
Bridging the data 
modernization gap
Laying a foundation to improve compliance, increase 
competitive advantage and enable AI in a digital-first world.

November 2025



© Thoughtworks, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 2

Bridging the data modernization gap

Introduction
Data is no longer just a tool; it has become the cornerstone of innovation, efficiency and making AI 
more powerful and relevant. High-quality, well-governed data - accessible at scale and compliant 
with evolving regulations – fuels advanced technologies, enabling organizations to create new value 
and gain a competitive edge. 

Yet many remain caught between ambition and execution. Strategies, execution and the ability 
to embrace change are often underdeveloped, making it difficult to unlock the value and 
desired returns.

This executive summary, the latest in our ongoing series exploring digital and AI readiness, zeroes in 
on one of the most critical - and complex - aspects of transformation: data modernization. It offers 
a data-backed snapshot of where organizations stand, the gaps that remain and how to move from 
intent to impact by building strong, scalable foundations for AI and lasting business value.

Insight one:  
Why data modernization matters

Over half of senior decision-makers (57%) say improving data quality, access, compliance, scalability 
and speed is essential to their organization’s success. This focus reflects how organizations 
increasingly view data as a foundation for growth and differentiation, with data modernization efforts 
targeting several critical priorities:

Data modernization is ultimately about much more than streamlining costs or meeting regulations. It 
means building scalable, well-governed data foundations that unlock agility, enable experimentation 
and turn information into actionable insight. Organizations that achieve this can respond quickly to 
disruption, stand out in crowded markets and build lasting trust with customers.

Crucially, data modernization also lays the groundwork for AI. Advanced analytics, machine learning 
and generative tools depend on high-quality, well-managed data; without it, organizations risk 
amplifying errors rather than delivering value. Modernizing data is therefore not just a technical 
upgrade - it’s the enabler of intelligent, future-ready business.

By treating data as a living asset - continuously improving its quality, accessibility and readiness 
- organizations put themselves in the strongest position to thrive in an increasingly digital, 
AI-driven economy.

Reducing total 
cost of ownership  

(TCO) of data

Improving customer 
satisfaction through 

personalization 

Meeting  
compliance 

and regulatory  
requirements

Strengthening  
data security

33% 32% 32% 31%
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Insight two:  
The strategic shortfall

While the case for data modernization is clear, execution often falls short. Sixty-one percent admit 
they do not have a fully developed and optimized strategy for improving data quality, access, 
compliance, scalability and speed. In practice, this could mean efforts are fragmented, limited to 
specific departments or short-term projects without a unified vision or roadmap.

The consequences are significant. Organizations are just as likely to report a negative ROI (42%) from 
data modernization initiatives as they are to report a positive one (42%). Without a structured, aligned 
approach, even well-funded programs risk failing to deliver meaningful business impact.

There is, however, a clear appetite for change. Nearly seven in ten (69%) senior decision-makers 
believe their organization’s current approach to data modernization requires either a complete 
overhaul or significant improvement. Closing this gap demands an integrated, outcome-oriented 
strategy: one that sets clear success measures, secures leadership alignment and balances long-
term transformation with near-term wins.

AI is increasingly part of the data modernization conversation. Emerging capabilities - from 
advanced analytics to machine learning and generative tools - hold promise for automating 
discovery and accelerating insight generation, but many organizations are taking a cautious, “wait 
and see” approach as they weigh complexity and return on investment. A strong, well-governed 
data foundation remains essential for turning these technologies into genuine accelerators of 
modernization, helping businesses build resilient, insight-driven platforms for a digital economy.
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Insight three:  
Unlocking the value of data modernization

The good news is that when done right, the return on data modernization is significant. 

Improved digital 
resilience, 

security, risk 
management 

and compliance 

Positive impact 
on ESG practices  

Growth in market 
capitalization  

Accelerated  
time-to-market

36% 35% 34%
29%

Organizations that have made progress in this area report the 
following value outcomes:
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These benefits extend far beyond technical efficiency. They show how a modern data estate becomes 
a catalyst for strategic advantage - enabling organizations to navigate uncertainty, strengthen 
governance and innovate at speed.

Crucially, these outcomes are interconnected. Strong data foundations enable faster, more assured 
decision-making, sharper customer experiences and improved compliance and operational resilience. 
They also provide the backbone for deploying AI responsibly, ensuring intelligent tools have the quality 
and availability of data needed to create value.

By moving from ad hoc initiatives to a sustained modernization journey, organizations can turn data 
into a lasting source of differentiation - building resilient, insight-driven platforms that power growth, 
trust and innovation.
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 Conclusion:

About the research

Data modernization is foundational to business performance. The drivers are well understood, 
yet a persistent strategy gap continues to hold many organizations back. To close that gap, 
organizations must:

•	 Align business goals with their data strategy, ensuring modernization directly supports growth 
and resilience.

•	 Shift from isolated projects to continuous modernization, embedding improvement into 
everyday operations.

•	 Focus on value creation, not just technical delivery, measuring success by the outcomes data 
unlocks across the business.

When organizations take this approach, data evolves from an operational resource into a strategic 
asset. Reliable, well-governed information enables faster decisions, stronger customer experiences 
and responsible adoption of emerging technologies, including AI. By treating data modernization as a 
sustained, outcome-driven journey, businesses position themselves to build resilience, foster trust and 
gain a lasting competitive edge in a fast-paced digital landscape.

We spoke to 1,000 senior decision-makers from organizations across five key markets: US (300), 
Australia (175), Singapore (175), UK (175) and Germany (175). 25% were C-suite executives and 75% 
were senior executives at Director, VP and ‘Head of’ levels.

Organizations had an annual global revenue between $500 million to over $50 billion and an average 
annual IT budget of $390 million. They were from a range of industries, including: Public Sector 
(excluding Healthcare); Automotive and Manufacturing; Technology and Business Services; Healthcare 
and Life Sciences; Retail and Consumer Goods; Banking, Financial Services and Insurance; Energy and 
Utilities; and Travel and Transportation.

Please note, the stats we refer to in this document are about improving data quality, access, 
compliance, scalability and speed to create value. We use the term ‘data modernization’ as an umbrella 
phrase where appropriate. 
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