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TECH: Big Data’s
Future Includes a 
Huge Role in Business
■ By EMMET PIERCE

As San Diego County companies 
strive to match the products they make 
with the buyers who need them, they 
increasingly are turning to “big data,” the 
science of sorting through multiple layers 
of computer-generated information to 
identify likely clients.

In San Diego County, a cluster of 
analytics companies has been created to 
address this need. Many of them began 
by gathering data to prevent credit card 
fraud.

Among them is the San Diego Super 
Computer Center, an initiative focused 
on issues surrounding big data.

Chaitan Baru, a distinguished scientist 
with the San Diego Supercomputer 
Center who directs its Center for Large-
scale Data Systems Research, said 
the problem of sorting through large 
amounts of data is common to scientists 

and businesses.
“If  you are on Google or Facebook 

or Twitter, there is a lot of data coming 
in,” he said. “What do you do with it? 
How do you process it and make sense 
of it? I would like to know more about 
my customers so I can offer them better 
things.”

One company that analyzes data well is 
Amazon, he said. It gathers information 
about customers’ shopping habits while 
they are online and suggests related 
products they might like to buy.

“Some people may find that annoying,” 

Baru said. “Others find it convenient.”

Explosion of Information
The term “big data” is often used to 

refer to the explosion of information 
that has happened over the last decade, 
said Charles Gillespie president, chief  
operating officer and founder of Point 
Loma-based Semantic Research Inc.

“It is accelerating at a tremendous 
rate because all of us are producing tons 
of information every day, whether it is 
through email, cell phones, the pictures 
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that we take,” he said.
Big data typically includes large 

data sets that are beyond the ability 
of common software tools to manage. 
Gillespie’s company develops computer 
software to help people to sift through 
this information and make meaningful 
connections.

There  have  been  s ign i f i cant 
advancements in data collection and 
analysis in recent years. This has been 
led chiefl y by the large search engine and 
email communications companies, such 
as Google, Yahoo  and Amazon, he said.

While many small companies have yet 
to embrace big data analysis, it is getting 
harder to avoid for those that want to 
remain competitive, Gillespie said.

“Even smaller companies need to at 
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are,” he said. “The more information they 
have, the more effective they can be at 
marketing to them or tailoring solutions. 
You almost can’t ignore it. You had better 
pay attention.”

Analyzing big data 
also can be useful to 
doctors, Gillespie 
n o t e d .  To d a y 
doctors can gather 
data about large 
groups of  patients 
with similar medical 
problems to better 
understand their 

diseases and fi nd cures.
“All of a sudden you are getting access 

to knowledge and information you were 
never getting before,” he said. “You can 
think of this as modeling, developing 
a model of the user, the customer, the 

patient or the shopper.”
If retailers do a better job of predicting 

what customers will buy, they can keep 
an adequate supply of stock on hand to 
increase sales, he said.

Useful for Economic Analysis
Marney Cox , chief  economist for the 

San Diego Association of Governments , 
said analyzing big 
data is useful for 
tak ing  s tock  of 
what drives the local 
economy.

“We are always 
l o o k i n g  f o r 
information about 
San Diego and how it 

fi ts into a broader spectrum of things,” 
he said. “We like to let others know what 
we have to offer.”

The  East  County  Economic 

Development Council  is using big data 
to match products that are manufactured 
locally with the needs of companies that 
can use them, said 
Jo Marie Diamond , 
the organization’s 
president and CEO.

“It comes under 
the heading that 
k n o w l e d g e  i s 
power,” she said. 
“Big data allows 
you to make those connections and fi nd 
those needles in the haystacks. “

Diamond thinks many businesses still 
are spending too much time and energy 
trying to fi gure out where their next 
provider is rather than manipulating the 
data on computers to fi nd likely matches.

“In terms of analyzing markets and 
opportunities, you can deconstruct your 
own core competencies,” she said. “You 
spend less time guessing where your new 
supplies are going to be and where your 
new markets are going to be.”

One thing the East County group is 
doing with data is searching for products 
the military needs and matching those 
needs with companies capable of 
producing them.

‘You’d Better Be Prepared’
Chris Powell , the founder of Industrial 

Interface Inc ., a San Diego company that 
compiles and analyzes manufacturing 
data and creates software to help 
people use that information, said most 
companies still have not grasped 
the power of  big data. Many small 
manufacturers feel that using big data is 
too time consuming and expensive.

Baru said businesses should make 
an effort to understand how using big 
data can help them. New technologies 
gradually are changing the way 
companies connect with consumers and 
market themselves.

“It is coming,” he said. “You’d better 
be prepared for that world.”
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