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By ABBY MARGOLIS and EVGENY KÁGANER

Why All Companies Need  
a Data Experience Designer

REDISCOVERING THE PERSON 
BEHIND THE DATA

F or all the talk about how big data 
is transforming business and soci-
ety, the focus of the conversation 
seems to be on the pieces of data 

themselves. Analytics – descriptive, predic-
tive and prescriptive – are largely seen as the 
main source of value, with the data scientist 
positioned at the core of this transformation, 
endowed with the powers and responsibility to 
unlock big data’s big secrets.

True, some companies are successfully  

using analytics to streamline and redesign their 
internal processes, improve their targeting and 
customize their offerings. But an essential piece 
in the data economy puzzle is being overlooked: 
the person.

Consider social media, wearables or the 
connected home: all these hinge on data gener-
ated by or associated with individuals. And it’s 
not just about capturing what people already do 
but enabling them to do it better. From record-
ing sleep habits to real-time guidance on the 
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York, San Francisco, Sao Paulo and Tokyo, as 
well as analyses of emerging Personal Data 
Economy (PDE) initiatives. The goal is to de-
fine the core elements of the new design mind-
set that companies must adopt as they create 
new data-rich products and services aimed at 
reaching a new breed of data “prosumer.”

Data Prosumers: The New Class 
of Customers 
Data experience design, as any design, starts 
with the person and his or her needs. One of the 
research takeaways is that, instead of focusing 
on data as a new asset class, companies need 
to focus on the data-driven individual as a new 
type of customer. 

Too often firms treat customers merely as 
data-creating widgets in their business model. 
This is a shortsighted approach. Individuals are 
both producers and consumers of data – or data 
“prosumers” – and to become successful in the 
Personal Data Economy, companies need to un-
derstand and embrace the implications of this 
duality.

One might argue that the data prosumers 
in our sample are not representative of the 
broader population. Even if that were so, given 
the growing numbers of data prosumers, to-
day’s “outliers” provide clues for how the aver-
age person might think about and interact with 
data in the not-so-distant future.

Today’s data prosumers are savvy in the way 
they integrate data into their everyday lives and 
surprisingly aware of the digital footprints they 
leave behind. They see value in various ways:

VALUE TO THEM PERSONALLY. One of our inter-
viewees explained how he wrote daily diary en-
tries, boiling down his day’s experiences into 
five lines, and then he received an email with 
his diary entries from that day two years before. 
This use of personal data took fleeting thoughts 
from passing moments, and transformed them 
into automated progress reports, so this person 
was able to reflect on his personal evolution 
over time. This is just one example of how value 
can be created that is unique to the individual 

best route home, data can augment existing ex-
periences and open the possibility of previously 
unthinkable new ones occurring.

Data-enriched experiences create value for 
individuals – value that businesses can seek to 
capture. Companies that go beyond pure ana-
lytics and redesign customer experiences with 
data in mind will be the winners. But what will 
it take for a company to create such products 
and services?

We believe firms need to develop a new 
mind-set, one that is distinct yet complemen-
tary to that of the data scientist. This mind-set 
will focus on the person rather than data and 
rely on principles of design rather than analysis. 
We envisage a new organizational figure – the 
data experience designer – who will master the 
mind-set and work hand-in-hand with the data 
scientist to lead the company forward. 

This article summarizes the findings of a 
global research project that involved in-depth 
interviews with experts in cities around the 
world, including Berlin, Boston, London, New 

Pundits have dubbed 
personal data “the new oil” 
of the 21st century. Yet for 
all the hype surrounding 
big data, people complain 
they have less meaning and 
are frustrated with how 
poorly brands leverage 
their information. That’s 
because many companies 
still mine data with the end 
goal of streamlining business 
processes, largely neglecting 
an essential piece in the data 
economy puzzle: the person.

This article summarizes 
the findings of a global 
research project into the 
values and behavior of data 
“prosumers” – individuals 

who are both producers 
and consumers of data, and 
who expect their personal 
data to be used to deliver 
new and better experiences. 
The authors define the core 
elements of a new design 
mind-set that companies 
must adopt as they create 
new data-rich products and 
services. In the emerging 
Personal Data Economy, firms 
will reap value to the extent 
that they enable, empower 
and meet future needs, rather 
than merely analyzing past 
behavior. They envisage a new 
organizational figure – the 
data experience designer – to 
take the process forward. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Companies that go beyond pure analytics and 
redesign customer experiences with data in mind will 
be the winners. But what will it take for a company to 
create such products and services?
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Far from being naïve to the commercial aspects of data 
sharing, users consciously weighed up the value they 
would receive from doing so and made choices based 
on whether they felt the exchange was worth it.

– whether storing data to keep track of impor-
tant memories and life events; analyzing data to 
better understand a particular facet of oneself 
(e.g., health or mood); or applying data to make 
better decisions and change some behavior. 
Tellingly, respondents talked about crafting or 
being the authors of their own data, rather than 
merely being anonymous data generators, once 
again reflecting the very personal nature with 
which they regard their data. 

VALUE IN SHARING DATA WITH OTHERS. In addi-
tion to the personal value derived from data, 
people also see that there is value to be gained 
by pooling data rather than just harvesting 
one’s own individual piece. This could be for 
pragmatic reasons: Following the Fukushima 
nuclear accident, for example, people used the 
Pachube platform to record and share radiation 

measurements from around Japan in order to 
understand what the real levels were when 
the government was unable to provide those 
answers. For some, the very act of sharing – 
pictures, locations, stats about a recent jog in 
the park – engenders feelings of belonging and 
emotional connectedness, which have social 
value apart from any practical reasons.

We have also seen sharing as a means of 
contributing to a grand cause or assisting 
peers in the same boat. PatientsLikeMe, for 
example, enables patients with similar condi-
tions not only to share their experiences with 
each other, but to contribute data to help re-
searchers and health-care providers improve 
the quality of care.

VALUE IN ECONOMIC TERMS. Finally, despite the 
widespread belief that people are ignorant to 
the ways that businesses make money off their 
data, we found the opposite was true: not only 
were respondents aware of this fact, they were 
generally willing to share data with compa-
nies so long as they perceived some equitable 
value in return. Indeed, far from being naïve 
to the commercial aspects of data sharing, us-
ers consciously weighed up the value they 
would receive from doing so and made delib-
erate choices based on whether they felt the 
exchange was worth it. That was certainly the 
case for a Pirate Party member we interviewed: 
although he was extremely concerned about his 
privacy, he seemed content to yield his data to 
Google, knowing full well that the company is a 
data monetization machine, ostensibly because 
he perceived that the value and convenience he 
would get in return was commensurate to the 
value of the data he would have to share.

Despite the value prosumers perceive from 
bringing data into their lives, many describe it 
as a “burdensome” experience. 

For one thing, there is a lack of interoper-
ability and integration across the disparate 
tools and platforms that generate and manage 
personal data. This makes extracting the real 
meaning from the vast array of data points and 
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