INSIGHTS

BIG DATA:
POINT, COUNTER POINT, & COMMENT

T H I N K F O RWA R D .

B I G D A T A : P O I N T, C O U N T E R P O I N T, & C O M M E N T

Big data is a term used to summarize the collection and
analysis of massive amounts of information. Organizations
are getting progressively more skillful in using big data.
Smart phone apps, such as Waze, use GPS information to
detect traffic patterns and navigate users towards a quicker
route. The app can also notify its users of upcoming speed
traps, stopped vehicles on the side of the road, and even
potholes (especially useful for Western Pennsylvanians).
Big data is also used to decode DNA, monitor nuclear
physics experiments, tell you how many hours a night you
spend snoring, foil terrorist plots, detect fraudulent financial
activity, and figure out when you are low on dish washer
detergent.
Point: Big data is thought to improve the speed of decision
making. We are taught that sharing our data helps
individuals and society achieve progress by optimizing
processes. The more sensors we carry or install to gather
data to be analyzed, the richer our lives will be.
Counterpoint: There are clear consequences to releasing
so much information, especially the erosion of privacy.
Recent cyber hacks have shown that data is not safe in
the hands of certain actors, who can use it for malevolent
means. By wearing sensors and devices, we connect to
the internet and increase our vulnerability while naively
assuming that this data won’t be used to benefit individual
interests. For instance, each device brought into the home
increases the vast network of potential nodes that can be
used illegally by intelligence operatives. Data is routinely
sold to third party companies who use it to create targeted
marketing. The cost is too great and big data is a serious
threat to personal freedom and privacy.

Comment: The role of data analysis in productivity
enhancement is well-documented, yet we often provide our
data too easily (do you always read the fine print?). There
are certainly industrial applications, but using big data to
increase the consumer’s quality of life or create productive
growth is questionable. We are more vulnerable to cyber
hacks and it may be prudent to adopt a more judicious
tone when it comes to voluntarily providing data.
We conclude with one of the defining ideas that we keep at
the forefront:
True transparency comes from access to abundant
information. However, as sources of information grow
exponentially, so does the level of individual bias and
misinformation. It is important than ever to be a critic of
information.
Also, as a quick aside, transparency is the destroyer of
secrets.
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