
Saving the 
    world with

BIG
 DATABIG DATA GETS  

A BAD RAP. 

It starts with the name – big is 
always scary – and suspicion that 
multi-nationals and secret services 
are tracking our every move. 

It’s further compounded by the shroud of mystery 
that surrounds the geeky world of data analytics. 

But increasingly Big Data is being seen as humanity’s 
saviour. Or as the United Nations says: “Big Data 
represents a new, renewable natural resource with the 
potential to revolutionise sustainable development and 
humanitarian practice.” 

Really?

In this Bulletin, we look 
   at these claims in greater detail 

   Along  the way we explain what 
      Big Data is (and is not), how our  

 digital footprints are growing exponentially, 
and we ask if our personal privacy is something we need  
to fret about.

In all of this, there is one certainty: bringing meaning to  
Big Data is the new black. Fortunes will be made by those 
who can interpret our ballooning digital footprints – and  
the same people could help save the world too. Read on to 
find out why.  

Find out more about Context at www.contextsustainability.com
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GOOD  
FACTS

EVERY DAY  
WE CREATE  
2.5 QUINTILLION 
BYTES OF DATA 

90%of the data 
                                                in the world 
                                               was created in 
                                           the last two years 
 
 

   439 
       MILLION  
mobile phones were bought in 2014  
and global mobile traffic grew by 69%

2.5BILLION 
people live in poverty 

85%  
have access to a mobile phone. 
 
ACCESS TO DATA 
COULD LIFT THEM 
FROM POVERTY 
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BIG DATA IS THE ANALYSIS OF LARGE 
COLLECTIONS OF DATA TO IDENTIFY 
TRENDS AND FIND MEANING. THAT 
KNOWLEDGE CAN BE USED TO HELP 
US, FOR EXAMPLE, GRASP WHERE 
OUR WORLD CAME FROM, PREDICT 
THE NEXT TERROR ATTACK, OR FOR 
THAT MATTER, SELL MORE STUFF. 

HOW BIG IS BIG DATA?
From a few dozen terabytes to multiple 
petabytes (thousands of terabytes). 

1  Petabyte = (1 000 000 000 000 000 bytes)

2   Petabytes = all US academic research 
libraries

Big Data is the next frontier for innovation, 
competition, and productivity, according to 
consultants McKinsey. While the current wave 
of billionaires grew rich on technology, the next 
generation will make their mega-fortunes finding  

clever ways to analyse 
the vast amount of 

digital data we 
create every day.

We are getting very 
good at collecting 
data from our 
fast-growing digital 

footprints: how fast 
your car is travelling, 

what you’re eating, what 
publications you read, what 
movies you watch… Our 
digital footprints are set to 
balloon as every domestic 
object gets a Wi-Fi enabled 
sensor – from light bulbs to 
fridges and thermostats. 

Scientists have long been data collectors and are 
rapidly expanding their efforts, from mapping the 
genome to gathering truly vast amounts of data from 
outer space. Business too is accomplished at gathering 
commercial and financial data. And governments are 
masters at collecting economic data. 

While we are good data gatherers, we still have a long 
way to go in turning data into knowledge. We are 
reasonably good at analysing structured information, 
such as health care records which are pre-sorted and 
stored neatly for rules-based analysis. 

But we are poor at doing what our brains do: taking 
unstructured, random data and making sense of it.

It is this unstructured data – from smartphones, 
videos, social media chatter – that is growing 
exponentially. Those who bring meaning to these  
data sets will make fortunes. 

And herein lies the ethical dimension: how can society 
ensure that everyone benefits from everyone’s data? 
We explore these questions on the following pages. 

What is  
 BIG DATA? 

http://www.contextsustainability.com
https://twitter.com/context_group
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Why does BIG DATA 
get a bad rap? 
EVERY DIGITAL STEP WE TAKE, FROM 
HIRING AN UBER, LIKING A FACEBOOK 
POST OR SEARCHING FOR A PRODUCT 
IS RECORDED AND ANALYSED. 

The anonymised (we are promised) results are sold  
to those who would like to sell us something or 
persuade us to act in their favour, such as voting for  
a particular politician. 

Given that everyone is photographed, videoed 
and monitored whenever we are in public, why 
fuss about privacy?

Campaigner for privacy standards, Privacy 
International, neatly sums up what many feel: 
“We believe that technological developments 
should strengthen, rather than undermine, the 
right to a private life, and that everyone’s privacy 
must be carefully safeguarded…

“The right to privacy is a qualified fundamental 
human right – meaning that if someone wants to 
take it away from you, they need to have a damn 
good reason for doing so.” 

TOO PRECIOUS
Stirring stuff. But there are many who think privacy 
campaigners are being a little too precious. Such 
sceptics are mainly found in marketing organisations 
who want to find new ways of selling us stuff, and 
government institutions charged with protecting us 
from bad people who want to blow us up. 

By the amount of over-sharing on social media, some 
consumers do not seem to be overly worried about 
others having access to what they see as trivial 
information. There’s greater consensus on the need 
for privacy of deeply personal data, such as financial 
and health records. 

These anxieties have long been recognised, and  
there is well-established legislation in place to protect 
the privacy of personal information held by others. 
National data privacy laws are broadly based on 
international legal standards, such as Article 17 of 
the UN’s International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (1966) and Article 8 of the European Convention 
on Human Rights (1950).

But campaigners are quick to point out that our digital 
progress has far outpaced our ability to legislate, 
leaving the individual exposed to exploitation by 
the state, criminals or companies who simply see a 
chance to do a little business with our data. That’s why 
some are calling for the precautionary principle to be 
followed while the law catches up. 

This is the current privacy battle ground. The obvious 
question is how much will the battle over privacy  
hold us back from sharing our digital footprints for  
the greater good. Read on.
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Why BIG DATA can do 
 BIG GOOD  BY IMPROVING THE EFFICIENCY OF BUSINESS, GOVERNMENTS AND 

NGOs, BIG DATA WILL MAKE US MORE PROSPEROUS AND HELP US 
DODGE AVOIDABLE CATASTROPHES, LIKE CLIMATE CHANGE. 

The following pages include 
specific examples of how big 
data can do good for humanity. 
These are early days and with 
everything digital, much 
changes very quickly.  
We’ll update examples online. 

http://www.contextsustainability.com
https://twitter.com/context_group
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AGRICULTURE
Farming is dying for efficiency. The sector, especially 
in the developing world, is desperately in need of 
modernisation to reduce the amount of water and 
food it wastes because of poor storage and bad 
weather predictions. Change is already happening 
with mobile-based services ranging from finance 
to market information. Expect more. 

BIG DATA GOES HYPER-LOCAL
Monsanto, the seed and pesticide business, recently 
acquired the start-up Climate Corporation which 
analyses Big Data to help farmers take some of the 
guess work out of their lives. 

Its Climate Basic app uses predictive weather 
modelling to create real-time, field-specific weather 
forecasts, as well as detailed soil and crop information. 
The idea is that this high level of data analysis, 
combined with hyper-local information, will allow 
farmers to make smarter decisions about planting, 
fertilising and harvesting. 

Precision agriculture – based on Big Data – aims to 
reduce the amount of natural uncertainty farmers  
face daily, increasing their confidence and hopefully 
their yields. 

CITIES
Over half of the world’s population now live in cities, 
and within the next 20 years, a further two billion 
people will join their ranks. Big Data – traffic control, 
smart grids, pollution monitoring – will become 
essential to make cities liveable.

SMARTER, GREENER CITIES
Smart grid technology forms the blueprint to 
the ‘world’s most sustainable city’, Masdar City in 
Abu Dhabi. The £12 billion development intends to 
attract 50,000 ecologically minded residents, who will 
benefit from wind tower generated air conditioning, 
zero waste to landfill, and a 100% renewable energy 
supply. Sensors in lighting and home appliances feed 
data into smart meters to reveal exactly how much 
energy residents use. Big Data analytics will help 
assess and interpret energy use behaviour to ensure 
supply is managed responsibly.  

Masdar City ‘Green Policemen’ will use data to identify 
and alert individuals that are using the most energy.  

A better connected energy system 
    means a more intuitive one, which 
      will ultimately reduce demand and 
    waste in our future cities and allow 
for more sustainable living. 

BUSINESS
Used ethically, Big Data makes better businesses.  
And when business thrives so does the world – with 
more trade, more jobs, more wealth and more sharing 
for mutual good.

 “Advances in technology now allow 
companies to collate and assess large  
data sets to drive previously unimaginable 
insights. Ironically, the commercial 
imperatives that have driven companies to 
invest in data collection and analysis tools 
are the same as those that discourage  
its sharing.

But some companies have started to 
recognise that sharing data can in itself 
create good – so called data philanthropy.

We see a future in which a company’s 
corporate reputation is affected as much 
by the data it shares as its activities. 
And we see the internet as a critical tool 
in creating a data democracy in which 
companies and non-profits share data to 
drive insights that deliver both commercial 
and societal benefits.”

SIMON GITTINGS  CREATIVE DIRECTOR, INVESTIS

Investis specialise in digital investor relations and 
corporate communications for public companies, 
servicing over 1,700 clients across the globe from 
offices in six countries.

http://www.climate.com/
http://www.masdar.ae/
http://www.investis.com/
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CONSERVATION
Protecting ecosystems has been especially hard 
because of the lack of meaningful data. Now, with 
satellite surveillance and the use of mobile data 
collection, we are in a far better position to extract 
valuable information from Big Data, protecting 
species, habitats and the eco-systems whose services 
(clean air, water, fertile soil…) we need to survive. 

HP EARTH INSIGHTS 
Tropical forest loss is jeopardising biodiversity and 
the health of vital ecosystems that we depend on 
for environmental services and human health. Faster 
data insights enable better decision making for the 
1.6 billion people who rely on tropical forests for 
their livelihoods and protection of our planet’s vital 
life-support systems, where 40% of the Earth’s  
oxygen is generated.

HP created a first-of-its-kind early warning system 
for threatened species using the power of Big 
Data solutions, in collaboration with the nonprofit 
Conservation International (CI). HP engineers 
partnered with CI to develop HP Earth Insights, which 
uses HP hardware and software to store and analyse 
biodiversity data currently collected at 17 tropical 
forest sites around the world. This Big Data solution 
helps scientists dramatically improve the accuracy 
and speed of data collection and analysis, in addition 
to generating usable species trends and delivering 
near real-time analytics. HP Earth Insights is helping 
scientists and others identify and proactively respond 
to environmental threats as they emerge. Find out 
more at www.hp.com/go/hpei

GOOGLE PROVES A PREDICTIVE FAILURE
Influenza is a seemingly unavoidable illness, with 
yearly epidemics affecting widespread populations 
around the world.  

Hope was raised that search data on Google could 
help authorities better predict and plan for outbreaks. 

In 2008, a study in Nature claimed to see a relationship 
between the numbers of people searching Google for 
flu-related words and symptoms, and the real number 
of sufferers. It was believed that data aggregated from 
the search engine could be used as a tool to predict 
the real-time number of sufferers in the US, and the 
subsequent number of doctors’ visits. 

But the study failed, overestimating the cases of 
flu by as much as 50% for three years in a row. 

This is a prime example  
of the pitfalls of our use of  
Big Data. The problem here  
was that many people looking  
up symptoms such as ‘fever’  
on Google search were not  
actually suffering from them.  
For now at least, this is  
something a search  
engine is unable to  
detect or understand. 

The health care industry – from hospital services 
to pharmaceuticals – has long amassed huge data 
sets that are helping to improve efficiency. Now, 
with the proliferation of mobile devices, there is 
hope that mobile data will help us prevent disease 
outbreaks and predict trends so that we can all 
lead healthier lives. 

SENSING YOUR HEALTH
Could your phone know you’re depressed before  
you do?

Startup Ginger.io applied Big Data analytics to 
individual smartphone use to create an app that is 
sure to split opinions. The app aims to help patients 
suffering from chronic illnesses manage and assess 
their health, while also claiming to detect depression 
earlier than a clinical visit. 

The concept builds on the idea that smartphones are 
essentially a sensor of your physical and mental health. 

Personal data is collected through in-app surveys, 
while data mining tracks information such as the 
number of people you speak to, how long you talk 
for, the distance you travel etc. Your personal profile 
is developed using behavioural analytics.

If your behaviour or health shows a significant 
change, the app issues an alert to a designated 
person or healthcare provider. It’s hoped the app will 
make healthcare treatment more effective because 
problems are detected early. We will see. 

HEALTH

http://www.contextsustainability.com
https://twitter.com/context_group
www.hp.com/go/hpei
http://www.hp.com/go/hpei
http://Ginger.io
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HUMAN RIGHTS
Man’s inhumanity to man continues unabated despite 
global efforts to protect and promote human rights. 
Big Data could help create a fairer, more just world. 

PREVENTING PEOPLE TRAFFICKING 
Up to 32 million people are either enslaved or in 
enforced labour. 

Three major data organisations – Google Giving, 
Palantir and Salesforce.com – are working together to 
create a data-sharing platform that will allow officials 
to better monitor and understand human trafficking. 

Through the platform, three different anti-trafficking 
hotlines (Polaris Project, Liberty Asia and La Strada 
International) will all be able to share their data, 
allowing better real-time analysis of trends. 

This will allow better mapping of risk areas, and 
potential trafficking trends to be visualised that may 
otherwise have gone unnoticed. Trafficking is usually 
a cross-border operation and this tool, connecting 
three hotlines across three different continents, may 
highlight those links.

When a victim calls one of the three hotline numbers, 
a series of data will be generated, including the 
location, age, SMS messages and previous criminal 
activities they have been forced into. It also allows the 
hotlines to match the best NGOs or law enforcement 
agencies to the victim depending on their location.

This application of Big Data can have a real impact in 
the prevention of crime, allowing better detection of 
patterns, and as a result potentially saving lives. 

BEING OPEN
In 2013, global healthcare company GSK became the 
first company to launch an online system enabling 
external researchers to request access to the  
detailed data that sit behind its clinical trial results.  
It has since expanded the system and helped launch  
clinicalstudydatarequest.com, a broader system which 
includes data from other companies. Today, over 1,000 
GSK studies are available for researchers to choose 
from – and this number is growing. GSK’s vision is 
to encourage the development of an independent 
system that includes studies from across industry 
and academia. 

For GSK’s Patrick Vallance, a commitment to 
transparency is essential to help advance medical 
science and improve patient care.

 “Fundamentally, I believe good science demands 
that we must make data available for others 
to scrutinise – it can prevent unnecessary 
duplication of research and, ultimately, it 
has the potential to benefit patient care. 
I also think it is important we recognise 
the contribution of the thousands of people 
taking part in our clinical trials. They play 
their part in helping to develop new 
medicines and for that they expect, rightly 
so in my view, that the data they’ve contributed 
will be available for the scientific community 
to continue driving research forward.” 
PATRICK VALLANCE  GSK 
PRESIDENT OF PHARMACEUTICALS R&D

HEALTH

http://www.fastcompany.com/3008097/where-are-they-now/google-palantir-salesforce-fight-human-traffickers
http://www.polarisproject.org/
http://libertyasia.org/
http://lastradainternational.org/
http://lastradainternational.org/
http://clinicalstudydatarequest.com
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Glossary
WHO WE ARE 
Megatrends, such as climate change, impending 
resource squeeze, rapid urbanisation and dramatic 
population growth, are revolutionising global 
markets. Rising demand for sustainable solutions is 
creating opportunities for companies to innovate by 
fortifying their business and brands with authenticity 
and purpose. 

Since 1997, Context has been helping multinationals 
inject sustainability into their business strategies, 
listen to their stakeholders and engage their audiences 
with compelling, authentic stories told in finely crafted 
words and absorbing images. 

We were founded on a sincere commitment to 
help business innovate and communicate better 
in a fast-changing world. Nearly 20 years later the 
challenge continues and the fire of our passion burns 
undiminished. It may sound naïve but we really believe 
that business can save the world, given the freedom 
and opportunity to demonstrate its ingenuity at 
creating much-needed wealth. 

The Context team is transatlantic, diverse and growing 
– we work with conviction for our global clients from 
our offices in London, Los Angeles and New York. 

OUR CLIENTS INCLUDE:
n BT  n Citi  n The Estée Lauder Companies   
n FedEx  n HP  n IKEA  n InterfaceFLOR   
n Jaguar Land Rover  n Morgan Stanley   
n Starwood  n Syngenta  n Vodafone  n WPP.

 
www.contextsustainability.com
London peter.knight@contexteurope.com
New York jaycee@contextamerica.com
Los Angeles simon@contextamerica.com
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ALGORITHM: Mathematical formula embedded 
in software that analyses data.

ANONYMISATION: Ensuring that personal data 
cannot be connected with individual sources. 

BIG DATA: The collection of information and its 
subsequent analysis to determine and predict trends.

BIOMETRICS: Technologies that measure and analyse 
human characteristics, such as DNA, fingerprints, 
retinas, voice patterns, facial patterns and hand 
measurements for identification purposes.

CLOUD: Remotely hosted internet application 
or storage.

COMMUNICATIONS SURVEILLANCE: Gaining access 
to communications data through e.g. wiretapping.

DATA:

–  Centre: Physical location of servers used to store 
data. Often enormous in scale, one centre in Las Vegas, 
Nevada is 2.2 million square feet – the size of the 
Empire State Building. 

–  Exhaust: Your digital footprint, 
the by-product of everyday, 
traceable activities – from web 
searches to card transactions. 
See ‘Metadata’. 

– Governance: Rules and processes 
   that ensure best practice is 

followed to protect the integrity of data. 

– Mining: Collection and analysis of data 
to discover patterns and relationships. 

–  Philanthropy: When business shares its data 
with non-profits, for the greater good. 

–  Protection: Efforts to uphold the privacy and 
integrity of data held by individuals, businesses 
and other organisations.

–  Visualization: Using pictures to enhance the 
understanding of data. 

EDWARD SNOWDEN: American computer analyst and 
whistle-blower who leaked confidential information 
from his former employer, the NSA, to the media in 
June 2013. Now lives in Russia. 

GCHQ: Government Communications Headquarters, 
the UK intelligence and security organisation.

INTERNET OF THINGS: Network of  
connectivity formed by computing  
devices embedded in everyday objects,  
enabling them to send and receive data.

MASS SURVEILLANCE: The monitoring  
of a population, or significant portion, often 
conducted by governments or agents seeking 
sensitive information for their own objectives. 

METADATA: Information recorded through the use 
of technology. See ‘Data Exhaust’.

NSA: National Security Agency, the United States 
intelligence agency whose vision includes “Global 
Cryptologic Dominance through Responsive Presence 
and Network Advantage”.

PRIVACY LAWS: National data privacy laws are  
broadly based on international legal standards, such 
as Article 17 of the UN’s International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (1966) and Article 8 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights (1950).  
Many think privacy laws are inadequate  
because technology has moved  
much faster than legislation. 

http://www.contextsustainability.com
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