monitoring. McGavick, however, believed that good drivers would 
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come to demand it. As shown in a recent study by Todd Litman of the Victoria 
Transport Policy Institute, lower mileage drivers tend to have fewer claims relative to 
others in their insurance category.1 (This is shown in Figure 1.)   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Yet, because policyholders have historically reported mileage data themselves, the 
information was considered unreliable and so the actuarial calculations used to 
calculate rates do not accurately reflect true usage. This means low-mileage drivers 
overpay for coverage and, in effect, subsidize higher mileage drivers.  (Figure 2 
illustrates the degree to which vehicle drivers overpay and underpay their true 
insurance costs when pricing does not incorporate annual mileage.2 ) 
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In one sense, emergent data fuels competition in underwriting.  Insurers with 
better information can make smarter underwriting decisions and slaughter those with 
less. By using metered insurance to attract lower risk drivers, agile insurers could 
leave competitors a general pool of relatively higher risk drivers. In a process known 
as “adverse selection,” insurers offering non-metered policies could have to serve 
higher risk drivers, thereby driving up claims, costs and premiums.3   

 
But McGavick was also concerned that as information became increasingly 

detailed, it might start to undermine the risk pool mechanisms upon which the 
industry is built. “Too much information” might obliterate large risk pools, creating 
much smaller pools with wildly different pricing that could prompt regulation designed 
to spread risk. 
 

McGavick’s prediction of strategic unrest has now moved a big step closer to 
becoming reality. At the time McGavick and I spoke, Progressive Casualty Insurance 
Co. was piloting metered insurance. But the company was using a design that was 
doomed to fail because the product required that a black box be retrofit into each 
car.  This drove up both cost and inconvenience and, as a result, the offering 
attracted few early customers. But now GMAC Insurance, an arm of General Motors 
Corp., is launching a more viable approach.   

 
GMAC Insurance is piloting a program that leverages GM’s OnStar system. 

OnStar, GM’s in-vehicle safety and security system, taps into the car’s sensors and 
onboard computers to access performance and location information, allows remote 
diagnostics of the vehicle’s condition, and even enables remote control of some car 
operations.  

 
Among the insurance-related applications enabled by OnStar’s capabilities is 

mileage-based insurance, an offering in which insurance premiums are based on the 
car’s actual mileage. With the customer’s permission, OnStar checks actual vehicle 
mileage during the policy period. The lower the mileage, the lower the premium. 
Discounts can go as high as 40 percent. Because GMAC Insurance is a relatively 
small player in the market, it doesn’t have to worry about adverse selection. Its size 
would  ensure that rather than attracting low-risk customers away from its own non-
metered insurance products, it would be cherry-picking other insurers’ best 
customers. 

 
The start up cost to enable the product?  Zero. No new hardware or technical 

capabilities have to be added to the car. All the capabilities are already built into 
OnStar; the customer just has to give the insurer permission to access the 
information.   
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As is often the case with emergent data, this mileage-based insurance 
application is a beneficial side effect of data already captured for other purposes, in 
this case to support OnStar’s safety and security services. The applicability to 
insurance is fortuitous; it arises out of the elegance of the OnStar system design. 

 
The implications for emergent data extend beyond auto insurance. Take 

healthcare, for example, where the detailed information now becoming available may 
spur new thinking in several areas, including insurance.  

 
Advances in genetic testing have isolated the genes linked to a number of 

diseases. In one case, scientists can now identify those people who carry a gene 
linked to breast cancer. A person who has this modified gene, labeled BRCA-1 
(meaning Breast Cancer 1), has an 85% lifetime risk of developing breast cancer, as 
well as a significantly higher risk of ovarian cancer. In addition, health monitors, like 
Bodymedia’s Sensewear Bio Transceiver and Bodybugg fitness monitor provide 
streams of emergent data; these monitors have made it practical to remotely monitor 
various physiological factors like glucose, blood pressure, and caloric expenditure in 
real time.  

 
Both genetic testing and health monitors enable a range of health and disease 

management applications. At the same time, they unleash a tangle of regulatory, 
competitive, ethical, strategic, privacy, and public relations issues for individuals, 
employers, health providers, and insurers. 

 
Emergent Data and Business Innovation 

 
Emergent data has long been a driver of business innovation. Consider John 

Harrison’s sea clocks and “the longitude problem.” John Harrison didn’t discover 
time, nor did he invent the clock. The completion of his first portable, seaworthy 
clock in 1735 simply enabled accurate timekeeping on the high seas, where harsh 
conditions had previously made it impractical. Harrison had solved a problem that 
had plagued sailors until then: the inability of navigators to calculate their 
longitudes—their  east-west positions—when not in sight of land. By providing a 
means to calculate much needed information, he dramatically altered military and 
mercantile strategies. 

 
The age of exploration began centuries before Harrison’s lifetime, and the great 

European powers competed all over the world for control of territories, trade routes, 
and wealth.  Yet, before sea clocks, safe navigation was limited to a few well-known 
sea routes. 4 The situation left ships vulnerable to enemy and pirate attacks. English 
pirates were especially “entrepreneurial.” In one attack, they plundered a Portuguese 
convoy carrying treasure valued at almost half of the English treasury. But avoiding 
attack was even more dangerous than sailing headlong into it. Charting alternative 
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routes often meant getting lost or, worse yet, crashing onto unexpected ground.  
Untold numbers of ships and sailors were lost. Explorers flourished, but efficient 
shipping did not.  

 
With accurate timekeeping, navigators could readily calculate a ship’s position.   

Ships set their sea clocks to keep the same time as a port of known longitude, for 
example, London.  While at sea, the navigator would calculate the difference 
between a precise local time—calculated by using the sun, perhaps at noon when 
the sun is at its highest point—and the London time on the clock. The difference in 
time told the difference in longitude between the two locations.5 
 

Today vast cargos still move by sea, but the wealth of nations now floats on 
information networks. Just as Harrison’s sea clocks solved a strategic problem in 
navigation, advances in information technology are providing previously unavailable 
information when and where it is needed. This emergent data might well be used to 
tackle persistent business problems that currently plague us.  And, just as the 
concept of time was not new in Harrison’s day, today’s most interesting emergent 
data are not necessarily conceptually new but rather just newly practical to gather 
and use.  

 
Classes of Emergent Data 

 
Emergent data is, in large part, driven by the migration of information technology 

beyond corporate boundaries. Information technology traditionally dealt with 
processing transactions in the back offices of businesses. Now due to rapid drops in 
cost and the proliferation of wireless networks, information technology is migrating 
into front offices of businesses and the homes of consumers.  

 
The migration can be seen in the recent initiative led by MIT to build network-

enabled laptops for $100, a cost that is less than the price of designer sneakers. It 
can be seen, too, in the plans that cities such as Cleveland, Philadelphia, and San 
Francisco are making to offer free, universal wireless networks. And it can be seen 
in the consumer and industrial products enabled and differentiated by the information 
technology embedded within them.  
 

The tentacles of corporate technology now touch much of the outside world and 
accelerate the emergence of new information classes. The following sections lay out 
five categories of emergent data that offer tantalizing opportunities for business 
innovation because they extend what organizations can know about their business 
environment. 
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Identity 
 
For years, Peter Drucker admonished executives for not knowing their 

customers. The management guru derided management decisions based on 
demographics and statistical aggregates, rather than a true understanding of each 
customer’s experiences and values.  “Without that understanding,” he once told a 
group of us, “you'll know a good deal about your product, a good deal about your 
service, and not a blessed thing about your customers.”   

 
The Baja Beach Club in Barcelona is heeding that advice to a level that perhaps 

even Drucker didn’t anticipate. Forget rubber hand stamps or membership cards, the 
Baja is injecting its customers with identity chips. The club’s VIP members can 
choose to have the chip, which is about the size of a grain of rice, implanted under 
their skin.  This allows them to bypass lines at the door. With just a wave of a 
scanner across the appropriate body part, customers can also charge drinks to their 
account.  Wherever a VIP goes in the club, the Baja knows him and his history and 
is ready to serve him.   

 
eCommerce practices are also fleshing out identity information. Merchants and 

grocers spent years developing loyalty programs and collecting transactions and yet 
most knew nothing about who was roaming their aisles until customers checked out. 
But by expanding the data collection process to include “check in,” by means of 
either login or cookies, in addition to “check out,” online merchants know much more 
about who is shopping—browsing and buying—in their stores. Customers accept 
this practice of being tracked when it is done unobtrusively and when they get 
something in return: better prices or service. 

 
Emergent data that deals with identity extends beyond people. A variant of the 

identity chips used by the Baja is also being deployed to tag objects and packages 
on an individual level. Both the people and the object tags use radio frequency 
identification (RFID) technologies.  Unlike the ubiquitous Universal Product Code 
(UPC) bar code, which is printed and optically scanned, an RFID tag consists of a 
microchip and an antenna, and it transmits information wirelessly. This allows more 
information to be stored and affords greater flexibility in how the tags are used.6  
Take cheese, for example.  UPC codes hold enough information to identify 
producers and product categories—that a package contains Parmesan cheese from 
a particular producer, perhaps. In contrast, cheese makers in Mantua, Italy, are 
embedding RFID tags into the crust of each freshly made Parmigiano-Reggiano 
wheel to record where the cheese wheel was made, on what day, even what the 
milk-producing cows had been eating—all of which can affect the way the cheese 
looks, tastes, and costs. 
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Alfred Chandler Jr., the business historian, wrote that the UPC “transformed the 
processes of distribution and production as profoundly as the coming of the railroad 
and telegraph.”7  It did so by providing a universal standard for identifying products 
as they moved between manufacturers, distributors, retailers, and customers. The 
identity information enabled numerous innovations that allowed for greater efficiency 
and effectiveness in managing supply and demand. By enabling even better 
information and greater flexibility than UPC, RFID offers the tantalizing hope of new 
management innovations. In fact, a range of business applications is already 
appearing, including applications for asset tracking, manufacturing, supply chain 
management, retailing, payment systems, and security and access control.   

 
Hoping to accelerate the broad realization of benefits from RFID, both Wal-Mart 

Stores Inc. and the U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) are using their buying power 
to encourage adoption of the technology. Wal-Mart has asked its top 100-plus 
suppliers to affix RFID tags to the cases and pallets they ship to Wal-Mart 
distribution centers and stores in Texas. The DOD requires its suppliers to apply 
RFID tags to pallets and cases destined for the DOD. Despite the effort, progress in 
these huge efforts has been slow. Multi-party negotiations around standards, 
protocols, and technology are required, with each side trying to find the balance 
between the collective good and its own competitive position.    
 

Still, benefits of emergent identity data do not have to wait for industry-wide 
transformations. Every organization should consider how knowing identity might 
affect its product, process, and strategy considerations. The cheese makers in 
Mantua, for example, are seeing inventory and supply chain benefits by tracking 
each cheese wheel through the manufacturing and distribution process. The tags 
also allow each wheel to be authenticated and help to thwart a growing market in 
counterfeit Parmigiano-Reggiano.  

 
Gaming offers another fun example of benefits being reaped right now. When 

gamers make a bet at the Wynn Las Vegas casino, they are using chips embedded 
with RFID tags. Being able to uniquely identify every chip and the customer attached 
to it transforms how casinos operate their table games: poker, craps, blackjack, and 
roulette. It allows casinos, for example, to easily identify legitimate chips and detect 
fakes.  It also helps to manage the games, allowing bets to be easily tabulated at the 
same time as it deters players from sneaking extra chips onto the table after hands 
are dealt. But the greatest value comes from tying chips to a player. The system 
helps the casino rate players, enhancing marketing programs that reward players 
with meals and other perks based on how much and how often they wager.   
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Location 
 
The question “Where am I?” is a perennial one, and benefits always arise from 

better answers to it. Before John Harrison cracked it with his sea clocks, the 
longitude problem had stumped some of the great men of science, including Galileo, 
Newton, Huygens, and Halley. The British Parliament awarded Harrison almost 
£20,000 for his invention (more than $12 million in today’s currency). The business 
ramifications were dramatic, so much so that the British East India Company 
adopted Harrison’s chronometers even before the British Royal Navy did. Today, 
precise geographical location can be determined from almost anywhere in the world. 

 
The most well known positioning technology is the $10 billion Global Position 

System (GPS) satellite navigation network developed by the DOD to provide 
continuous, worldwide positioning and navigation data to U.S. military forces around 
the world.  With high quality GPS receivers and a clear line of sight to the satellites, 
users can determine their location within a centimeter or less.   
 

Each cycle of Moore’s law makes it more and more practical to the determine 
location of almost anything. Current technology makes the feat plausible; the 
challenge is to make it profitable. Google might be on the verge of a neat approach 
for tying location data to its service.  It has proposed to build a WiFi network in San 
Francisco that, like its famous search site, is free to users. Google’s network will be 
financed instead by advertising based on the location of the user; it will determine a 
user’s location by triangulating its network’s WiFi access points. Rumors are flying 
that Google is also buying up unused fiber optic lines and other unused Internet 
backbone connections for a wider launch of this network. 

 
The possibilities for other applications are many. What kind of applications might 

be developed to take advantage of the ability to track the movements of a person or 
object rather than just a stationary object? Federal Express reaped competitive 
advantage for years from its ability to track packages by scanning them in preset 
locations. The capability was so valuable competitors had to match it just to regain 
competitive parity. Now it has become standard in the delivery business. Even the 
U.S. Postal Service offers it.  

 
But what value might be derived—even outside the shipping industry—from 

continuous, real-time information about an object’s location rather than the periodic 
updates given as an object moves through predetermined checkpoints. What 
advantages might be gained, for example, of knowing the real-time movement of a 
fleet of vehicles? Or better yet, of every person or piece of cargo in those vehicles? 
How might service be improved if a customer’s location and movement pattern is 
known? What new products might be designed?  For example, would it be 
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worthwhile to offer insurance policies that use location information? A policy for 
teens, perhaps, that only applies to trips to and from home and school, or to a two-
mile radius around home between sunrise and sunset? 

  
Health and Diagnostics 
 
A recent Economist article, running under the headline of "Cows Go Wireless," 

reported the testing of a “cattle telemedicine tracking system.” The system monitors 
the health of animals as they graze and raises an alarm at the first sign of illness.  
Electronic monitors on cattle might seem like a storyline from TV’s Green Acres, but 
the idea makes sense when you consider that cows are the core of the $27B U.S. 
cattle industry.  The recent discovery of a single instance of mad cow disease almost 
crippled the entire industry.  The incident also highlighted the vulnerability of grocery 
companies and quick service restaurants to larger outbreaks.  The ability to monitor 
the movement and health of cattle throughout their lives, detect illnesses early, or 
prove in an outbreak that a particular stock has a clean bill of health, has enormous 
economic value.  

 
Cows join a growing list of consumer and industrial products that are being 

outfitted with onboard health monitors. Aircraft engines at General Electric Co., for 
instance, have hundreds of sensors monitoring them in flight, measuring critical 
variables such as temperature, wind speed, and torque. The readings are fed to an 
onboard computer and beamed, via satellite, to a GE support center in Glendale, 
Ohio. Active monitoring allows each engine to be maintained on the basis of actual 
condition, rather than on a strict schedule. Catching problems early means less 
expensive repairs, less downtime, and less disruption of service and flight 
schedules. For GE, active monitoring also facilitated a shift in its business model.  
Rather than just selling engines (where stiff competition led to little or no profit 
margins), more than half of GE’s $4B revenue comes from maintenance, repair, and 
overhaul services. 8  

 
The value of monitoring cars, cows, and engines can be generalized to almost 

every complex system, including air conditioners, bridges, buildings, software 
packages, and even people. Health of animals and people can be monitored in real 
time and automatically transmitted over wired or wireless networks. Enormous 
possibilities are opening up for better products, processes, services, and competitive 
strategies.  
 

Preference 
 
Knowing your customers and their interactions with you is valuable.  Knowing 

critical “outcome” information, i.e., the customer’s ultimate satisfaction with your 
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product or service, is better. Emergent data that captures a customer’s preference is 
upon us. 

 
Aspects of preference information have been available for quite some time 

through a myriad of customer loyalty programs. But many of those programs were 
awkward to use, and business archives are full of stories of companies that collected 
mountains of data without doing much of value with that information.  Now, very 
inexpensive data storage and advances in eCommerce have taken “knowing the 
customer” to new levels. Amazon.com, for example, maintains the entire transaction 
history for every one of its over 50 million active customers.  Many customers rate 
the quality of their purchases and shopping experiences; some even share their 
reviews with other customers. Amazon constantly mines this data, using it to 
determine recommendations for each individual, to help customers evaluate 
competing products, and to enhance each customer’s shopping experience. And, 
unlike most offline retailers’ customer loyalty programs, Amazon deploys its 
knowledge as soon as the customer steps into its store, rather than at the point of 
checkout. Understanding customer preference is a key component of Amazon’s 
winning strategy. Over the past few years, Amazon has ranked among the highest of 
any service company, online or offline, in customer satisfaction.9,10 
 

Emergent customer preference data is not just retrospective but it also gives 
clues to future buying decisions. Take, for example, the data generated by Market 
Insight Corp.’s My Product Advisor (found at myproductadvisor.com).  Visitors to the 
website get unbiased, customized recommendations on automobiles, digital 
cameras, televisions, and PDAs based upon their individual preferences. Automobile 
shoppers, for example, are asked to select and rate the importance of attributes 
such as reliability, workmanship, roominess, acceleration, fuel economy, etc.  They 
are also able to declare price, brand, and body style preferences.  Television 
shoppers list and rank their preferences on price, brand, size, and picture features.  
The system then uses proprietary Bayesian statistics and inference techniques to 
match the customer’s needs and preferences against up-to-date data on most 
products in the market. The recommendations are guaranteed to be vendor neutral, 
and free of influence by vendor relationships or product promotions. The value to 
prospective buyers is a narrow list of products that match their criteria.   

 
The value of this service to manufacturers is aggregate emergent data about 

what consumers want and need from products and services. Manufacturers have 
traditionally used surveys, focus groups, and conjoint analysis techniques to make 
pricing and feature decisions. But these methods are time consuming and 
expensive, limiting the size and frequency of analysis. In contrast, My Product 
Advisor can gather preference information from a much larger number of customers 
quickly and inexpensively. The system’s developers also argue that the preference 
information that it gets is more accurate because, rather than asking survey 
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respondents to say what they want, My Product Advisor gets actual shoppers to 
show what they want. 

 
GM is one company that feeds My Product Advisor’s emergent customer 

preference data back to its product designers.11  Why would GM participate in a 
program that educates customers about competitors’ vehicles?  Joyce Salisbury, a 
GM manager explains, “I’m going to win more than I lose. And, if I lose, I’m at least 
going to learn.”  If people start losing interest in sport-utility vehicles, for example, or 
start caring more about fuel economy and less about acceleration, GM will get an 
early inkling of the shift and will be able to adjust its car designs. GM also uses the 
site to pinpoint problems, and not just with design. For instance, when GM sees that 
visitors to the Web site feel that one of its cars matches a competitor’s features and 
quality, yet still buys the competing car, GM deduces that the vehicle has an image 
problem, not a design problem.  

 
Early experience shows that users are willing to share preference information as 

long as companies design the interactions that collect the data in such a way that it 
benefits the customer as well.  A recent Pew Internet & American Life Project survey 
found that 26 percent of adult Internet users in the United States, or more than 33 
million people, have rated a product, service, or person using an online rating 
system.12  In doing so, they provide important insights that most restaurants, banks, 
and other service providers don’t have:  What was the motivation for the purchase?  
Did the customers like their interactions?  Are they likely to buy again, or will they 
simply drift away to some competitor without ever expressing their disappointment? 
 

Operations 
 

For all the billions of dollars spent on corporations’ information systems, the sad 
truth is that few large enterprises have a comprehensive view of their own 
operations. The difficulty is due to problems of scale, legacy systems, and the 
challenges of coordinating complex activities across multiple business units, 
functions, and distribution channels.   

 
A bank, for example, has multiple business units—retail banking, mortgage, 

credit card, and business services, among others—selling to overlapping customer 
groups through different channels: physical branches, telemarketing centers, online, 
etc. Each business unit inevitably develops its own systems and collects information 
to support its individual strategies and operations. As each works to support its own 
business, the overall web of information becomes increasingly complex and fewer 
cross-enterprise insights are shared. Systems have trouble integrating with one 
another. Collected data often overlaps but each group uses slightly different 
assumptions and definitions. As a result, customers get redundant—or even 
conflicting—marketing overtures. One unit’s valued customer gets treated as a 
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marginal customer by another. No unit has a complete view of a single customer’s 
holdings, or of the holdings in the customer’s entire household. Mutually beneficial 
information is not shared between units; complexity grows, as does the collective 
cost of handling data. 

 
Better operational data is needed, not just because of the realities of operating in 

complex organizations, but also because market and regulatory pressures prompt it. 
In the case of the capital markets, the pressure can come from the markets 
themselves. These businesses are generally organized by “desks,” each focused on 
a category of derivative products. Desks are essentially product lines managed as 
separate businesses with distinct sales, trading, client service, and risk management 
responsibilities. In a market of increasingly sophisticated customers and competitors, 
desks succeed through creativity, flexibility, and better access to information. But 
sophisticated customers such as hedge funds do business with multiple desks; so in 
order to determine the amount and range of business a firm is doing with any one 
customer—and assess its risk exposure—it must be able to aggregate and analyze 
in real time complex customer holdings across all business lines. That’s just one 
market-based reason—in just one industry—for finding good operational data. 
 
At the same time, new regulations such as Basel II, Sarbanes Oxley, and the Patriot 
Act are mandating for companies of all kinds dramatic improvement in transparency, 
coordination, and record keeping. In order to comply, organizations will have to 
address issues such as the transparent association of financial summary and 
operational data, the use of consistent definitions, centralized and secure customer 
data and the use of metrics and measures. The improvements that result from these 
measures will not only address the immediate business needs and regulatory 
requirements but will also provide a treasure trove of emergent data on the detailed 
operations of the organization. For example, the improved data on customer 
holdings that is captured in order to assess risk exposure should be leveraged for 
better marketing, sales, and customer service; linked financial and operational data 
should enable better understanding of deviations from forecasts and plans to actual 
performance. 

 
One company that is mining its detailed operations data is the Hartford Financial 

Services Group. Like many insurance companies, The Hartford records every 
telephone call between its customers and its service representatives. Most 
companies sample a small percentage of these recordings “for quality and training” 
purposes but the bulk of the recordings are archived, never to be heard again. The 
Hartford, instead, is actively analyzing and leveraging all recording data to improve 
its call center operations.   

 
At the center of the effort is The Hartford’s customer experience management 

system (CEMS). In addition to the phone call, the system records the computer 

http://www.killerplatforms.net


DRAFT  -- For comments only, please do not distribute without permission. 
Contribute your comments and questions to the discussion at  http://www.killerplatforms.net 
For a copy of final version – email chunka.mui@cornerloft.com. 

14 

screens seen by the service representative. It also captures supporting information 
such as policy and claims data as well as other call information such as talk time, 
hold time, and the outcome of the call—for example, whether the event required 
another call, whether the customer cancelled or renewed a policy, whether the 
customer bought additional products, etc. And, increasingly, the company surveys 
customers immediately after their service interactions, asking questions that shed 
light on key satisfaction and sacrifice measures. 

 
On a periodic basis, CEMS ranks every service representative according to key 

performance metrics. These scorecards guide a coaching and learning process to 
identify process breakdowns, learn from those who do well, and help those who did 
not. Sharon Ritchey, the executive responsible for The Hartford’s property and 
casualty call center operations, explains her motivation for collecting and mining 
emergent operations data: “By comparing yourself to averages, you can only hope to 
be average. By segmenting the data, you cull out the good outliers from the bad.”   
This idea is important because no customer has an average experience but instead 
has a unique experience somewhere between the best and the worst. It turned out 
that The Hartford’s customers were experiencing wide variability between best and 
worst, and that had dramatic business implications. CEMS showed that 20 percent 
of its service representatives were significantly below average in performance, while 
another 20 percent were significantly above average. Top performers consistently 
handled higher volumes and generated more sales than low performers. 

 
By explicitly recording process and outcome information, The Hartford has 

created a closed-learning loop that facilitates coaching, process improvements, and 
service recovery.  Guided by clear performance metrics, coaches, supervisors, and 
the service reps themselves can replay and review every element of any call. Best 
practices can be generalized from the actions of the best performers. Specific 
improvements can be designed for poor performers. General process breakdowns 
can be identified and addressed. Individual interactions that require immediate 
remediation or intervention also can be identified, perhaps retaining customers who 
might have otherwise left without The Hartford ever knowing why. What’s more, the 
effectiveness of all changes can be measured, both individually and on an 
organizational basis. 
 
Emergent Data and Information Advantage 

 
The onrush of emergent data comes in the midst of intense reexamination and 

outright skepticism about the strategic qualities of information technology. Consider 
Nicholas Carr, the author of the widely read Harvard Business Review article, “IT 
Doesn’t Matter.” Carr argues that information technology is a commodity resource 
that can be rapidly replicated by competitors, thus neutralizing any company’s ability 
to use it to differentiate itself from others. Because of this, Carr advises readers to 
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“contain cost, manage risk, and avoid innovation.”13 Any attempt to harness 
emergent data has to address this skepticism. 

 
One weakness in Carr’s argument is that he does not adequately distinguish 

between the component technologies and the information enabled by the integration 
of those components. Systems are greater than the sum of their parts. OnStar, for 
example, is built from widely available components. The on-vehicle sensors, the 
GPS capabilities, and the cellular network are widely available commodities. Yet the 
information that emerges from GM’s integration of those commodity components is 
quite hard to replicate. Even if competitors could replicate one or two capabilities, 
copycats would be hard pressed to keep up with the stream of information and the 
innovations enabled by the OnStar platform. 

 
 My colleague, John Sviokla, calls the kind of strategic advantage that the OnStar 

platform enjoys an information advantage, which he defines as “a competitive 
advantage derived by leveraging knowledge, information and tools to accelerate 
organizational capabilities or value creation from asymmetric knowledge, 
information, and analytics.” OnStar bestows an asymmetric lead to GM because the 
system is proprietary and already deployed in comparatively large numbers. While 
there are alternative systems, OnStar holds a substantial and growing market share 
of cars equipped with telemetric devices. Competitors would have to deploy an entire 
infrastructure and somehow counter GM’s massive installed base. In the meantime, 
GM controls the streams of emergent data that the OnStar system generates. And it 
has a massive lead in developing the systems, tools, processes, and organizational 
knowledge needed to capitalize on that data.  

 
To successfully use emergent data, a company must be able to create an 

information advantage. The way to do that is to benchmark potential capabilities 
against industry norms rather than against the organization’s existing capabilities. It 
doesn’t matter if a many-fold improvement is gained if that improvement doesn’t 
match what the competition will have to offer at the time the capability is launched.  
Nor does it matter if, once launched, the capability could be easily replicated and any 
business benefits quickly competed away.   

 
A critical question, then, must be asked before launching a capability that uses 

emergent data: Does the new capability bestow asymmetric knowledge, information, 
and analytical capabilities relative to your competitors?  Innovators must strive for 
capabilities that can’t be readily replicated, either because the system is hard to 
replicate, because the innovator’s organization is better poised to act on the 
emergent data, or because the platform will enable the organization to innovate 
more quickly than the competition does. 
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Platform Plays 
 
Those considering opportunities sparked by emergent data must keep in mind 

that the most valuable uses for the information are probably not yet apparent. This is 
a critical point to understand.  

 
As is often the case with information technology, large unanticipated 

consequences and secondary effects could dwarf the initial applications of a specific 
capability—both for good and for bad.  

 
The challenge is to integrate streams of emergent data and make them readily 

available for analysis and use. Thoughtful users of emergent data will create 
capabilities that serve immediate needs but they will also design a business platform 
to allow for innovation beyond the initial applications and allow for innovation 
throughout the enterprise, not just in the business unit that sponsored the initial 
capability. GM’s OnStar serves as a great example of this point. 

 
From its earliest conception, OnStar’s primary offering was in-vehicle safety and 

security. The system monitors the health and location of a car and assists drivers in 
times of need. OnStar, for example, alerts service representatives when a car’s 
airbags deploy, triggering a call to check on the driver’s safety and, if necessary, to 
dispatch emergency assistance. OnStar can also remotely unlock doors, track stolen 
cars, diagnose performance problems, and enable hands-free cellular calls.  GM 
designers could have easily fixated on these functions and designed a narrow 
business around them. Instead, the planners believed that OnStar’s long-term 
success would be driven by applications they could not yet anticipate. 

 
This perspective led to radically different design choices. Rather than conceiving 

OnStar as an isolated business, GM built it as a platform for business alliances, both 
inside and outside the larger GM enterprise. Rather than limiting OnStar to a few 
pre-specified applications, GM built it as a platform that encouraged and supported 
the development of new services. Significant implications, with large risks and costs, 
flowed from these design choices: In order to drive down the cost per vehicle and 
facilitate applications dependent on a large installed base, OnStar is installed at the 
factory on almost every GM model. OnStar’s systems are scaled for millions of 
subscribers. OnStar is available to other carmakers. Its system is designed so that 
its data is available to other parts of the GM enterprise, encouraging benefits that fall 
outside of the OnStar business unit. OnStar actively seeks alliances with third parties 
who might leverage the emergent data to offer new services to subscribers.   

 
A more conservative approach that limited OnStar to a narrow business that 

offered a few well-tested and targeted services would have precluded all of these 
critical design choices. 
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The results of the broader approach have been dramatic. OnStar currently has 

over 2.7 million subscribers with whom it has had over 50 million interactions.14 
OnStar responds to over 800 air bag deployment alerts each month.  It also 
receives, each month, about 16,000 requests for roadside assistance, 800 queries to 
track stolen vehicles, 30,000 calls to remotely unlock doors, and 20,000 requests to 
perform remote diagnostics.[Update.]   

 
OnStar’s direct business value is easy to measure.  It provides two revenue 

streams: subscription revenue and cellular calling charges.(Due to OnStar’s personal 
calling capability, GM is the largest bulk reseller of cellular minutes in North 
America.) GM’s practice has been to bundle OnStar’s first year’s subscription into 
the price of the vehicle. After that, owners can subscribe at different service levels, at 
a cost ranging from about $20 to $40 per month.  GM reports that about 60 percent 
of customers renew after the first year’s subscription expires. GM chief financial 
officer John Devine said that last year OnStar was profitable. In the long run, the 
company hopes that OnStar’s annuity based subscription revenues will dampen the 
historical sensitivity of its auto sales to economic conditions. [Update.] 
 

But even these impressive numbers do not adequately reflect the value of 
building OnStar as a platform. OnStar is generating other value and fostering 
innovation, both in other parts of the GM enterprise and in the marketplace. OnStar 
is emerging as a killer platform by helping GM harness the unanticipated 
applications of its emergent data.   
 

Within GM, OnStar is dramatically reducing warranty and repair costs that would 
otherwise have been incurred by the enterprise.  Some of these savings happen 
before the car is sold.  With OnStar to monitor its fleets of pre-production test cars, 
GM captures engine performance data on every ignition turn. This information helps 
identify problems before full-scale production. Conservative estimates are that 
hundreds of millions of dollars in warranty costs have been averted. OnStar also 
gathers diagnostic information before vehicles leave the assembly line, allowing 
problems to be found and fixed before the car reaches customers. Other 
improvements are possible because OnStar enables real time observation of the 
entire production fleet, under a myriad driving, weather, and traffic conditions that 
would otherwise be impossible to simulate. Design and durability issues can be 
detected and used to improve later production runs or spark design improvements 
before the normal engineering cycle. 

 
Other savings come hand-in-hand with better service for individual customers.  

OnStar’s ability to remotely unlock car doors is a good example. Each month, the 
system gets 30,000 requests from subscribers who lock themselves out of their cars.  
Each call might otherwise result in the dispatching of a tow truck or a locksmith to 
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the car, a cost that GM sometimes must bear because it offers an “enhanced 
roadside assistance” service that includes “towing for any reason.” Assume that only 
25 percent of OnStar subscribers have enhanced roadside assistance and that each 
averted service call saves $50; GM could be saving almost $500,000 per month on 
this feature alone.  

 
The 20,000 requests that customers make for remote diagnostics each month 

also result in better service and more cost savings. The diagnostic tests make 
predictive and proactive servicing possible. That means GM can identify mechanical 
problems earlier and reap enormous savings; it can head off a cascading spiral in 
which a 10-cent part, to use one example, causes damage to a $1,000 part.   

 
The enhanced customer service that emergent data facilitates not only yields 

savings but also can improve customer relationships, which can yield enormous 
secondary benefits. Historically, GM‘s interactions with its customers have been 
infrequent and indirect. Automakers traditionally dealt with customers about once 
every six years, when it was time to buy a new car. To see them more frequently 
was usually a bad sign, because that meant customers were having problems with 
their cars.  And, even then, automakers worked through independent franchised 
dealers to sell and service their vehicles. Direct interaction was limited to advertising, 
which was expensive and impersonal.   

 
Now, through OnStar, GM has continuous, direct contact with individual 

customers. Unlike past exchanges, OnStar interactions are not just about sales or 
vehicle problems. Instead, they offer opportunities to have positive relevance in 
customers’ daily lives, improve customer experiences, and strengthen customer 
relationships. And the relationship doesn’t have to stop with the first owner. GM is 
already using OnStar to differentiate its vehicles in the highly competitive used car 
market and to establish relationships with used car buyers. The company recently 
launched a promotion in which buyers of OnStar-equipped, GM-certified, used cars 
would receive three months of complimentary OnStar service.   

 
Long term, OnStar might help transform GM’s struggling business model. One 

major opportunity lies in GM recasting itself as the manager of vehicles rather than 
as a car manufacturer. OnStar’s safety and security offerings could potentially be 
extended into a larger warranty, maintenance, and parts business. Dealers have 
historically captured just a small share of money spent on replacement parts. OnStar 
might be able to help GM dealers, or perhaps GM itself, capture a greater share by 
accurately monitoring usage and identifying maintenance needs.  

 
Another area rich with potential are adjacent strategies enabled by OnStar’s 

emergent data streams. One can easily imagine a range of insurance policies—
beyond metered-insurance—that that incorporates OnStar-enabled location, speed, 
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and driver pattern information. Beyond the insurance policies themselves, OnStar’s 
situational information about the car’s location and condition could also facilitate 
better service and cost savings after accidents happen. The data offers numerous 
opportunities for making customers happier, thereby increasing satisfaction and 
retention, and managing risk and costs for insurers.   

 
The implications are clear: designing OnStar as a platform has enabled 

numerous innovative options in the short and long term. 
 
Guidelines for Getting Started 
 

Finding Emergent Data 
 
The easiest aspect of getting started with emergent data is finding it. There are 

three logical places to search. The first place is inside the organization. Data is the 
waste material of doing business. Look for large stores of customer, operational, or 
performance data, either thrown off by business processes or generated to meet 
financial or regulatory requirements. The data might already be well organized, as in 
the case of The Hartford’s customer interaction recordings. Or it might be distributed 
or unstructured; perhaps it is buried in case histories sitting in the laptops of 
knowledge workers scattered across the organization, waiting to be knit together into 
some coherent form.   

 
The second place to look is at the edges of the organization and, in particular, the 

areas where products and networks touch the marketplace. Questions to ask when 
looking include: Can you augment your products to collect product health data, as 
GM did by installing OnStar in its vehicles? Can you augment your customer 
interfaces to reveal customer preferences, as Amazon does with its customer review 
mechanisms? Can you enhance your operational processes to leverage identity 
capabilities, as the Baja Beach Club did through its membership strategy or as the 
Mantua cheese makers do with their wheels of Parmesan-Reggiano?   

 
The third avenue to explore is in alliance opportunities with others who hold 

emergent data. OnStar, for example, is actively seeking alliance partners who can 
turn its emergent data into additional services for its subscribers. In any given 
industry, there may be partners that, like My Product Advisor, are in the business of 
collecting preference information. But, the best alliance partners might well be 
customers.  What business strategies can be crafted that encourage them to reveal 
data that was previously unavailable? 
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Levels of Learning 
 
Once the data is uncovered, experiments are needed to find the business 

opportunities and assess the practicality of using the emergent data at scale. The 
experiments should address specific questions and help the organization learn at 
three levels.  

 
The first level is business value. Does the data, made readily available to the 

organization, enhance performance, enable new products, or spark better decision-
making? Factoring in the time it would take to implement and launch a capability 
related to emergent data, how would it rate against the capabilities of the 
competition? Are there opportunities for creating information advantage, and what is 
the likely window of such an advantage?  What are potential secondary effects and 
unanticipated consequences of the initial applications?   

 
The second level of learning deals with platform. The raw technology 

components exist for economically collecting, storing, and analyzing vast amounts of 
emergent data. (To put this in perspective, the voice recordings and associated 
transaction information at The Hartford approaches one petabyte (or 1015 bytes).)  
But, in order to extract value, each organization needs to develop expertise and 
processes for configuring the technological building blocks to their own needs.  
Crafting suitable data models and architectures, building flexible exploration, 
annotation, and analysis tools, and designing data migration and verification 
strategies are all key to creating a flexible platform.   

 
The third level of learning is organizational. Neither emergent data nor their 

consequences will respect organizational boundaries or cultural norms. Who owns 
the data? Who owns the customer? Who has authority for new products? Who gets 
credit for operational savings? These questions will inevitably arise as potential 
applications are explored. Uncovering organizational barriers and potential 
landmines during the experimentation process will save enormous time, cost, and 
effort.  

 
Organizational Context 
 
The organizational context into which emergent data experiments are placed are 

as important as the experiments themselves. Framing experiments properly sets the 
right goals for those conducting the experiment and establishes proper expectations 
for the rest of the organization.  

 
The most typical mistake organizations make is to use the wrong valuation 

metric. Too often, experiments are judged based on traditional valuation methods 
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such as discounted cash flow or return on investment, which maximize near term 
earnings. Doing this drives the experimenters to quickly make simplifying 
assumptions about a host of uncertainty and risk factors, including technological 
viability, implementation risks, scaling factors, pricing, and market acceptance, in 
order to justify their effort. Ironically, these are the same factors that the 
experimenters should be exploring and clarifying, not making quick assumptions 
about. Traditional valuation methods also force experimenters to focus on narrow, 
more easily valued, applications rather than more ill-defined—but potentially more 
valuable—platform plays.   

 
A better valuation method is to treat experiments as option creating investments. 

A financial option gives its owner the right but not the obligation to purchase or sell a 
security at a given price. Analogously, a business option secures the right but not the 
obligation to make a potentially valuable business investment. The options approach 
calls for experimenters to explore large-scale opportunities not near-term returns.  
They do so by creating intellectual property, obtaining proprietary assets, securing 
joint ventures, or otherwise advancing knowledge to position the organization to 
successfully make further investments when the market conditions are right. Rather 
than forcing experimenters into near term project mode, the options approach values 
flexibility and volatility.15  

 
But just as venture capitalists don’t have just one investment, a corporate 

innovational effort can’t focus on just one experiment. Another critical aspect of the 
organization context is that emergent data experiments should be part of larger 
portfolio of options. The portfolio should be designed to explore a range of innovation 
opportunities. The likelihood of any one succeeding should be low but the 
asymmetrical payback of the few that do succeed should more than meet the hurdle 
rates and expectations for financial return of the organization.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Competitive advantage is as beautiful and as fleeting as a rose in bloom. And, 
just as a beautiful scent soon goes unnoticed, yesterday's competitive differentiators 
just become part of the price of doing business tomorrow. Rapid change, especially 
in the realm of information technology, spawns endless debates about the timing of 
innovation. Nicholas Carr captured the zeitgeist of today’s technology pessimism 
when he offered “new imperatives for IT investment and management” under the not 
so subtle chapter title, “Managing the Money Pit.” His recommendation is “follow, 
don’t lead.” Others argue that since competitive advantage evaporates quickly, the 
most value accrues to “first movers.” Some pundits evade the question with 
convoluted phrasings such as “first finisher.”  
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Another debate rages about the appropriate aspiration of innovation. Should 
innovation be pursued as a series of incremental improvements, or in the form of 
transformational efforts that redefine the rules of competition? In a recent special 
issue of Harvard Business Review on top-line growth, two well-respected 
consultants made opposing recommendations. Gary Hamel advised companies to 
“raise the ratio of radical innovation to incremental innovation,”16 while Michael 
Treacy argued, “breakthrough innovation should be the growth strategy of last 
resort.”17  It is a heated argument, with strong views detailing both sides of the 
slippery slope that separates the two positions. 

 
The unexciting answer to the questions of timing and aspiration is that there is no 

universal approach, and academic (or anti-academic) dogma should not dictate 
strategic choices. The right approach depends on the nature of the business 
situation, the characteristics of market, the life cycle of the products, the relative 
capability of organization, and the audacity of your competitors, just to name a few 
factors. Organizations can not, and should not, decide whether to go first, second, 
incrementally, in one big jump, or not at all, until they know the nature of the 
opportunities in front of them.   

 
As the historian, Ithiel de Sola Pool, wrote, “technology shapes the structure of 

the battle but not every outcome.”  The emergent data classes presented in this 
paper can spark qualitative differences in how companies do business, but there is 
no simple cookbook for gaining information advantage.  Each organization must do 
the hard work of identifying emergent data and understanding the implications in the 
context of their business.  Only then can organizations pinpoint specific 
opportunities, assess potential risks and rewards, and make choices about what to 
pursue.  The danger of technology pessimism is that opportunities are never 
considered. 

 
Perhaps the best advice on this matter comes from Peter Drucker, who offered 

this principle: “Innovation begins with the analysis of opportunities.  The search has 
to be organized, and must be done on a regular, systematic basis.”18  Drucker urges 
companies not to subscribe to romantic theories of innovation that depend on 
“flashes of genius” or charismatic figures who are “touched by the muses.”  Instead, 
companies must strive to master the practice and discipline of innovation.  That 
requires setting up the mechanisms for purposeful, systematic examination of 
innovative opportunities for companies.  This of course is the start of a complex 
process.  Key to the process is to carefully assess the possibilities afforded by 
emergent data and to have a killer platform that continually launches innovations.  

 
 In the end, innovation is a risky enterprise.  But, as Peter Drucker reminds us, 

“defending yesterday—that is, not innovating—is far more risky than making 
tomorrow.” 
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set to reference location and needs to determine local time by solar observation 
or astronomical observation. 

http://www.vtpi.org/dbvi_com.pdf
http://www.killerplatforms.net


DRAFT  -- For comments only, please do not distribute without permission. 
Contribute your comments and questions to the discussion at  http://www.killerplatforms.net 
For a copy of final version – email chunka.mui@cornerloft.com. 

24 

                                                                                                                                       
6  For a good primer on RFID technology, see the RFID Journal website at 

http://www.rfidjournal.com.  
7  Chandler wrote this in a review of Stephen Brown’s Revolution at the Checkout 

Counter:  The Explosion of the Bar Code (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 
1997).  Brown’s book provides an extensive discussion on the effort that lead to 
the standardization and widespread adoption of the UPC, and the technology’s 
wide-ranging economic ramifications.  In particular, see pp 1-34 for an excellent 
discussion of the business and competitive significance of the UPC. 

8  Sviokla, John and Audris Wong. “Red, Yellow, Green: Reading the Signals of 
Customer Feedback.”  DiamondCluster International, 2002. 

9  American Customer Satisfaction Index.  American Society for Quality, CFI Group.  
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI.  Feb. 2004. 

10  For an extensive discussion on Amazon.com, see Mui, Chunka.  “Amazon 
Raises Customer Service Benchmarks for the Offline World.” 
http://www.chunkamui.com.  

11  For a more detailed explanation of the motivation and history of My Product 
Advisor, see the discussion of its predecessor, AutoChoiceAdvisor, in:  Barabba, 
Vincent.  Surviving Transformation.  Oxford University Press.   2004.  Also see an 
early article on AutoChoiceAdvisor in Context magazine:  Kelley, Joanne.  “Pick a 
Car, Any Car.”  Context.  April/May, 2002.   

12  Rainie, Lee and Pault Hitlin, “The Use of Online Reputation and Rating Systems.”  
Pew Internet and American Life Project.  20 October 2004.  Washington, D.C.  
http://www.pewinternet.org.  

13  Carr, Nicholas.  “IT Doesn’t Matter.”  Harvard Business Review, May 2003.  pp 
41-49. 

14  General Motors.  “GM to Double Production of OnStar-equipped Vehicles.” Press 
Release.  9/21/2004. 

15  Larry Downes and I discussed the options concept in Unleashing the Killer App, 
Harvard Business School Press, 1998.  See our design principle number eleven,  
“Manage Innovation as a Portfolio of Options.”  For an excellent technical 
discussion of business options, see:  Amran, Martha and Nalin Kulatilaka, Real 
Options: Managing Strategic Investments in an Uncertain World.   Harvard 
Business School Press, 1999. 

16 Hamel, Gary and Gary Getz.  “Funding Growth in an Age of Austerity.”  Harvard 
Business Review, July-August 2004.  Page 76. 

17  Treacy, Michael.  “Innovation as a Last Resort.”  Harvard Business Review, July-
August 2004.  Page 29. 

18  Drucker, Peter.  “Principles of Innovation.” The Essential Drucker.  New York: 
HarperCollins, 2001. Page 270. 

http://www.rfidjournal.com
http://www.chunkamui.com
http://www.pewinternet.org
http://www.killerplatforms.net



