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What is Data Governance and Why is it Important?
Data, the digital building blocks of information, is a valuable corporate asset outlasting applica-
tions and processes. Data is used as input into tactical and strategic decisions. Analysis of data 
allows organizations to learn and grow.
Data is received from and transmitted to customers and business partners. Data is reported to 
investors and regulators and used by the media. Data flows through every process your organi-
zation runs and is used by every individual your organization employs. As important as your cen-
tral nervous system is to your body, data is to your organization. Data signals when you should 
move, how fast, and in what direction. If those signals are faulty, poorly managed, or constantly 
in conflict you may find yourself paralyzed into inaction or moving in the wrong direction at the 
wrong speed.

So, what needs to be done to ensure your data is highly managed, valued, and lever-
aged?

• Data Governance provides a substantial part of the answer.
• Data Governance is the process and people charged with directing, guiding, and regulating 

the usage of an organization’s data assets in order to optimize its value and control associ-
ated risks.

• Data governance is no different than any other form of corporate or jurisdictional gover-
nance, with the exception that the items being governed are a firm’s data assets.

• Data Governance, above all else, is about people and their behaviors related to creating, 
using, and managing data.

What Data Should be Governed?
Ultimately, all of your organization’s data should be governed, but it is not realistic to tackle all 
of it at once. Combining & applying the dimensions of criticality, commonality, and quality to 
your organization’s data assets to establish a prioritized list of data categories is a key initial step 
on the path to data governance. Some data is more critical than others. Its degree of impor-
tance is driven by its usage – i.e. the criticality of the processes, reports, or decisions relying 
upon that data. Each organization will have a different view on their most critical processes and 
decisions, and therefore, pieces of information. To make things more complex, this view will 
change over time.
Additionally, some data is more highly shared than others. Customer and Product data may be 
used repeatedly across many of your organization’s processes, while other information may be 
limited to use by a single function. A good indicator of the importance of a data subject to your 
entire enterprise is its level of sharing or common use. Finally, some data is simply better than 
others. Higher quality, well-protected, and well-understood data typically needs less attention 
than data that is defective, accessed incorrectly, and interpreted inconsistently.
However, be forewarned that this prioritization process alone has the potential to drag on due 
to unresolved conflict and an overly broad span of coverage. Be sure that basic decision making 
roles, processes, and timeframes are in place prior to embarking on this initial step. But most 
importantly, get started and realize that you will not get it perfect the first time through.
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Who Governs Data and How?
“Govern”: to control the actions or behavior of; guide; direct; regulate; make policy.
The above definition implies a certain degree of power bestowed upon those chosen to govern. 
The giving of power can easily become a controversial matter at any organization. Each organi-
zation should uniquely base its decision on how to structure and distribute governance respon-
sibilities based on its size, culture, and existing formal and informal power base. However, there 
are a set of guidelines to follow and questions to answer that will make the process easier.

Guideline: When forming the initial data governance team, select a group possessing 
the following attributes:

• Experience implementing organizational governance
• Extensive data management experience from both a business and technology perspective
• Strong communication skills and ability to understand and work with others
• Understanding of the current culture and formal / informal organizational structures at 

your firm / agency
• Demonstrated ability to get things done.

While there may be no one person on the team that embodies all of the above characteristics, 
the combined group should cover all of them. Once this team is formulated they should set 
about answering the following questions internally and with various players outside their team 
spanning multiple organizational levels.

Setting the Stage:
• What is the objective(s) of the effort?
• How will success or progress be measured?
• What is your current view of the management practices, usage practices, quality, & accessi-

bility of the organization’s data?
• If this effort could solve one and only one issue with data, what would it be?
• What should the scope of data governance be, i.e. what should be included under the data 

governance umbrella?

Organizational Model & Structure:
• Who (roles and organizational location) should govern data and why?
• How centrally or de-centrally should governance responsibilities be allocated? Why?
• How formal or informal should governance responsibilities & policies (rules) be? Why?
• How should data governance interact with any other, existing governance functions?
• How involved do you want to be in the governance process and why?

Governance Execution
• How inclusive should policy setting decisions be and how long should it take to make them?
• How should compliance with governance policies and standards be monitored?
• How should compliance be rewarded and/or non-compliance punished?
• What technologies should the governance process leverage?

Guideline: Best Practices for governance implementations:
• Data Governance does not have a definitive life. It is a way of conducting business that 

should endure.
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• Data content is owned by the business. Data systems are run by IT. Data Management 
spans both constituent groups. Don’t drive the effort exclusively from one side or the other.

• Identify a key champion and key advocates early in the process. The champion must have 
influence & respect outside his/her immediate formal authority base.

• Be patient: Start implementing in a small, targeted area and show some results quickly. 
Bigger change will come later.

• Be patient: Let success drive adoption in the early stages, not a mandate. Bigger change will 
come later.

Expanding Coverage
• Be flexible: participation, advocacy, scope, and direction will change over time.
• Be consistent on the core set of guidelines / policies. While flexibility is needed, the overall 

direction and most important tenets must be stable in order to drive the desired behaviors 
over time.

• Be inclusive: Understand diverse views and opinions to help formulate better overall ap-
proaches and adoption tactics – avoid “groupthink” and top-down, middle-out only ap-
proaches.

• Constantly accomplish something of value & communicate its benefits. The saying, “what 
have you done for me lately” is truer than you may think.

• Operating the Governance Function
• Purely central and purely local approaches to governance rarely work. Default to a hybrid 

(federated) operating model at the outset, picking up participating localities as the effort 
progresses.

• Technology is a key enabler but never the core focus. Leverage technology to track, auto-
mate, control, and assist with communications.

• Know when and where mandates are necessary and be consistent with their application.
• Don’t forget about monitoring, measuring, and motivating compliance. This is where the 

rubber meets the road, can be more difficult to implement than you think, and is a true 
barometer of how deeply people believe in the stated data governance purpose.

What is covered under the Data Governance Umbrella?
While data are the raw facts that identify, describe, and define something – there is more to 
data governance than just ensuring that those facts are well-managed. There is other informa-
tion about data that tells an organization how to interpret data, where to get it, who authoriz-
es access, and how it is created, changed, and used. Governance establishes a framework of 
standards and consistency around a set of topics and defines who is ultimately responsible for 
defining, adhering to, and measuring compliance with each of these areas.
A good data governance function addresses each of the following areas:

• Data Acquisition & Integration – What data sources should be used (external and internal) 
and what sources are being used? For homogeneous data coming from multiple sources, 
what is the proper priority of sources and how are entities uniquely identified? For het-
erogeneous data, how should the data relate to each other and new data derive from the 
intersection?

• Data Usage – Which processes, systems, and reports use the data and why? How does the 
data flow along the process and system information supply chain and do the parties in-
volved understand and agree to their direct dependencies and dependents?
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• Data Quality – How complete, accurate, and valid is the data in relation to its stated us-
age purposes? What risks are the organization exposed to due to defects with the data 
(non-conformance to stated business rules)?

• Data Persistence – Where and how should data be stored; how long should data be kept 
readily available, archived, and purged; how many redundant copies of the same data 
should be kept and how many actually exist?

• Data Definition – What are the conceptual, logical, and physical names and descriptions 
of the data; how does it relate to other data attributes and objects (entities); what type of 
data is it and what domain of values are allowed?

• Data Security – Who authorizes access to the data and what mechanism(s) are used; how 
is the data classified from a sensitivity and privacy perspective; how is the data protected 
from loss, theft, and unauthorized intrusions?

When first establishing a data governance function, it is not necessary to immediately cover all 
of the above areas. Touch upon each area, but pick two or three areas to dive into fully for a 
target process (ex: Billing) or data category (ex: Customer Data). Typically, the most realistic path 
is early and quick results leading to communication of benefits and voluntary, organic adoption 
and growth. Expand both the coverage of data / processes and governance topics with each 
successive governance iteration until you have reached the desired level of maturity across your 
organization.

Conclusion
Data is an extremely important asset to any organization. By leveraging a well-planned Data 
Governance effort, the value your organization receives from your data in relation to the associ-
ated data acquisition, management, and usage costs and risks will increase significantly.

About Unissant
Unissant is an advanced data analytics and business transformation services provider with ex-
pertise in healthcare and health IT, finance, national security, and energy. The company delivers 
innovative solutions to assist government agencies and private sector businesses in tackling 
their biggest challenges. Founded in 2006, Unissant is a prime contractor on various govern-
ment vehicles such as CIO-SP3, GSA PSS, GSA HealthIT SIN, and GSA 8(a) STARS II and is a CMMI 
Level 3, ISO 9001 & 27001 certified company headquartered in Herndon, Virginia with a satellite 
office in San Antonio, Texas. In March 2017, Unissant received the Government Project of the 
Year award by Small and Emerging Contractors Advisory Forum (SECAF). Unissant has experi-
ence with implementing machine learning solutions and full stack implementation on cloud. 
Unissant is a Select Consulting Partner Public Sector and is leveraging this relationship with AWS 
to strengthen our ability to support our customers in their Digital Transformation journey. We 
are already supporting several of our customers in the public sector with their Machine Learn-
ing implementations, cloud adoption strategy and implementation.
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This document may not, in whole or in part, be copied photocopied, reproduced, translated, or reduced to any 
electronic medium or machine-readable form without prior consent, in writing, from Unissant, Inc.

Information in this document is subject to change without notice and does not represent a commitment on the 
part of Unissant. This document is provided “as is” without warranty of any kind including without limitation, any 
warranty of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. Further, Unissant does not warrant, guarantee, or 
make any representations regarding the use, or the results of the use, of the written material in terms of correct-
ness, accuracy, reliability, or otherwise.

All other brand and product names are trademarks of their respective companies.

For additional information on Unissant full range of services, please visit our website at www.unissant.com or call 
us at 703.889.8500. 
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