
 

 

 

 

 

 

EMPOWERING CUSTOMERS THROUGH 

REAL-TIME DATA 

Elaborated by Rooter 

October, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EUDECO_ EMPOWERING CUSTOMERS THROUGH REAL-TIME DATA_V0.1_20171023 
 
 

Retail Link was just the beginning of an era of information and technology within Wal-

Mart. This big retailer with over 20.000 stores in 28 countries implemented the data 

driven culture since 1985 by using information technology to understand customers’ 

behavior. In fact, nowadays, Wal-Mart is elaborating the world’s biggest private cloud, 

which will process 2,5 petabytes of data every hour! 

As a retail company, information is power. Fast-based decisions are essential to survive 

in such a competitive sector, so it’s not a surprise that Wal-Mart identified the potential 

value of data and started a data-driven transformation within their organization. This 

data transformation was not a simple task, especially when this big retailer has, at 

least, 250 million customers per week. So, can you imagine the volume of data created 

per day!? 

Less optimization, more data 

Wal-Mart faced some challenges in their data-driven transformation process. Firstly, 

their limited data warehouse due to their legacy infrastructure including row-based 

databases and hard disk storage. Secondly, the standardize reports with little or no 

customization. Thirdly, the timing since weekly reports do not allow business managers 

to take decisions in real time. Consequently, Wal-Mart knew how the conglomerate of 

dairy products performed in a weekly based but it was not able to identify how a 

specific product, like milk, performed at certain hour. For decision making, that time 

gap represent millions of dollars in losses or gains. 

The goal is settled: valuable real-time information for decision making. But, how will 

Wal-Mart accomplish this goal? With its new ally SAP and the new platform SAP HANA, 

whose objective is reducing data movement and latency and improving business agility 

and innovation. According to SAP SE (2015), SAP HANA integrates data from any source 

to offer a complete view of the business by accessing information stored in data silos 

while keeping the data in place, replicating and moving any type of data in real-time to 

the cloud and on-premise when necessary, capturing and analyzing live data streams 

and route to appropriate storage or dashboard and providing multiple access points 

from HANA to Hadoop. As seen in figure 1, many organizations from different sectors 

have implemented SAP HANA. 
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Figure 1. Implementations of SAP HANA 

Source: Rooter based on SAP SE, 2015 

8 seconds, no more 

The relationship between Wal-Mart and HANA started when the big retailer created 

Data Café, whose goal was “to provide timely information for a large cross-section of 

operational staff looking to resolve daily issues, not just a handful of strategic decision 

makers” (Diehr, 2015). Data Café should accomplish 5 main requirements: (1) available 

data at the highest level of detail, (2) data should be from the past 3 years, (3) data 

should be real-time, at least an hourly update, (4) the system should support 

thousands of users and (5) the system should be responsive. In addition of the given 

the requirements, SAP HANA should be able to process any query, no matter how 

complex it is, under 8 seconds. As a result, Data Café was powered by SAP HANA 

platform and started in the fall of 2014. 

To understand practically how Data Café works, imagine that suddenly a grocery 

product’s sales declined. In order to find out what is happening, Data Café analyzes 

tons of data and points out that a pricing miscalculation had been made. Therefore, the 

product was listed at a higher price than it should have been in some regions. An actual 
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case occurred during Halloween, when sales analysts realized in real-time that a 

popular cookie among all stores was not being sold in two specific stores during 

Halloween. After the alert showed up, it was found that the cookie was not put on the 

shelves due to a stocking problem (see figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Wal-Mart’s shelves during Halloween 

Source: Flickr, 2006 

The impact of the Data Café implementation was overwhelming in three different 

areas: human, business and technical. Within the human area, the merchandise and 

operational staff had real-time access to all data which allowed them to make 

decisions and react to actual trends. Within the business area, ability to analyze all 

data at a specific level of detail going down to a SKU and store level. Within the 

technical area, 94% of the queries are processed in 2 seconds, real-time analytics on 

massive quantities of data or support to more than 1.000 concurrent users. 

All data counts 

As you can see, managing real-time information provides a competitive advantage but 

data come from any source. Here is the part where data reuse plays an important role 

within Data Café system since it does not only compiles information from the stores, it 

also deposits information from 200 other sources including meteorological data, 
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economic data, Nielson data, telecom data, social media data, gas prices, and local 

events databases. In that way, “the power of the Data Café combines intelligence to 

predict outcomes and resolve issues to make retailers more efficient, more responsive, 

and more profitable” (Kern, 2017). 

In conclusion, Wal-Mart is just another example of how data-driven culture is 

transforming businesses nowadays. Data is becoming more important due to the 

multiple benefits that real-time information represents. The alliance between SAP 

HANA and Wal-Mart showed the world the importance of teamwork in order to 

develop one of the most impressive and responsive data systems within the market. 

Also, they shown that optimization is not the main goal to improve performance and 

gain more benefit but managing data in real-time is, since it will be the key for success. 
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