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Abstract 

“Big data” causes “big buzz,” with widely varying opinions about what the phrase means. Some 
database professionals are even sceptical about what value, if any, their organizations can 
obtain from big data. This paper examines the growing prevalence of big data across nearly 
every industry and explains why being good at using big data is critical for today’s businesses. 

Introduction 
“Big data” is a big buzz phrase in the IT and business world right now – and there are a dizzying 
array of opinions on just what these two simple words really mean.  
 
Some technology vendors in the legacy database or data warehouse spaces say “big data” 
simply refers to a traditional data warehousing scenario involving data volumes in either the 
single or multi-terabyte range. Such is not the case.  
 
Today, big data isn’t limited to traditional data warehouse situations, but includes real-time or 
line-of-business data stores used as the primary data foundation for online applications that 
power key external or internal business systems.  
 
It used to be that these transactional/real-time databases were typically “pruned” so they could 
be manageable from a data volume standpoint. Their most recent or “hot” data stayed in the 
database, and older information was archived to a data warehouse via extract-transform-load 
(ETL) routines. 
 
But big data has changed dramatically. The evolution of the Web has redefined: 

 The speed at which information flows into these primary online systems 
 The number of customers a company must deal with 
 The acceptable interval between the time that data first enters a system, and its 

transformation into information that can be analyzed to make key business decisions   
 The kind of data that needs to be handled and tracked  

 

Some analysts such as Gartner and others have attempted to categorize these changes by 
describing big data as: 

1. Velocity – how fast the data is coming in 
2. Variety – all types are now being captured (structured, semi-structured, unstructured) 
3. Volume – potential of terabytes to petabytes of data 
4. Complexity – involves everything from moving operational data into big data platforms 

and the difficulty in managing the data across multiple sites and geographies  

Because of these changes, new definitions for big data have been proposed, with a focus on 
technologies to handle such data. Analyst firms such as IDC say legacy RDBMSs designed to 
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run moderately sized data volumes on single machines do not offer sufficiently powerful 
engines for the big data scenarios with which modern businesses are wrestling.  
 
Here’s how IDC defines “big data”:  
 

Big data technologies describe a new generation of technologies and architectures, 
designed to economically extract value from very large volumes of a wide variety of 
data, by enabling high-velocity capture, discovery, and/or analysis.1 
 

This definition incorporates all types of data (e.g., real-time, analytic) managed by next-
generation systems that must scale to handle constantly increasing user workloads and data 
volume.   
 
David Kellogg, meanwhile, simply defines big data as being “too big to be reasonably handled by 
current/traditional technologies.”2 Consulting and research firm McKinsey & Company agrees 
with Kellogg’s concept of big data and defines it as “datasets whose size is beyond the ability of 
typical database software tools to capture, store, manage, and analyze.”3 
 
Finally, O’Reilly defines big data the following way: “Big data is data that exceeds the processing 
capacity of conventional database systems. The data is too big, moves too fast, or doesn't fit 
the strictures of your database architectures. To gain value from this data, you must choose an 
alternative way to process it.”4 
 
This paper examines the growing prevalence of big data across nearly every industry; explains 
why being good at using and understanding big data is critical for firms that want to compete in 
their chosen market; and details how businesses can use DataStax Enterprise – a solution 
specifically designed to manage big data easily and effectively – to exploit the benefits derived 
from handling big data smartly.  

  

                                                           
1 Extracting Value from Chaos, IDC, June 2011: http://idcdocserv.com/1142. 
2 “‘Big data’ has jumped the shark,” DBMS2, September 11, 2011: http://www.dbms2.com/2011/09/11/big-data-has-
jumped-the-shark/.  
3 Big Data: The next frontier for innovation, competition, and productivity, McKinsey Global Institute, May 2011, p. 11: 
http://www.mckinsey.com/Insights/MGI/Research/Technology_and_Innovation/Big_data_The_next_frontier_for_innova
tion.   
4 “What Is Big Data?,” O’Reilly Radar, January 11, 2012, http://radar.oreilly.com/2012/01/what-is-big-data.html. 

http://idcdocserv.com/1142
http://www.dbms2.com/2011/09/11/big-data-has-jumped-the-shark/
http://www.dbms2.com/2011/09/11/big-data-has-jumped-the-shark/
http://www.mckinsey.com/Insights/MGI/Research/Technology_and_Innovation/Big_data_The_next_frontier_for_innovation
http://www.mckinsey.com/Insights/MGI/Research/Technology_and_Innovation/Big_data_The_next_frontier_for_innovation
http://radar.oreilly.com/2012/01/what-is-big-data.html
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Big Data and You 
How much should you care about effectively managing big data? A lot – in fact you’re likely 
already dealing with big data without even knowing it. 

Big Data Is More Prevalent Than You Think 
Many businesses believe big data is something only companies like Facebook and Google deal 
with. However, a 2011 McKinsey Global Institute study says otherwise.  
 
For instance, the McKinsey report found that the average investment firm with fewer than 1,000 
employees has 3.8 petabytes of data stored, experiences a data growth rate of 40 percent per 
year, and stores structured, semi-structured, and unstructured data.5 Overall, McKinsey found 
that 15 out of 17 industry sectors in the United States have more data stored per company than 
the U.S. Library of Congress (which had 235 terabytes of information at the time of McKinsey’s 
study)6 and that companies in all sectors have at least 100 terabytes stored7, as Figure 1 shows:  
 

Figure 1: Stored data by industry sector 
 
These data volumes are not confined to enterprise data warehouses that assist only internal 
decision-makers, but instead exist in the real-time database systems that serve external-facing 
customers. And that data continues to grow and expand as the underlying business becomes 

                                                           
5 McKinsey, p. 19.  
6 McKinsey, p. vi. 
7 McKinsey, p. 19.  
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more successful. In 2010, the United States alone stored more than 3,500 petabytes of new 
information,8 as shown in Figure 2:  

 
Figure 2: Data stores by geography 
  

                                                           
8 McKinsey, p. 103.  
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Big Data Formats 
Part of the need for new technologies for big data (versus older, legacy RDBMSs) has to do with 
the format of the data coming in from online applications. A more dynamic, flexible database 
schema format is needed to handle the structured, semi-structured, and unstructured data that 
comprises today’s big data9 (see Figure 3): 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Data stores by sector 
 
  

                                                           
9 McKinsey, p. 20.  
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Competitive Advantages Gained Through Big Data 
Few people today will argue with the fact that a company’s data is its most strategic impersonal 
asset. If you don’t use it as a competitive weapon against your market competitors, it’s 
guaranteed you will be at a disadvantage. In a presentation given at the Strata New York 
conference in September 2011, McKinsey & Company showed the eye-opening, 10-year category 
growth rate differences (see Figure 4, below) between businesses that smartly use their big data 
and those that do not. 

 
Figure 4: Big data companies have a very real competitive advantage 
 
Clearly, the biggest differences exist between online retailers who don’t use big data well, and 
those that do. And today, online retailing is a business every company is in, whether they’re 100 
percent web-based or not. Forrester Research predicts that by 2013, over half of all U.S. sales 
will be online in nature10 (see Figure 5):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
10 McKinsey, p. 66. 
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Figure 5: Online retail sales growth 
 
The recognition of these market realities has led smart businesses to concentrate on effectively 
utilizing their big data. This is reflected in a strong jobs growth trend, as illustrated in the chart 
below from Indeed.com:  
 

 
Figure: 6: Big data job postings 
 
Once data professionals are hired and put to work, there are many different data-driven projects 
they can be assigned to. As to the types of processes that can benefit from big data efforts, 
McKinsey found many different activities across all core internal corporate functions can 
provide value to a modern business through the use of big data11 (see in Figure 7):  
  

                                                           
11 McKinsey, p. 67.  
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Figure 7: Big data retail levers 

Now What? 
The facts about big data really do speak for themselves. The nonstop growth of data, new data 
formats that must be managed, and the competitive advantages that come from managing big 
data well all underscore why big data should matter to you.  
But what should you do about it? If you’re an IT professional, you know how difficult it can be to 
find a solution capable of handling a task like big data management that combines the following 
benefits:  

 Scalability 
 Performance 
 Ease of use 
 Low total cost of ownership (TCO) 

Some database offerings may have two of these four features, but it’s rare to find one with all 
four – and that delivers on them well. The good news is there is a solution available that 
confidently provides checkmarks for the four criteria above.   
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DataStax Enterprise: The First and Best 
Solution for Managing Big Data 
DataStax is the leading provider of modern enterprise database software products and services 
based on Apache Cassandra™. With its commercial offering, DataStax Enterprise, Datastax  
supports online businesses that need a progressive data and “future proof” management 
system that can serve as a line-of-business datastore for critical production applications.  
 
DataStax Enterprise is tailor-made to manage big data effectively. The solution inherits all of 
Cassandra’s powerful feature set for servicing modern real-time applications, and merges in a 
fault-tolerant, analytics platform and enterprise search capabilities on Cassandra data.   
 
A key differentiator of DataStax Enterprise over other big data providers is that real-time, 
analytic, and search workloads are smartly separated across a distributed DataStax Enterprise 
database cluster, so that no competition for underlying compute resources or data occurs.   

Powered by Apache Cassandra 
The foundation that enables DataStax Enterprise to tackle big data is Apache Cassandra. 
Cassandra enjoys an industry reputation for being the only NoSQL database solution able to 
truly handle big data requirements. It is a highly scalable and high-performance distributed 
database management system that can handle real-time big data applications that drive key 
systems for modern and successful businesses. 
 
Key technical differentiators of Cassandra versus its legacy RDBMS predecessors, as well as 
other NoSQL offerings, include:  

 A built-for-scale architecture that can handle petabytes of information and thousands of 
concurrent users/operations per second as easily as it can manage much smaller 
amounts of data and user traffic 

 Peer-to-peer design that offers no single point of failure for any database process or 
function 

 Online capacity additions that deliver linear performance gains for both read and write 
operations  

 Location independence capabilities that equate to a true network-independent method 
of storing and accessing data; data can be read and written to anywhere  

 Tunable data consistency that allows Cassandra to offer the data durability and 
protection like an RDBMS, but with the flexible choice of relaxing data consistency when 
application use cases allow  

 Flexible/dynamic schema design that accommodates all formats of big data 
applications, including structured, semi-structured, and unstructured data; data is 
represented in Cassandra via column families that are dynamic in nature and 
accommodate all modifications online  

 Simplified replication that provides data redundancy and is capable of being multi-data 
center and cloud in nature  
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 Data compression that reduces the footprint of raw big data by over 80 percent in some 
use cases  

 A SQL-like language (CQL) that lessens the learning curve for developers and 
administrators coming from the RDBMS world  

 Support for key developer languages (e.g., Java) and operating systems  
 No requirement for any special equipment; Cassandra runs on commodity hardware  

Cassandra is built with the assumption that failures can and will occur in a big data 
infrastructure. Therefore, data redundancy to protect against hardware failure and other data 
loss scenarios is built into and managed transparently by Cassandra. Furthermore, this 
capability can be configured so that big data applications can use a single large database that 
is distributed across multiple, geographically dispersed data centers, between different physical 
racks in a data center, and between public cloud providers and on-premise managed data 
centers.  
 
These and other capabilities make Cassandra and DataStax Enterprise the smart choice for 
modern businesses whose big data management needs have outgrown their traditional RDBMS 
software.  

DataStax Enterprise – Certified Cassandra for Production Applications  
Cassandra is a top open source project for the Apache foundation and enjoys strong community 
support and developer involvement. New community releases and patches are produced very 
quickly, with the understanding that community builds are not put through any enterprise-styled 
quality assurance process, and often contain a mixture of enhancements plus bug fixes.  
 
By contrast, DataStax Enterprise only contains selected Cassandra releases that are chosen by 
the expert staff and committers at DataStax. Each chosen release is then put through a rigorous 
certification process designed by DataStax engineers and QA staff to ensure it is stable and 
ready for enterprise production systems. Any found issues are immediately fixed and applied to 
the DataStax Enterprise server. 
 
In addition, DataStax also provides enterprises with predictable, certified service pack updates 
as well as other software benefits such as emergency hot fixes (for production outages) and 
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bug escalation privileges for customers that give priority to their issues over community 
submitted bugs.  

Big Data Analytics and Enterprise Search 
A primary benefit that DataStax Enterprise provides to enterprises needing smart big data 
management capabilities is its ability to service real-time, analytic, and enterprise search data 
operations in the same database cluster without any of the loads impacting the other. The key 
to making this possible is the underlying architecture of Cassandra.  

Analytics on Cassandra 
Built into DataStax Enterprise is an analytics platform that utilizes a number of Hadoop 
components for running analytics on Cassandra data. DataStax Enterprise provides integrated 
Hadoop MapReduce, Hive, Pig and job/task tracking capabilities, with the end product being a 
single integrated solution that provides easy analytics capabilities on Cassandra data. 

Enterprise Search on Cassandra 
DataStax Enterprise includes strong enterprise search support via Lucene and Apache Solr. This 
allows robust full-text search, hit highlighting, faceted search, rich document (e.g., PDF, 
Microsoft Word) handling, geospatial search, and more on Cassandra data.  

A Complete Big Data Platform 
A key benefit of DataStax Enterprise is the tight feedback loop it has between real-time 
applications and the analytics and search operations that naturally follow. Traditionally, users 
would be forced to move data between systems via complex ETL processes, or perform both 
functions on the same system with the risk of one impacting the other. In big data 
environments, this process can be time-consuming and burdensome.  
 
With DataStax Enterprise, real-time, analytic, and search big data operations take place in the 
same distributed system, but users have the ability to dedicate certain nodes solely for 
analytics or search so their workloads don’t slow down real-time processing. Users simply 
define one or more replica groups, and configure the role of each – one or more Cassandra, 
analytics, and search nodes. Writes are instantly replicated between all nodes. 
 
With DataStax Enterprise, users truly have the best of all worlds for big data management. They 
have all the power of Cassandra serving their highest-volume and high-velocity real-time 
applications, the power of Hadoop, Hive, and Pig working directly against the same data for 
analytics, and Solr for enterprise search in the same distributed database. The result is smart 
workload isolation for big data application, which is much simpler to manage and more reliable 
than any of the alternatives. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8: DataStax Enterprise – real-time, analytic, and search capabilities in one integrated big 
data platform  
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A Secure Big Data Platform 
Data security is a top concern and priority of nearly every CTO and CIO. Securing sensitive data 
and keeping it out of the hands of those who should not have access is challenging even in 
traditional database environments, let alone a big data setting.  
 
DataStax Enterprise supplies the most comprehensive security feature set of any NoSQL 
solution for big data. DataStax Enterprise may be deployed with confidence in big data 
environments where data security is a top priority because it contains the types of security 
capabilities that modern enterprises need for data protection, including strong authentication, 
authorization, encryption, and data auditing capabilities.  

Visual Database Management  
DataStax Enterprise includes a visual, browser-based management solution named OpsCenter. 
OpsCenter allows a developer or administrator to manage and monitor the health of big data 
clusters from a centralized web console.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 9: OpsCenter database cluster ring view 
 
OpsCenter uses an agent-based architecture to monitor and carry out tasks on each node in a 
DataStax Enterprise cluster. Through a graphical and intuitive point-and-click interface, a user 
can understand the state of a cluster, which nodes are up and down, and what type of 
performance users are experiencing. Key events are reported into a centralized dashboard 
displayed along with other vital statistics.  
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Figure 10: OpsCenter dashboard 

Enterprise Support and Services 
Big data situations often require fast access to skilled expertise. DataStax Enterprise includes 
experienced support and consultative services from Cassandra experts. You can choose the 
right production or development support package for your business needs, including rapid 
response service level agreements, and consultative help.  
 
Additionally, DataStax offers professional big data training on Cassandra, Hadoop, and Solr with 
classes offered in many major cities as well as on-site for corporations that need many staff 
members trained at once.  

Conclusion 
Big data isn’t just hype – and it’s much more than a buzz phrase. Today, companies across 
industries are finding they not only need to manage increasingly large data volumes in their real-
time systems, but also analyze that information so they can make the right decisions – fast – to 
compete effectively in the market.  
 
Modern businesses looking for a solution to handle their big data easily and effectively should 
consider DataStax Enterprise. Its scale-out architecture comfortably scales into the petabytes 
data range, while offering high performance for reads and writes no matter the data volume 
size.  
DataStax Enterprise also differs from competitors by providing a single integrated database 
platform that smartly manages real-time, analytic, and enterprise search data. Additionally, 
DataStax Enterprise does all of this at a fraction of the cost charged by traditional RDBMS 
vendors.  
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To find out more about DataStax Enterprise and download the software, please visit 
www.datastax.com or email info@datastax.com.  

About DataStax 
DataStax powers the big data applications that transform business for more than 300 customers, 
including startups and 20 of the Fortune 100. DataStax delivers a massively scalable, flexible 
and continuously available big data platform built on Apache Cassandra™. DataStax integrates 
enterprise-ready Cassandra and includes the ability to run analytics and search on Cassandra 
data across multi-data centers and in the cloud. 
  
Companies such as Adobe, Healthcare Anytime, eBay and Netflix rely on DataStax to transform 
their businesses. Based in San Mateo, Calif., DataStax is backed by industry-leading investors: 
Lightspeed Venture Partners, Crosslink Capital and Meritech Capital Partners.  For more 
information, visit DataStax or follow us @DataStax. 
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