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THE CRITICAL IMPORTANCE OF
DATA GOVERNANCE IN TODAY'S
DIGITAL WORLD
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Today, data has become one of the most valuable assets for organisations, and the concept
of data governance has emerged as a critical business function. As businesses increasingly
rely on data to drive decision-making, innovation, and competitive advantage, the need for
robust data governance frameworks has never been more apparent. Data governance is not
just a technical concern; it is a strategic imperative that touches on ownership, privacy, data
retention, compliance, and more. In this article, | plan to explore why data governance is so

crucial today and delve into the key areas that organisations must address.
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Why Data Governance Matters Today

The digital transformation of businesses across all sectors has resulted in an exponential
growth in the volume, variety, and velocity of data. This data explosion, while providing
immense opportunities, also presents significant challenges. Without proper governance,
organisations risk making decisions based on inaccurate or incomplete data, exposing

themselves to regulatory penalties, and eroding customer trust.

At its core, data governance is about ensuring that data is accurate, consistent, and used
responsibly. It involves establishing policies, procedures, and standards that dictate how data
is collected, stored, managed, and used within an organisation. Effective data governance
enables organisations to maximise the value of their data while minimising risks, ensuring

compliance with regulations, and safeguarding the privacy of individuals.

Key Areas of Data Governance

1. Data Ownership

One of the foundational elements of data governance is clearly defining data ownership. In
many organisations, data is siloed across departments, leading to confusion about who is
responsible for its management. Establishing clear data ownership ensures that there is
accountability for data quality and stewardship. Data owners are typically responsible for
defining access rights, ensuring data accuracy, and implementing data policies within their

domain.
2. Data Privacy

With the increasing scrutiny of how organisations handle personal data, privacy has become
a top priority. Data governance frameworks must include stringent privacy policies that
comply with regulations such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in Europe
or the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) in the United States, Personal Data Privacy
Act (PDPA) in Singapore, and the Personal Data (Privacy) Ordinance (PDPO) in Hong
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Kong. These regulations require organisations to implement measures that protect personal
data from unauthorised access and ensure that individuals have control over their data.

A robust data governance strategy involves not just compliance but also building a culture
of privacy within the organization. This means educating employees about the importance
of data privacy, implementing privacy-by-design principles in systems and processes, and

regularly auditing practices to ensure ongoing compliance.

. Data Retention

Data retention policies are another critical aspect of data governance. These policies
determine how long data should be kept and when it should be securely disposed of.
Retaining data longer than necessary not only increases storage costs but also elevates the
risk of data breaches. On the other hand, deleting data too soon can result in the loss of
valuable information needed for decision-making or compliance with legal obligations.

Effective data retention policies strike a balance between these competing demands. They
are informed by legal requirements, industry standards, and the specific needs of the
organisation. Automated tools can help enforce these policies by flagging data that is due
for deletion and ensuring that it is disposed of in a secure manner.

. Data Quality and Integrity

For data to be useful, it must be of high quality. Data governance frameworks should include
mechanisms for ensuring data accuracy, consistency, and reliability. This involves setting
standards for data entry, implementing validation processes, and regularly monitoring data
for errors or inconsistencies. Poor data quality can lead to incorrect business decisions,

financial losses, and damage to an organisation’s reputation.

Data integrity is also crucial. This refers to maintaining the accuracy and consistency of data
throughout its lifecycle. Organisations must implement controls to prevent unauthorised
changes to data and ensure that any changes made are logged and auditable.
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. Regulatory Compliance

The regulatory landscape surrounding data is becoming increasingly complex. From GDPR
to PDPA and beyond, organisations must navigate a web of regulations that govern how
data is collected, stored, and used. Non-compliance can result in hefty fines and damage

to an organisation’s reputation.

Data governance plays a key role in ensuring compliance. By implementing comprehensive
governance frameworks, organisations can systematically address regulatory
requirements, such as data subject rights, breach notification protocols, and data protection
impact assessments. This not only reduces the risk of penalties but also builds trust with
customers and stakeholders.

. Risk Management

Data governance is inherently tied to risk management. By identifying and mitigating risks
related to data, organisations can prevent potential issues such as data breaches, loss of
intellectual property, and non-compliance with regulations. Risk management in data
governance involves assessing the potential impact of data-related risks and implementing
controls to minimise them. This can include encryption, access controls, regular audits, and

incident response plans.

. Ethical Data Use

As data becomes more central to business operations, ethical considerations are gaining
importance. Organisation must ensure that their data practices are not only legal but also
ethical. This involves considering the potential impacts of data use on individuals and
society at large. For example, organisations should avoid using data in ways that could lead
to discrimination, exploitation, or harm. Incorporating ethical guidelines into data
governance frameworks helps organisations maintain their social license to operate and

fosters public trust.
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Best Practices for Effective Data Governance

As mentioned earlier, implementing a robust data governance framework is essential for
managing data as a strategic asset. Below are some best practices that organisations should

consider to ensure successful data governance, with examples for each.
1. Establish a Data Governance Committee

This Data Governance Committee should be formed from a cross-functional team. For
better representation of views and concerns from the various stakeholders, it is
recommended that we have a good range of participants in this committee.

Example: A large healthcare organisation forms a data governance committee that
includes members from IT, compliance, legal, and various clinical departments. This
team collaborates to ensure that patient data is managed according to both regulatory
requirements and the needs of the healthcare professionals who rely on the data for
patient care.

We should also define clear roles and responsibilities for all members of this committee.

Example: /In a financial services company, the data governance committee designates
data owners within each department (e.q., finance, HR, marketing) who are responsible
for ensuring that data within their domain is accurate, secure, and compliant with
regulations. Data stewards, on the other hand, are tasked with the day-to-day
management of data, including monitoring data quality and addressing issues as they

arise.
2. Develop a Data Governance Policy

For an effective data governance, we need to create a comprehensive policy. To ensure
clarity of purpose and objectives, the policy must be clear in scope and responsibilities.
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Example: A global retail chain develops a data governance policy that addresses data
access, classification, retention, and destruction. The policy includes detailed
procedures for handling customer data, ensuring that it is securely stored, and only
accessed by specific authorised personnel. This policy is communicated to all
employees and is regularly reviewed and updated to reflect changes in regulations and

business needs.

For the data governance to be adopted, it should be in alignment with business goals.

Example: A tech startup aligns its data governance policy with its business goal of
expanding into international markets. The policy includes provisions for complying with
data protection laws in different countries, such as GDPR in Europe and PIPEDA in
Canada, ensuring that the company can operate smoothly across borders without

running afoul of local regulations.

3. Implement Data Quality Management Processes

To begin with, we need to set data quality standards. There needs to be clarity on what is
good or bad data so we could automate the cleansing process.

Example: A telecommunications company establishes data quality standards that
require customer records to be at least 98% accurate in terms of contact information,
service details, and billing data. These standards are enforced through automated

validation checks during data entry and reqular audits.

After automated data quality checks are in place, we would still need to regularly monitor
and audit the data to ensure the process is working as designed.

Example: An e-commerce platform performs monthly data audits to identify and correct
inconsistencies in product listings, pricing, and inventory levels. Automated tools flag
discrepancies, which are then reviewed by data stewards who make necessary
adjustments to maintain the integrity of the platform’s data.
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4. Implement Strong Data Security Measures

One of the easiest steps to take is to encrypt sensitive data. All major data platforms will
have this capability and data stewards should be making use of them.

Example: A pharmaceutical company encrypts all patient data stored in its clinical trial
databases, ensuring that even if the data is accessed without authorisation, it cannot
be read without the proper decryption keys. This protects the company against data
breaches and ensures compliance with HIPAA regulations.

Another step to take is to implement access controls and monitoring. This can be done
manually or with Database Activity Monitoring (DAM) tools.

Example: A government agency implements role-based access controls, ensuring that
only employees with a need-to-know basis can access sensitive data, such as citizens’
personal information. The agency also uses monitoring tools to track who accesses
what data, flagging any unauthorised attempts for immediate review.

5. Define Data Retention and Disposal Policies

As data retention is an important aspect of data governance, there is a need to establish
data retention schedules.

Example: A legal firm establishes a data retention schedule that requires client records
to be kept for seven years after a case is closed, in accordance with legal obligations.
After this period, the data is securely deleted to reduce storage costs and minimise the

risk of unauthorised access.

When data is flagged to be removed, it should be securely disposed of.

Example: A financial institution employs a certified data destruction service to shred old

physical records and wipe digital data from decommissioned servers. This ensures that
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once the data is no longer needed, it is irretrievably destroyed, reducing the risk of data

breaches.

6. Foster a Culture of Data Governance

To ensure that all these governance policies and measures are understood and adhered to,
regular training and awareness programs should be planned and delivered to the whole

organisation.

Example: An insurance company conducts quarterly data governance training sessions
for all employees, ensuring they understand the importance of data security, privacy,
and quality. These sessions include real-life case studies of data breaches and their
consequences, helping to instil a sense of responsibility among staff.

To further ensure compliance, we should also promote accountability and transparency

across the organisation.

Example: A multinational corporation creates a data governance dashboard that allows
employees to track the status of data quality initiatives, audit results, and compliance
with regulations. This transparency promotes accountability, as employees can see the
direct impact of their actions on the organisation’s data governance efforts.

7. Leverage Technology for Data Governance

For more efficient application of the data governance processes, data governance tools and

platforms should be employed.

Example: A global logistics company implements a data governance platform that
automates data classification, lineage tracking, and policy enforcement. This platform
helps ensure that all data across the organization is governed according to consistent

rules, reducing the risk of errors and non-compliance.
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Another step that can be taken is to implement data lineage tracking to quickly identify

sources and users quickly.

Example: A bank uses data lineage tools to track the origin, movement, and
transformation of data across its systems. This allows the bank to quickly identify the
source of any data discrepancies, ensuring that they can be corrected at the source and

reducing the impact on downstream processes.

8. Regularly Review and Update the Data Governance Framework

As with every policy and framework in use, we should be conducting periodic assessments

to check the relevancy of measures and currency of policies.

Example: A large multinational periodically reviews its data governance framework to
ensure it remains aligned with evolving regulatory requirements and business needs.
This includes conducting gap analyses and benchmarking against industry best

practices.

As we progress in this fast-moving space, we should always adapt to new technologies and

regulations.

Example: A tech firm updates its data governance framework to accommodate the
integration of artificial intelligence (Al) and machine learning (ML) technologies. This
includes new policies for ensuring the ethical use of Al, transparency in algorithmic

decision-making, and compliance with emerging Al regulations.
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Conclusion

As data continues to play a central role in the success of businesses, the importance of data
governance will only continue to grow. Organisations that invest in strong data governance
today will be the ones that thrive in the increasingly complex digital landscape of tomorrow. In
today’s data-driven world, effective data governance is not just a competitive advantage—it is

a necessity for sustainable growth and long-term success.

By following the best practices discussed, organisations can establish a strong data
governance framework that not only protects their data assets but also enhances their ability

to derive value from data in a compliant, ethical, and secure manner.
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