
The Hidden Cost of  
“Good Enough” Data

Most higher education institutions believe they are data-driven.

They have dashboards. Reports reach leadership. Accreditation submissions are 
filed. Enrollment numbers are tracked. On the surface, things appear to work.

But beneath that surface is a quieter problem—one that doesn’t show up in 
outage reports or project plans. Many institutions are operating on “good 
enough” data. Over time, that mindset quietly slows everything down.

The compounding drag of fragmentation

Fragmentation doesn’t just slow reporting—it compounds organizational drag.

Institutional Research teams spend more time reconciling numbers than 
analyzing trends. IT teams become gatekeepers for every new question. 
Analysts duplicate work across departments because data can’t be reused 
with confidence.

Every new initiative feels heavier than it should. Workforce reporting requires 
rebuilding pipelines. Accessibility audits trigger new data pulls. Enrollment 
forecasting means renegotiating definitions. Leadership asks for timely 
insight, but infrastructure says “next quarter.”

Individually, these issues feel manageable. Together, they create an institution 
that moves cautiously—even when urgency is high.

The 2025 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report: Data & Analytics Edition emphasizes 
that institutions pursuing analytics, automation, and AI are increasingly 
constrained not by tools, but by fragmented, inconsistent, and poorly governed 
data. It highlights the growing risk of relying on surface-level reporting without 
addressing foundational data integration and trust.

  Analytics built for a different era

The traditional analytics model in higher education 
was designed for a more stable world.

Systems lasted for decades. Reporting cycles 
were predictable. Questions evolved slowly. It 
made sense to build custom pipelines, one-off 
integrations, and department-specific reports.

That approach worked—then.

Today, systems change more frequently. Funding 
and compliance models evolve rapidly. Leadership 

questions shift with public, political, and workforce 
pressures. AI and automation demand faster, cleaner,  

more reliable inputs.

Analytics built for stability struggle in a world defined by change.

Why better dashboards don’t  
solve the problem

When analytics slow down, the instinctive response  
is often to improve the presentation layer: new  
BI tools, cleaner visualizations, more charts.

But dashboards don’t fix fragmented foundations.

If data definitions differ by system, dashboards 
amplify confusion. If pipelines are brittle, 
dashboards break when inputs change. If trust is 
low, dashboards become conversation starters, 
not decision drivers.

The problem isn’t visualization. It’s the data  
layer underneath.

AI agents raise the stakes

AI agents are beginning to automate analysis, 
surface insights, and answer questions 

without being explicitly asked. But 
they don’t fix fragmented data; 

they expose it.

An AI agent trained on 
inconsistent definitions will 
confidently return inconsistent 
answers. Automation only 
accelerates what already 

exists. Without a unified, 
governed data layer, AI scales 

confusion instead of clarity.

“Good enough” data is the hidden ceiling

The danger of “good enough” data is that it feels acceptable until expectations 
rise. Leaders stop asking bigger questions because they know the answers 
won’t come fast or clean.

True analytics maturity doesn’t begin with dashboards. It begins with 
removing fragmentation at the data layer.

That’s why institutions are shifting from isolated reporting projects to  
durable, automated data foundations. Scaffold DataX was built for exactly  
this moment–unifying institutional data, automating pipelines, and creating  
a trusted layer that makes analytics, automation, and AI agents sustainable.

Because real analytics maturity isn’t  
about better dashboards.

It’s about owning the data layer that  
makes every answer trustworthy.

When dashboards create false confidence

In many institutions, analytics maturity is judged by whether reports exist—
not by how quickly, consistently, or confidently they can be produced.

A dashboard that takes weeks to assemble still counts 
as a dashboard. A report that requires multiple 
reconciliations still gets delivered. A number that 
comes with an asterisk still gets discussed in 
meetings.

This creates false confidence.

Leadership assumes the institution is data-
enabled because answers eventually arrive. 
What they don’t see is the effort behind 
the scenes: manual extracts, spreadsheet 
stitching, conflicting definitions, and last-minute 
validation. When analytics are built on fragmented 
systems, insight becomes fragile. It works—until 
something changes.

K16 Solutions helps colleges and universities unify, govern, and operationalize data across their 
core enterprise systems. Through the Scaffold Platform, K16 Solutions delivers automated 
data integration, warehousing, migration, and archiving that supports reporting, compliance, 
analytics, and AI readiness—without adding complexity to IT environments. To learn more, 
visit k16solutions.com
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