
 

Reflections on Data Quality: Twenty Years of Granite Falls 

By Danette McGilvray, Monday, April 21, 2025. 1:00 pm MDT. 

20 Years! 

Seems like only yesterday I was writing my lessons learned for the 10-year anniversary of Granite Falls. Those 

lessons continue to hold true.  (See articles: A Ten Year Retrospective (2005-2015: Ten Years of Data Quality 

Lessons and Tenth Anniversary of Granite Falls: A Retrospective and Looking Forward ) I ended my 10-year article 

with the following “In the future, I hope every organization will know that they also need a management system 

around data and information to be successful. One of the missions of my career is to bring us closer to that day. Do 

you think we can make it in the next ten years?” 

Ten years have passed since I posed that question. Collectively, we have not reached that goal – but we have made 

progress. My enthusiasm and passion for data quality has not diminished over time. In fact, it has increased. Every 

organization needs to better manage their data and information assets – because they underly everything every 

organization provides. I want to share my reflections now that I am celebrating 20 years of Granite Falls (and 33+ 

years since I started in data quality). 

Data Quality Can Save the World 

A few years ago, I did a keynote speech with the title “Data Quality Can Save the World”. I was using it a bit 

facetiously at first just to make a point. As time has gone by, I completely believe that idea.  Let me explain. 

Data and information are used by every organization: for-profit businesses in any industry, governments and their 

agencies, healthcare, educational institutions, nonprofits (e.g. charities, religious groups, private foundations, 

service organizations), etc. etc. etc.  During the COVID-19 pandemic we also had an infodemic that continues to 

persist and grow. Misinformation and disinformation (see definitions below) cause people to make bad decisions, 

take less effective actions, and increase distrust in each other and their organizations - no matter where they are in 

the world. High-quality data and how we approach the problems can counteract these negative effects. 

http://gfallslive.squarespace.com/storage/danette-branding/10%20year%20Anniversary%20article%20TDAN%20for%20website.pdf
http://gfallslive.squarespace.com/storage/danette-branding/10%20year%20Anniversary%20article%20TDAN%20for%20website.pdf
https://gfallslive.squarespace.com/storage/GraniteFalls-TenthAnniversary.pdf


 

Figure 1 Definitions of misinformation and disinformation 

Holistic View 

When an organization has a problem, it is not unusual for people to think that the problem will be solved ONLY by 

looking at processes, or ONLY by addressing the people side, or ONLY by purchasing or building new technologies 

and tools.  Of course these could all contribute to the problem and to solutions. One important element in missing 

– that of the data and information.  When we add in the data (quality) point of view we will also take the processes, 

people, and technology into account. When processes, people, and technology are all working as they should we 

will see high quality data that we can trust and use with confidence. This is what I mean when I talk about taking a 

holistic approach to data quality.   

 

Figure 2 Think about data holistically 

Many of you may be familiar with my methodology Ten Steps to Quality Data and Trusted Information™.  The Ten 

Steps approach takes the holistic view necessary to combat the data quality problems affecting us every day all 

around the world. It includes helping us see the data quality aspects of our problems, understanding concepts to 

help us think about how to tackle the problems, and helps with organizing our work and putting the Ten Steps 

process into action (see Figure 3). 



Ten Steps to Quality Data and Trusted Information™ 

This methodology is outlined in my book Executing Data Quality Projects: Ten Steps to Quality Data and Trusted 

Information™.   The first edition came out in 2008. Years later I finally took the time to write a second edition, 

which came out in 2021 (Elsevier/Academic Press).  The Ten Steps methodology has held the test of time. In the 

second edition, I was able to share more instructions, more templates, more examples.  The Ten Steps process is 

structured, yet flexible and scalable. The steps are meant to be applied in different ways against a myriad of data 

quality situations in which any organization may find itself. 

 

Figure 3 The Ten Steps Process 

The Ten Steps is a "how to" methodology. It fills a gap between resources that cover concepts and the "what" of 

data quality and other resources which dive into deep detail about one aspect of data quality. The Ten Steps 

approach is complementary to all. I encourage using additional resources when more detail than what is offered in 

the book is needed. But the Ten Steps continues to be a roadmap, a guide, so you do not lose your place in the 

complexities of the environments and situations in which we work. The Ten Steps approach incorporates a wide 

view with more than I can explain in this article, but it underlies the training, consulting, and one-on-one 

coaching/mentoring that Granite Falls provides. 

The Art and Science of Data Quality 

The Ten Steps methodology covers key concepts, structuring your work, and provides instructions, resources, 

templates, examples. This is the science. The Ten Steps can be applied to numerous situations where data quality 

plays a part. This is where the art comes in. In one situation you may be creating a beautiful tile, in another 

scenario you are doing an oil painting, a black-and-while sketch, a watercolor, or a mosaic. Each requires judgment 

to apply the steps, techniques, and activities that best address the specific data quality issues and business needs 

you are facing at the moment.  



 

Figure 4 The art and science of data quality – many ways to apply 

The following will help with the art of data quality and as you apply the Ten Steps: 

• Relevant.  Ensure your work is associated with critical business needs – customers, products, services, risk, 

value, strategies, goals, issues, opportunities. 

• Pick-and-choose. Select the steps, techniques, and activities applicable to your project. 

• Level of detail. Start at a high level and go to more detail only as needed. 

• Reuse (80/20 rule). Bring together existing knowledge in a way that you can understand it better. 

Supplement existing material with original research only as needed. 

• Scale. Use for everything from a 1-person few-week project, to a 3-4 month project with a small team, to a 

several-month project with a large project team. Use in your individual work or incorporate applicable 

steps, activities and techniques into other projects where data quality will make a difference to its success. 

• Tool independent. The methodology is tool agnostic, but it will help make better use of the tools you 

have. 

Use your best judgement, learn, adjust, increase your skills, and keep going! 

A Global Issue 

The Chinese translation of my first edition came out in 2010. I was told it was the very first full book (not just an 

article) on the subject of data quality.  For the second edition, 2024 was literally book-ended by the Chinese 

translation being released in January and the Japanese translation in December.  The Spanish translation is 

currently under way. 

I am particularly happy with the Ten Steps in Action callout boxes in the second edition which highlight real uses of 

the methodology by real people, in small ways and large, in various organizations, in different countries around the 

world.  



 

Figure 5 Ten Steps around the world 

In addition to the book I have mentioned, I am a co-author of The Leader’s Data Manifesto, a one-page document 

used to raise awareness about treating data as a business asset (see www.dataleaders.org).  This can be used to 

start important conversations about managing data as an asset - which includes managing data to ensure its 

quality. Because this is a global issue, I have overseen the translation of the Manifesto into 24 languages. I want as 

many people as possible to be exposed to these ideas and it is helpful to be introduced to them in their own 

language. 

 

Figure 6 The Leader’s Data Manifesto available in 25 languages 

http://www.dataleaders.org/


I meet regularly with people around the world who are committed to helping their organizations through high-

quality data. I continue to be contacted by people on every continent who have the same data quality issues and 

have been able to use The Ten Steps, the Manifesto, and other resources because they apply no matter the 

country, culture, or language. 

What About AI? 

Any conversation about data begs to have a comment about Artificial Intelligence (AI). AI, like any other technology, 

is a wonderful thing in the right time and place and in the hands of people who are looking to help (not hurt) this 

world. I see AI as another use of data - and for AI to work well it has to be based on high-quality data. In some 

cases, we can also use AI to better manage our data. 

I am concerned about results from AI that look good, sound good, and may be partially right. We still need people 

who can tell the difference.  What happens when experts like me are gone if those who are left cannot tell the 

difference? 

Character Matters. People Matter. 

The Ten Steps methodology specifically calls out the importance of people and the human element in our data 

quality work. I believe it is one of the first methodologies dedicated to data that clearly shows how to include the 

human element in data quality work. You may be in management or executive leadership that needs to be the 

voice of support and provide funding for the initiatives focusing on your organization's critical data. You may be an 

individual contributor with specialized skills in various aspects of data management or the technology that impacts 

the data. You may be in the operations, research and development, or analytics side of the house providing an 

important business perspective. 

It is not enough to have high quality data. You have confidence in that data to use it effectively. Addressing the 

human element is what builds trust in the data and is essential to the success of your data quality work. 

I believe that any problem, no matter how persistent, can be solved when people with good intent and of good 

character work together. Bringing their various experiences and viewpoints, having difficult yet respectful 

conversations, addressing root causes, and wrestling the problems to the ground are how they create solid, 

sustainable solutions to sticky problems. 

 

Figure 7 The human element of data quality work 

 

 



Gratitude 

What I said 10 years ago still stands and my gratitude continues to increase: Granite Falls’ success is due to the 

clients, colleagues, employees, subcontractors, suppliers, third-party tool vendors, publishers, family, and friends 

who we have worked with or who have supported us over the years. We have learned from all of you and 

benefitted from your experience and expertise. 

I am thankful for conference and training organizations like DATAVERSITY and IRM UK. They provide venues to 

interact and the ability to share ideas, learn new things, develop opportunities, acknowledge accomplishments, 

meet new people, and strengthen existing relationships. I have often said that our industry would not be where it is 

today without them.  

I am thankful for the Data Leaders (a coalition of like-minded, aligned and focused thought and practice leaders in 

the management of information assets -all data, information and knowledge) and my Data Quality Community of 

Practice (started due to popular demand by those using the Ten Steps which also encompasses a wide view of data 

quality and governance). 

I am grateful for what I learned early in my career from Larry English, Tom Redman, and Rich Wang.  I call them the 

first-generation pioneers in the US as it relates to data quality. They were the first to bring visibility to data quality 

(in the late 1980s and early 1990s) as being an important issue and that there are skills and knowledge required.  I 

call myself a second-generation pioneer because, starting in 1993, I built on what I learned from them. Unknown to 

me at the time, my working experiences before 1993 provided a foundation and led me to this data quality career 

that I have loved. 

I am thankful for my business colleagues and other consultants (most who have become good friends) for being 

supportive and collaborative. I have learned from all of them and am better because of them. I love that I can reach 

out to brainstorm and work out tough ideas.  I was first introduced to the term "coop-etition" many years ago by 

Maureen Clarry.  It is the idea that as consultants sometimes we cooperate and sometimes we are 

competitors.  We understand that. But my experience is that the balance has always leaned to the cooperative 

side.  We often work together, turn to each other for advice and support, and donate our time to projects that we 

hope moves our data industry forward for all. 

Start Where You Are – But Start! 

Maybe you are overwhelmed with the issues in front of you. You see the big picture and you have a vision of how 

higher quality data can help. Data quality does not mean perfection.  Data quality does not mean 100%.  Make a 

plan and take it one step at a time.  I end almost every presentation, workshop, and class with one of my favorite 

quotes by Arthur Ashe, famous US tennis player. 

 



What's Next? 

I am still here and looking forward.  But I will not be here forever. I feel an urgency to ensure that those working 

with data now and those in the next generation get the foundational knowledge to move their organizations and 

our data profession forward. To that end I continue to share the fundamentals that will help all organizations – 

through my business, as a guest lecturer at universities and association meetings, mentoring individuals, and giving 

back to the data quality management profession that has given so much to me. 

To repeat - everything we do, every day, in our own lives, our organizations, families, societies, communities, and 

countries will be done better with high-quality data and trusted information (to the right people, at the right time, 

in the right place) that we can use with confidence.  

That statement applies whether data is being used in AI; building and providing products and services we use in our 

daily lives; getting correct invoices or payments out to customers; handling important financial data; conducting 

lifesaving research that depends on good data throughout the process; providing food and vaccines to those in 

need; educating our children; supporting those with disabilities or anyone in need; predicting weather and 

destructive tornadoes so people can get out of harm's way; watching over soldiers who are fighting for freedom; or 

tracking climate change and urging us to do what we can to save our planet.  

So I wrap up my reflections back where I started - that data quality can save the world. 

I invite you to join me in that endeavor, using what you can, when you can, and with your talents and 

experience.  Let's all save the world through data quality!  Thanks for listening and Happy 20th anniversary Granite 

Falls! 

About the Author: Danette McGilvray is President and Principal of Granite Falls Consulting, Inc. a firm that helps 

organizations increase their success by addressing the information quality and data governance aspects of their 

business efforts. She is an early innovator in data quality management and continues to help build the data 

industry as a whole. You can reach her at danette@gfalls.com or LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/danette-mcgilvray. 
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