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INTRODUCTION
Rise of Data Science

Its easy to discount the amount of data that is
being created daily, especially as we’ve
become blasé to the digital world. But think
about, every time you (and just about every
other one of the 7 billion people on the
planet) opens your phone, computer or other
smart device, data is being created – and
collected.

Big data remains a top priority for businesses
as the quest to remain globally competitive
heats up. Most organisations have invested in
IT infrastructure to capture and store this data,
but few have considered how to make the
most of what they now hold.

Data is growing faster than ever before and
by the year 2020, about 1.7 megabytes of new
information will be created every second for
every human being on the planet.

Demand for big data expertise is growing
every day, as more and more companies
become aware of the benefits of collecting
and analyzing data. Unfortunately, the number
of people trained to analyze this data isn’t
growing in line with the demand. This creates
a challenge for companies looking to hire
expert people.

Although 73% of organisations indicated in
2016 that they had already invested or were
planning to invest in big data, less than 0.5%
of all data is ever analysed and used.

And even as organisations begin to appreciate
the opportunity to be found in analyzing the
mountains of data they hold, too few have
taken the necessary steps to equip their
businesses by establishing data teams with the
tools and leadership status required.

The employment site Glassdoor reported that
data scientists are again the most sought after
candidates followed by DevOps engineers and
data technicians. The survey released in
January 2017 highlighted the continuing skills
gap as companies scramble to find qualified
data science candidates and university graduate
programmes in data science ramp up.

Within South Africa a similar challenge exists
as companies struggle to find suitably qualified
and experienced individuals to take up this
strategically important role.

It was for this precise reason that Theo Smit
Recruitment was tasked to undertake a talent
mapping project to assess the current status of
Data Science skills within the two economic
hubs – Cape Town and Johannesburg.

In this paper we share the 5 key findings from
our mapping exercise and share ideas on how
your organisation can apply this to your
advantage.



BIG DATA SHOULD BE A BUSINESS PRIORITY

Economic pressure, advances in technology,
changing business landscape, digitization and
the rise of more sophisticated consumers
demanding personalized experiences are just
some of the drivers pushing organisations to
establish robust data and analytics capabilities.

Whereas this functionality might, until
recently, have been outsourced, the need to
extract business-specific, just-in-time insights
is now a competitive advantage.

And whilst previous Business Intelligence
Initiatives largely aimed towards the storage of
data accessible by a select few IT specialists,
modern BI is all about leveraging the data to
provide more employees with the ability to do
their respective jobs better.

For many organisations, the primary purpose
of Big Data would be the ability to improve
efficiencies within the business and, in
particular, to drive higher engagement with
customers who are bombarded with choice. In
a highly competitive market place, the
organisation that can create a customised
experience is most likely to win.

FINDING 1

We’ve moved “past the tipping point of a more than 10- to 11-year transition away from IT-centric 
reporting platforms to modern BI and analytics platforms,” according to Gartner’s 2016 Business 
Intelligence Magic Quadrant. Modern Business Intelligence will become the top priority for global 

enterprises, early-stage start-ups, and everything in between.

ADVANTAGE

Organisations that employ and enable Big Data specialists will unlock insights to
better direct business strategy, inform operational optimization strategies, drive
customer-centric product and service solutions, and refine financial and risk
management practices.

It is no longer sufficient for your Business
Intelligence (BI) department to be manned by
IT professionals with technical skills alone.
Rather, the ability to digest the myriad of
information and extract the “story” it tells and
what this teaches the organisation, is
essential.

In an environment where business agility can
mean the difference between dying, surviving
or thriving, insights gathered by BI should be
quickly and easily accessed across the whole
business.

The critical role played by Big Data specialists
will continue to gather importance as the
sheer volume of data increases day by day,
hour by hour and minute by minute.



EVP CRITICAL TO WIN WAR FOR TALENT

In a labour market categorised by high
demand and short supply for data analytical
skills, the war for talent is won by those
organisations that develop an attractive
Employee Value Proposition.

One that not only succeeds in attracting the
best talent to enable effective recruitment,
but one that delivers on its promises,
increasing the likelihood of talent retention.

EVP is nicely explained by PWC, as per their
model below, and when applied to the South
African Data Science environment, there are
definitely opportunities available for forward-
thinking organisations to leverage.

In particular, there are two EVP areas that
were highlighted during our mapping exercise
as being of critical importance.

FINDING 2

It’s no secret that data science is having a moment. The Harvard Business Review called it “the
sexiest job of the 21st century”. Wired suggests data science is a more lucrative career than medicine 
and heavyweight industry analysts Gartner and McKinsey each put out research that within a year 

here will be at least 100 000 data science jobs sitting unfilled.

AVOIDING PITFALLS

By not engaging business leaders early enough and asking the right questions, there is
a real risk of developing models that don’t adequately address organisational issues.
Avoid falling into the “pilot trap” where continual experimentation means insufficient
time and resources are invested into seeing a solution adopted and fully implemented.

Leadership

For Data Analytics to fully impact business,
the function needs to have a voice at C-Suite
level. The opportunity to actively participate
in strategic decision-making.

In our engagements, the level of credibility
given to the function within a prospective
employer organisation is a key driver for
talented individuals when weighing up their
next career move.

Environment

Whilst the latest tech and infrastructure is
essential, more important is whether there
has been sufficient thought given to what
data needs to captured, analysed and utilised.

Most importantly, for organisations to achieve
real Return on Investment, the Data Analytics
team needs to be empowered and mandated
to deliver clear, consistent and realistic results
that can be measurably utilised.



BIG DATA NEEDS LEADERSHIP POSITIONING 

The insights that come from an effective
analysis of big data have the power to
transform an organisation.

True transformation requires widespread
change to the way that a company conducts
it’s day-to-day business. This, often drastic,
change management process places serious
demand on the C-suite who are expected to
manage this adaption whilst continuing to
produce results.

There can be no substitute for experienced
leaders who are able to leverage their
institutional knowledge, make tough decisions
and provide the required authority necessary
to manage likely conflicts and the push-back
that changes of this nature cause.

Despite these different backgrounds, there are
four common, non-technical, skills areas
deemed to be essential for success.

FINDING 3

The ever-changing business landscape has seen a range of new C-suite roles created in the past few 
decades, from Chief Marketing Officer to Chief Strategy Officer. As Data rapidly becomes the new 

frontier for competitive advantage and business survival, how long will it be before we see the 
addition of a Chief Data Officer or Chief Analytics Officer?

LEVERAGE

Forward-thinking organisations understand that leadership in today’s complex world
requires more strategic ability and relationship skills than technical expertise. C-suite
drivers of Data Analytics need not be technical experts but should possess a passion for,
and belief in, the value that analytics can bring to an organisation.

The skills profiles of the Leaders
currently heading this function within
the companies we mapped vary. Some
are more strategic, others more
analytical, several come from a
traditional general management
background, and as expected, there
are those that are more IT oriented.

“

”

Navigate Ambiguity

In a VUCA world, successful leaders are those
who can navigate ambiguity, developing
practical road maps and defining new
processes to enable the organisation and its
employees to deliver to market.

Project Management

The ability to define and lead on key
deliverables, grabbing the low-hanging fruit
and showing quick wins is critical for the
creation of confidence in Data Analytics.

Stakeholder Management

Leveraging institutional knowledge and
reinforcing existing relationships is beneficial
to building rapport, navigating the terrain and
succeeding in change management.

Build Talent Pipelines

By effectively defining roles and responsibility,
they create a culture of innovation and
collaboration and focus on mentoring and
coaching individuals for continued success.



SKILLS TRANSFERABILITY IS THE BRIDGE

In an environment where jobs that didn’t exist
even five years ago are now the hottest
property, the demand outweighing supply is to
be expected.

More worrisome however is the continued
expectation of organisations to employ
someone in these new tech areas with several
years experience in a role that simply didn’t
exist even a short time ago.

The trend towards employing individuals
who’ve done just this job before continues. A
recent LinkedIn Talent Trends report indicated
that 66% of all South Africans surveyed said
that they made a lateral move in their last job.
In essence, they moved from one company to
the next, taking up a role that is exactly the
same, usually just for more money.

It may be that companies feel that a “plug and
play” option is safest, but when skills are not
readily available the need to think outside the
box is paramount. In the Data Science space
creativity and skills transferability are the key
to finding talent.

FINDING 4

Data Science and associated technology roles demand a high degree of specialised expertise which 
is held by a limited supply of sought-after professionals. Whilst the supply of talent is growing, 

demand is growing even faster with demand still outstripping supply globally.

SEE POTENTIAL

Our Assured Recruitment model, coupled with our in-depth understanding and
experience in Data Analytics, means that our clients trust us to assess prospective
employees in terms of their skills transferability, ability and aptitude to take on these
newly created, highly in-demand Data Science roles.

The Data Scientist has become the 
Unicorn of the Big Data world.“

”

Data Scientists posses a potent combination of
skills in quants, engineering and business
acumen. As in-demand talent you generally
don’t find an unemployed Data Scientist.

As talent continues to be developed in this
space, organisations need to expand their
recruitment efforts to consider hiring
individuals with the right foundation, skills
that are transferable and the attitude to learn.

Key skills that should be focused on include:

• Analytical thinking
• Business acumen
• High level of curiosity
• Comfort with statistics and quants
• High degree of IT literacy, but not

necessarily as a developer/engineer
• Strong communication and the ability to

tell the story that illustrates the
opportunity



BUILDING TALENT PIPELINES

Research locally and globally proves that we
continue to experience a shortage of suitably
skilled and experienced individuals in the Big
Data world. In particular, the focus on
mathematical ability, is of concern in South
Africa where ever-decreasing numbers of
students are passing Maths.

FINDING 5

The Data Science talent pool in South Africa is small and is not reflective of the country’s 
demographics. Organisations will need to build their own Big Data talent pipelines to ensure 

adequate numbers and representivity.

BUILD YOUR OWN TIMBER

We work with several organisations to develop Graduate Recruitment programmes
aimed at securing the best young minds available in the market. Together, we enable
our clients to hire for attitude (ability) and train for skill, providing them with a
platform to achieve both their technical and employment equity goals.

According to PwC, companies that establish a
talent strategy to enable overall business
objectives have seen as much as 75% growth
in revenue.

And it seems that local organisations are
recognising the importance too. One such
example is of a banking group that has
dedicated a senior level resource whose sole
mandate is to attract, develop and retain skill
within the quants and data community. And
it’s paying dividends. Proof that leadership
needs to take an active role in building talent
pipelines.

Talent doesn’t require a degree in Maths, nor
does it need a specifically IT-oriented person.
In fact, communication skills, collaboration and
the ability to see the bigger picture are
arguably more important.

Successful organisations – in particular those
that wish to remain at the forefront – are
investing heavily NOW for their future. They
are developing partnerships with institutions,
identifying and fostering relationships with
young talent and creating internal training
programmes designed specifically to build the
Big Data talent they need to succeed.

Gender Bias

Our research indicates
that Data Analytics
continues to be male
dominated with less than
a quarter of the roles
profiled being occupied
by female employees.

Whites still Dominant

The analysis of individuals mapped indicates
that White men still dominate this sector,
holding 64% of the roles. Nearly twice as
many Indians as Africans occupy jobs in this
space, but not nearly enough to achieve the
desired Employment Equity goals.

It is likely that efforts to better profile this
career choice will be needed to capture the
AA talent who will be sought after in other
Maths-oriented industries, like engineering.



CONCLUSION
Hire for Potential, Train for Skill

Big Data is here to stay.

In fact, its importance - and impact - only
grows larger with every additional byte of
information added into the Ethernet each
second.

Technological innovation is exploding and new
tools are being created almost as fast. Whilst
technical ability will remain essential, the
individuals that succeed in this field will be
those who understand how various things
work together, complement one another, and
can be channeled more effectively to create
the full value-add of data analysis.

A primary issue is that it’s difficult to quantify
a field of study that inevitably requires
specialisation in various different disciplines.

Inevitably the Big Data methodology needs to
be embraced and enabled across the entire
business. The ability to apply data science is as
important in marketing, finance, operations
and human resources.

And although organisations are currently
focused on finding the technical talent to lead
this Data migration, it won’t be too long
before most roles incorporate some level of
Data Analytical ability – even if it’s at the
simplest level of accessing and interpreting
information specific to the department or job.

Employ Out-of-the-Box thinking when
identifying, recruiting, training and retaining
individuals earmarked for Big Data roles.

A commitment to growing capacity and
building talent is critical for long-term success.
Within the South African context, this is a non-
negotiable, as organisations struggle to ensure
business competitiveness and continuity
whilst simultaneously working to achieve their
transformation goals.

Fostering partnerships with institutions and
professional service providers, like TSR, can
jumpstart the programme, streamline the
process and improve the chances of success.

In the War for Data Talent, the organisation
that creates it’s own ‘army’ wins.

Talk to us today about a no-obligation
appointment to discuss these findings
and how your company could benefit
from our specialist, structured approach
to recruitment and development of Big
Data talent.

Theo Smit
083 324 2340

theo@tsrecruitment.co.za



DATA SOURCE
Talent Mapping Project Scope

Theo Smit Recruitment was mandated, in early 2017, by a leading
financial services company to map leadership talent within big
data, data analytics and business intelligence. Companies
targeted included corporates that leverage advanced analytics and
consulting firms with specialist practices in data analytics.

Companies

Financial Services

Telecoms

Healthcare

Consulting

Targeted Companies:

Profiled Individuals:

76%24%

70
White

13
African

25
Indian

1
Coloured



Many organisations require a dedicated and targeted research driven approach to 

understanding the talent landscape. TSR provides tailored market insights 

that inform hiring decisions. Talent mapping services are customised to meet the 

unique needs of every client and each hiring instance. 

CALL US TODAY

LET US HELP YOU ATTRACT, RECRUIT 

& RETAIN THE BEST TALENT


