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Data Must Be Kept Fresh! 

Understanding data decay 

 

Data decay, or the aging of data, is data degradation over time—which results in 

bad data quality (Mahanti 2019). 
 

There are some data, such as date of birth and place of birth, which are 

evergreen and not subject to decay; that is, if you have captured the data values 

correctly in the first place and the data are untouched, the data will not change. 

Time has no effect on such data. However, other data are subject to aging and 

decay, even if left untouched. The time factor and what triggers the decay are the 

variables.  

 

The quote in the image above is from Cesar Augusto Lima in response to a 

LinkedIn post by George Firican in relation to natural decay of both lattes and 

data. Firican, the founder of Lights On Data and a recognized thought leader, 

made an interesting comment in his post on Oct. 31, 2022, on LinkedIn with a 

cup of latte. His statement was: “The design of the latte starts to be ruined after a 

while, even if left untouched. Same with certain data.”   

 

Data such as stock market data are extremely volatile and change every few 

seconds.  

Other data, like passport expiration dates, are comparatively less volatile, with an 

expiration ranging from five to 10 years.  

Still, in the case of other data such as contact data, decay is event driven, such 

as: change of address triggered by expiration of rent lease dates or due to 
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movement to a new location for job purposes; change in telephone numbers due 

to transfer to a new country or due to operator changes; and so on. About 25 to  

30 percent of an organization’s contact data can go bad each year under normal 

circumstances (Neubarth 2013). Hence, if an organization’s customer database 

has 12 million customer contact records, then approximately 3 million to 4 million 

customer contact records will be obsolete annually, resulting in significant dollar 

costs in terms of postage as well as missed opportunities (Mahanti 2019).  

 

How do you keep contact data relatively fresh?  

 

Contact data need regular maintenance. To ensure that data are up to date, it’s 

important to set guidelines for how often each field should be updated. For 

example, according to Reserve Bank of India guidelines, Indian banks require 

Know Your Customer (KYC) updates once every three years, and more 

frequently if a transaction has not occurred. Know Your Customer 

(KYC) standards are designed to protect financial institutions against fraud, 

corruption, money laundering, and counterterrorist financing, but because they 

establish customer identity, the contact details are also updated.  

 

Concluding thoughts  

Guidelines and processes for updating data should be defined for critical data 

elements in an organization. This will ensure that data are up to date, of high 

quality, and fit for usage. “Latte must be consumed fresh; data must be kept 

fresh!” 

This article draws significantly from the research presented in the book Data 

Quality: Dimensions, Measurement, Strategy, Management, and 

Governance (ASQ Quality Press, 2019). Future research will focus on how to 

measure data quality and data quality strategy.  
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Readers may please note that D. L. Shah Trust brings out two e-journals on a fortnightly basis. 
These are mailed to those persons or institutions who are desirous of receiving them: 
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requesting for the same. There is no charge for these journals. Our e-mail address is: 
 
dlshahtrust@yahoo.co.in  or haritaneja@hotmail.com or dlshahtrust@gmail.com 
 
You can also access these journals on our website: www.dlshahtrust.org  
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