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The State of Growth Part 2: 
Confident Decision-Making 
for Business Growth 

In Search of Data-Driven Growth 
In the recovery post pandemic, business leaders 
are scrambling to reset strategies that now aim 
for growth, spurred on by early signs of a strong 
global economic recovery.

While demand is surging in many business 
sectors, capitalising on opportunities is far 
more complicated than it was in 2019. COVID-19 
persists, supply chains are stressed, fulfillments 
are tricky, commodities are expensive, and many 
workers have changed their outlook on work. If 
there was ever a time for data-driven decision-
making, this is it. Yet many businesses struggle 
with turning their data into actionable strategies.

That’s the stark warning from the 2021 State of 
Growth study from Oracle NetSuite, which finds 
that almost all employees (95%) say they feel at 
least sometimes overwhelmed by the amount 
of data available to them when making 
critical decisions.

Based on the insights of 2,000 manager level and 
above employees across the UK, France, Germany, 
Italy, Spain, Benelux, the Nordics and the Middle 
East, the survey also finds a worrying trend toward 
‘gut feel’ decision-making that may be hurting 
business growth prospects. There was little data 
to help guide decisions early in the pandemic, 
however that lack of reliance on data persists at 
least to some degree. Respondents plan to turn to 
automation and system-based insights to assist in 
decision-making over the next 12 months.

This follow-up to the first State of Growth report1 
digs deeper into some of the findings around data 
strategy, in order to explore why data continues 
to sometimes overwhelm employees, and 
what employers might do to foster a culture of 
confident, data-driven decision-making that helps 
to drive growth.

1‘The State of Growth 2021: Responding with Confidence to a World in Flux’, Oracle NetSuite, May 2021
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CHAPTER 1 

Using Data to Drive Growth 
in Uncertain Times

The COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath 
have had significant societal, governmental and 
business impacts—and the effects of these 
continue to reverberate. 

But the recovery is likely to be uneven and 
unpredictable. COVID-related restrictions look 
set to be tightened and eased as new hotspots 
and virus variants surge and retreat, with 
significant implications for businesses when it 
comes to staffing, customer demand and supply 
chain operations.

Some of the shifts already triggered by the 
coronavirus may be here to stay. Greater numbers 
of employees will continue to work from home, 
and customers look set to interact with 
organisations via digital channels in far greater 
numbers than before the pandemic.

Other sources of disruption can’t be ruled out 
either, from climate change-related wildfires and 
floods, to international trade disputes.

Against this backdrop of uncertainty and 
disruption, employees must be able to rely on 
data, including that generated by the company 
and from outside sources, to develop the clear 
insights they need to respond to adverse situations 
and seize on new opportunities with smart, speedy 
decisions. But, as we shall see, that is far from the 
case at many companies today.

At a time of widespread 
uncertainty, one thing is clear: 
Data-driven decision-making 
looks set to be a critical factor 
in the success of corporate 
recovery plans and the ability of 
companies to make the most of 
growth opportunities. 

On the positive side, there can be little doubt that 
new opportunities are on their way. The World 
Bank has forecast the global economy to grow 
5.6% in 2021, an upwards revision from its earlier 
prediction of 4.1% for the year.2 The International 
Monetary Fund, meanwhile, is even more 
optimistic, forecasting growth of 6.0% in 2021 and 
4.9% in 2022.3 

2 ‘Global Recovery Strong but Uneven as Many Developing Countries Struggle with the Pandemic’s Lasting Effects’, World Bank, 8 June 2021 
3 ‘Fault Lines Widen in the Global Economy’, International Monetary Fund, 27 July 2021
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CHAPTER 2 

Tackling Data Overwhelm

It’s no surprise employees feel occasionally 
overwhelmed by data. The amount of data 
created, consumed and stored in the world has 
been growing at a dizzying rate for many years. 
But the pandemic has vastly accelerated that 
growth, with millions of people under lockdown 
turning to digital apps and services to work, learn, 
shop and be entertained at home.

According to analysts at market research firm IDC, 
the amount of digital data created over the next 
five years will be greater than twice the amount of 
data created since the advent of digital storage, 
highlighting the quantity of information in front 
of us.4

The Oracle NetSuite State of Growth 2021 study 
shows that what hampers employees in their 
critical decision-making is not a lack of data, nor a 
shortage of tools. It’s the sheer volume of data 
they face.

In fact, when it comes to data and tools, 
significant progress has been made in equipping 
employees with what they need. In terms of 

data, 88% of respondents say their organisation 
provides them with the data that they need, up 
from 81% in the year-earlier Unlocking Growth 
report from February 2020. And when it comes 
to tools, 90% are satisfied they have what they 
need, compared to 82% last year. 

This may in fact be a matter of employees not 
fully grasping what data analysis tools could be 
doing for them. The sense of overwhelm they 
sometimes feel in the face of huge volumes of 
data, and its impact on their decision-making, 
should be a cause for concern as businesses gear 
up for growth. Certainly there are tools that can 
develop insights from large pools of data, but it 
seems likely that these tools are not widely known 
to employees. 

Almost three-quarters of respondents (73%) 
say that being able to make an effective or well-
informed decision as a result of this overwhelm 
is a fairly common issue, while a further 21% say 
it happens occasionally. Only 5% say they never 
feel overwhelmed (Figure 1, see below).

Figure 1: At work, 
how often do you feel 
overwhelmed by the 
amount of data available 
to you and are unable to 
make a well-informed 
decision as a result?

Only 5% never feel 
overwhelmed

95% feel overwhelmed 
to some degree

95%5%

4 ‘IDC, Worldwide Global DataSphere Forecast, 2021-2025: The World Keeps Creating More Data – Now, What Do We Do with It All? Doc # US46410421 March 2021
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Data overwhelm could be a major obstacle as 
companies reset their strategies for growth. First, 
data is a critical ingredient in helping employees 
to spot new opportunities for growth, helping 
them to identify emerging customer needs and 
preferences, and respond by developing new 
products and services or improving existing ones. 
Second, timely and complete data analysis can help 
them deal with disruptive events—a key supplier 
failing to meet delivery obligations, for example, or 
flooding results in factory or retail-store closures—
and take steps to mitigate its effects.

The main obstacle here is a difficulty in interpreting 
data and turning it into actionable insights. Almost 
two-thirds of respondents (65%) say the data to 
which they have access is not always meaningful to 
them and 43% say they cannot adequately analyse 
the business data they have.

This suggests a widespread need to rethink how 
much data is presented to employees and the 
formats in which it is delivered.
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CHAPTER 3 

Combining Intuition and Data

Human intuition based on experience can be 
unreliable if used in isolation as the basis of 
decision-making. That’s especially true at a time 
when the pandemic has significantly changed 
what we understood as ‘normal’ in terms of 
consumer behaviour, workforce availability, the 
price of supplies, transportation costs and so on.

senior management with little regard for data 
lag behind them on a number of key measures 
of success.

These ‘business-data unaware’ companies are 
far more likely to have fallen short of growth 
targets last year compared to the survey average 
(41% versus 22%). They are also less expectant 
of revenue growth in 2021 (43% versus 54%) 
and are significantly less likely to agree that they 
have a clear understanding of their organisation’s 
business growth strategy (69% versus 91%).

Employees working at these ‘business-data 
unaware’ organisations are also considerably 
less confident that the decisions they make at 
work have a direct impact on their organisation’s 
business growth. Only 57% agree that’s the case, 
compared to a survey average of 80%.

A prolonged period of enforced remote working 
may be contributing. Collaboration is often an 
important aspect of analysing data to reach 
a conclusion and acting on it, and the ability 
to quickly confer with colleagues isn’t always 
realistic on an ad-hoc basis in a remote working 
environment. Overall, 52% of respondents say 
that working remotely and the inability to easily 
interact with managers has harmed the decision-
making process at their organisation.

The pressure they feel as a result has them 
looking to automation for assistance. Just 
over half (52%) say they expect to use process 
automation to help them make critical decisions 
in the coming 12 months. What this perhaps 
reflects is a desire among employees for some 
relief from manual data analysis and some 
automated assistance in making sense of data.

Data analysis should be more 
important than ever for businesses 
now, because it enables employees 
to establish, before making a 
decision, the most accurate view 
of a situation, what led up to it, and 
potential outcomes. 

By contrast, the study reveals common use of 
‘gut feel’ as businesses reacted to the pandemic. 
When asked how decision-making has changed 
in their organisation over the last 12 months, 30% 
say there is now more reliance on experience and 
intuition. That’s up from 15% in the year-earlier 
study. Conversely, fewer than one in three (32%) 
say that their organisation has become more data-
driven over the past year, down from 43% in 2020.

In fact, there is a clear correlation between 
using a mix of intuition/experience and data 
and business growth. More than six out of ten 
(62%) of respondents say that their organisation 
relies on this combination of data and senior-
management intuition. But those who admit that 
their organisations are led more by the intuition of 
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CHAPTER 4 

Boosting Employee 
Confidence in Data Analysis

As we have seen, businesses gearing up for 
growth need to consider how data is delivered 
to employees. Data relevance is more important 
than data quantity. Rather than deliver reams 
of raw data, machine analysis should distill data 
down so it is instantly meaningful and drives 
prompt decisions.

Key Benefits
• Full visibility: Real-time visibility into 

performance across all business functions 
improves communication among decision-
makers. When they need to go deeper, 
employees can drill down from summary- to 
transaction-level details.

• Personalisation: Employees can personalise 
the information they see every day on 
dashboards displaying only role-relevant data, 
KPIs, charts and graphs, cutting down on the 
‘noise’ created by extraneous data.

• Autonomy: Embedded analytics empower 
employees to answer questions quickly, 
without needing help from IT staff. Pre-built 
reporting and customisation tools, delivered 
via a no-code user interface, support easy 
creation of tailored reports, saved searches 
and workbooks.

• Security: Granular permissions ensure 
that employee have access only to business 
information they are authorised to access.

For more than 20 years, Oracle 
NetSuite has helped organisations 
grow, scale and adapt to change. 
Our cloud-based platform 
provides an integrated system 
that includes financials/ERP, 
inventory management, HR, 
professional services automation 
and omnichannel commerce. 

On top of this, our SuiteAnalytics and new 
NetSuite Analytics Warehouse are business 
intelligence tools that deliver the power of built-
in, real-time dashboards, reporting and analysis 
across all the integrated processes within the 
software suite.

With these capabilities at their fingertips, 
employees get accurate insights into operational 
and financial performance, empowering them to 
make effective decisions backed up data. Better 
yet, they can explore data to identify trends, 
emerging issues and new opportunities, giving 

them the confidence they need to predict and 
plan for the best possible outcomes.

In particular, the NetSuite SuiteAnalytics reporting 
and dashboard cuts down on data overwhelm, by 
delivering only timely, relevant, role-appropriate 
data to employees. Moreover, this data is 
presented in formats that are easy to understand 
and act upon, including reports, dashboards, 
searches and key performance indicators (KPIs).
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