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The Battle for Data Talent
February 27, 2019
References to “AI” and “machine learning” may have surpassed “big data” as the trendiest buzzwords in the
technology industry over the past few years. But whatever hashtag is trending the highest on Twitter, all of those
developments depend on data science—and on the highly trained practitioners of this craft.
Large entities across sectors have been using data science to improve returns with clear, tangible results.
Southwest Airlines reduced the time its planes stand on the tarmac, saving $100 million per year. UPS optimized
its fleet, saving 39 million gallons of fuel. The IRS improved its ability to detect fraud and improper payments,
saving taxpayers $2 billion.
To gain a deeper understanding of new trends in data science, we invited Eric Haller, executive vice president and
global head of Experian DataLabs, to speak at William Blair’s 2018 CONNECTIVITY conference. Experian DataLabs
was launched in 2011 to focus on breakthrough experimentation to harness the vast amounts of data generated by
Experian’s users.
Focus Shifts From Infrastructure to Tools
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Rapid improvements in technology infrastructure that support increased computational intensity have enabled
the remarkable growth of machine learning in recent years. Five years ago there were more questions around
infrastructure, but over the past two years Haller said those sorts of issues don’t often come up. For instance, it’s a
working assumption that companies are in the cloud if they are involved in data analytics.
Today, the questions usually focus on the tools that a company is using to manipulate data and extract insights,
Haller explained.
The tools we have to interrogate the data, create insights, and leverage data are expanding. And while many of the
mathematical approaches now used by leading data scientists have existed for decades, today’s computational
abilities allow us to leverage those techniques in a way we couldn’t in the past.
In addition to the increased volume of ideas, the nature of these ideas has changed as well. Following the financial
crisis, companies were more interested in solutions related to risk mitigation, but the focus has since shifted
toward finding innovative ways to use data analytics to drive growth, says Haller.
Competition for Talent Gets Fierce
What’s even more important than the quantity and quality of data? Finding people who know how to use it.
LinkedIn ranks “data scientist” as one of the most-promising careers, and Glassdoor has ranked it as the No. 1 job
in America for the past three years.
Competition is fierce, and firms have to pay well for data science talent. Haller said Experian DataLabs extends job
offers to half of the individuals who pass the initial screening for an interview, and those individuals often have
many other job offers.
Finding the right people is so crucial to Experian DataLabs that, despite the competition, the lab puts applicants
through a rigorous process to determine whether an applicant has the precise mixture of aptitudes needed to
solve the challenges the research presents. Haller said the data manipulation problems they give applicants
involve moving around large pieces of data and writing algorithms to index, sort, match, and extract the data.
In terms of attracting and retaining data scientists, however, talent begets talent.
Ability to Work With “Dirty” Data
Cleaning the data to make it actionable is one of the biggest challenges a company may encounter. Undergraduate
and master’s programs are almost clinical in their approach because they work with clean data sets; as a result,
some companies may seek data scientists with doctorates, who are more accustomed to working with “dirty” data.
Turning Data Talent Into Sustainable Value
At William Blair, we are constantly evaluating a company’s prospects for generating sustainable value through
forms of differentiation that build moats around the business and capture market share over the long term.
For any company that relies on data analytics to drive value, we believe that the company’s ability to attract and
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retain talented data scientists will be a powerful source of differentiation.
The demand for doctorate-level data scientists far exceeds universities’ ability to train them, and this supplydemand imbalance shows no signs of abating. As a result, our bottom-up analysis of data-driven companies across
industries will include a rigorous assessment of that company’s recruitment and retention of data scientists.
To access more insights about how William Blair is reaching beyond traditional investment analysis to think about the
white space between asset classes, sectors, geographic regions, and investment teams, we invite you to explore other
posts about sessions at our 2018 CONNECTIVITY conference.
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Daniel Hill, CFA, is a research analyst on William Blair’s Global Equity team.
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Disclosure:
This content is for informational and educational purposes only and not intended as investment advice or a
recommendation to buy or sell any security. Investment advice and recommendations can be provided only after
careful consideration of an investor’s objectives, guidelines, and restrictions.
Information and opinions expressed are those of the authors and may not reflect the opinions of other investment
teams within William Blair Investment Management, LLC, or affiliates. Factual information has been taken from
sources we believe to be reliable, but its accuracy, completeness or interpretation cannot be guaranteed.
Information is current as of the date appearing in this material only and subject to change without notice.
Statements concerning financial market trends are based on current market conditions, which will fluctuate. This
material may include estimates, outlooks, projections, and other forward-looking statements. Due to a variety of
factors, actual events may differ significantly from those presented.
Investing involves risks, including the possible loss of principal. Equity securities may decline in value due to both
real and perceived general market, economic, and industry conditions. The securities of smaller companies may
be more volatile and less liquid than securities of larger companies. Investing in foreign denominated and/or
domiciled securities may involve heightened risk due to currency fluctuations, and economic and political risks.
These risks may be enhanced in emerging markets. Different investment styles may shift in and out of favor
depending on market conditions. Individual securities may not perform as expected or a strategy used by the
Adviser may fail to produce its intended result.
Investing in the bond market is subject to certain risks including market, interest rate, issuer, credit, and inflation
risk. Rising interest rates generally cause bond prices to fall. High-yield, lower-rated, securities involve greater risk
than higher-rated securities. Sovereign debt securities are subject to the risk that an entity may delay or refuse to
pay interest or principal on its sovereign debt because of cash flow problems, insufficient foreign reserves, or
political or other considerations. Derivatives may involve certain risks such as counterparty, liquidity, interest rate,
market, credit, management, and the risk that a position could not be closed when most advantageous. Currency
transactions are affected by fluctuations in exchange rates; currency exchange rates may fluctuate significantly
over short periods of time. Diversification does not ensure against loss.
There can be no assurance that investment objectives will be met. Any investment or strategy mentioned herein
may not be appropriate for every investor. References to specific companies are for illustrative purposes only and
should not be construed as investment advice or a recommendation to buy or sell any security. Past performance
is not indicative of future returns.
Copyright © 2020 William Blair & Company, L.L.C. "William Blair” is a registered trademark of William Blair &
Company, L.L.C. No part of this material may be reproduced in any form, or referred to in any other publication,
without express written consent.

