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Data governance 

“90 per cent of all data in the world today 

has been created in the last two years 

alone.”  
IBM, BRINGING DATA TO THE ENTERPRISE (2012) 

In our ever-expanding work on environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) issues we continually aim to identify 
and understand key themes which are likely to have a 
profound impact on society over the decades ahead. This 
in turn enables us to think about how such developments 
will impact on the business environment and the 
investment outlook for our clients’ holdings, as well as 
informing our engagement priorities.  

For many topics, we can readily have a go at 
estimating how material an issue is likely to be for a 
given company or sector, such as, for example, the 
impact of a change in expectations regarding independent 
director requirements in a particular market. There are 
however some developments which are of a scale,  
speed and order of complexity that require us to do 
considerably more homework of our own to help us 
understand the future. Two such areas are climate change 

and data governance. Recognising the importance of 
these topics over the next decade and beyond we have 
established collaborative working groups within the 
Baillie Gifford investment department to further develop 
our understanding. Climate change requires no 
introduction, and the potential financial materiality of 
both physical impacts and changing regulation on many 
areas of the economy is very significant. Baillie Gifford’s 
recently published TCFD Report provides further details 
of how we are approaching this profoundly important 
issue.  

However, our particular interest and focus on ‘data 
governance’ may require a little more explanation. 
Despite growing societal angst about the impact of 
technology, data privacy and machine learning, the  
world population is continuing to vote with its thumbs 
with respect to connectivity and data sharing. Almost  
4.7 billion people were active internet users in 2020, 
approximately 60 per cent of the global population. 
Strikingly, mobile internet users now account for  
91 per cent of total internet users, many of whom are 
accessing the web for the first time, making a good case 
for the smartphone to be regarded as the most important 
technological breakthrough of the past fifty years with 
respect to social and economic inclusion.  
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The sheer volume of data already being generated and 
stored online is difficult to fathom: 90 per cent of all data 
held in the world was generated in the last two years 
alone. Yet despite the rapid proliferation of a range of 
interconnected technologies and applications, it is also 
increasingly apparent that we are actually just at the 
beginning of a data and connectivity revolution. With the 
advent of 5G mobile phone networks and services, such 
as SpaceX’s Starlink broadband service, the technology 
will soon exist to connect billions more devices to the 
internet, generating more data in a day than could ever 
have been imagined even a decade ago. Forty per cent of 
internet data in 2020 was also machine generated, before 
the ‘internet of things’ has even fully taken hold. This 
means that as well as the now familiar data privacy 
considerations we encounter when browsing the internet, 
we also need to think about the data our smart energy 
meter is continuously uploading to the cloud, the personal 
health and wellbeing data from our fitness tracker, or the 
voluminous data that connected cars will collate on our 
driving habits and patterns.  

The vast majority of this new data is held by private 
companies. This has already created a range of data 
security and privacy expectations, with accompanying 
regulations, but data governance is ultimately much more 
than this. How companies decide to collate, monitor, 
moderate, protect and utilise this data is of profound 
societal importance, and for this reason data governance 
is also of central relevance to the financial prospects of 
data economy companies: long-term growth prospects 
will hinge upon maintaining their ‘social licence to 
operate’, and this may be trickier to achieve in practice 
even for well-intentioned companies. The pace of 
innovation and the inter-disciplinary nature of ‘good data 
governance’ has meant that the relevant skills and 
experience are currently in very short supply. Companies 
and board directors alike will need sound external 
counsel and stakeholder input in this highly complicated 
and rapidly evolving area.  

It is also important to note that data governance is of 
central relevance well beyond the traditional technology 
companies, with banks, insurance companies and 
healthcare providers all firmly in the next wave of 
businesses having to overcome a number of ESG 
challenges as they seek to ramp up their use of customer 
data and artificial intelligence.  

Questions such as whether the widespread utilisation 
of algorithmic decision making will reinforce existing 
inequalities or improve social inclusion will become 
increasingly important. Insurers and banks will need  
to be very sure of the difference between appropriate 
risk-based pricing driven by better data on one hand, and 
automated, industrialised bias on the other. Concerns 
over the ever more personalised and effective nature of 
targeted advertising will also only grow over time as the 
technology improves unless both advertisers and 
platforms can explain the positive impact of their 
services.  

However, of equal importance to the risks is the 
opportunity ahead for humanity if we can find our 
collective way through the data governance challenge – 
think of much more effective personalised healthcare  
for example and vastly improved data-driven resource 
efficiency across the economy. A considerable number  
of your holdings are focusing on these important areas of 
innovation and growing opportunity.  

For all of the above reasons, Baillie Gifford’s 
investors and governance and sustainability team are 
undertaking further research on the theme of data 
governance, building on a number of years of 
engagement with our holdings on issues such as data 
privacy and security. To support and shape this work we 
will be drawing on several external and academic 
partnerships that we have in place, such as our 
sponsorship of the Baillie Gifford Chair in the Ethics of 
Data and Artificial Intelligence at the Edinburgh Futures 
Institute (EFI). Our aspiration is that this work will help 
us to be good long-term stewards of data economy 
holdings on behalf of our clients and investors, ensuring 
that we can understand and engage on the most material 
societal issues relating to data governance. While we may 
not have the answers, we can start by asking the right 
questions and encouraging board directors to do the same 
with their executive teams.  



Governance Summary Report for the quarter ended 31 March 2021 

Voting Activity 

Votes Cast in Favour 

Companies 1 

Resolutions 2 

Votes Cast Against 

Companies None 

Resolutions None 

Votes Abstained/Withheld 

Companies None 

Resolutions None 

With the advent of 5G, how companies collate, monitor, moderate, 
protect and utilise the data from billions of devices will be of profound 
societal importance 

Of equal importance to the risks is the opportunity ahead for humanity 
if we can find our collective way through the data governance 
challenge 

Our aspiration is that our data governance research will help us to be 
good long-term stewards of data economy holdings on behalf of our 
clients and investors 

Firm-Wide Company Engagement 

Engagement Type Company 

Corporate Governance Adyen N.V., Peloton Interactive, Inc. 

Environmental/Social Amazon.com, Inc., Beyond Meat, Inc., 
BioNTech SE, DexCom, Inc., Kering SA, 
Tesla, Inc. 

Notes on company engagements highlighted in blue can be found in this report. Notes on other company 

engagements are available on request. 
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Company Engagement Report 

Adyen N.V. Co-founder CEO Pieter van der Does and CFO Ingo Uytdehaage assured us that they are 
in no rush to meet the company's long-term profit margin target. Indeed, there is no 
specified timeline for doing so and they will still invest in worthwhile projects that could 
dilute margins in the short-term. This long-term culture is admirable, particularly as the 
company is experiencing rapid growth and rising profitability. According to Van der Does, 
the relevant trade-off facing Adyen is not between growth and near-term margins, but 
instead between growth and the quality of both product and people. He does not think it 
makes sense to sacrifice the latter. For example, he is thinking carefully about the 
manageable pace of hiring engineers and sales personnel such that they can be 
comfortably absorbed into Adyen's teams. 

Amazon.com, Inc. We engaged with the company's head of ESG Engagement to discuss the unionisation 
vote at Amazon's fulfilment centre in Bessemer, Alabama. We discussed the technical 
components of the vote, how the company communicated with employees and 
encouraged the company to move forward in a constructive, positive manner. We also 
repeated our message for better disclosures on social practices, including health and 
safety statistics. We are optimistic that our conversations will bear fruit. We also welcomed 
an offer to engage later in the year on broader ESG themes. We maintain an open dialogue 
with Amazon on its approach to matters of governance and sustainability and are 
reassured by their focus on the long term. 

Beyond Meat, Inc. A recent meeting with founder CEO, Ethan Brown gave more insight into competitive 
challenges and cultural attributes. We discussed that one of the biggest challenges for 
Beyond Meat is how it will commercialise the product. Encouragingly, recent partnerships 
with McDonalds, Taco Bell, KFC and Pizza Hut will help to get it into the mainstream and 
most importantly, the minds of meat consumers. A very clear cultural signal was where 
Brown explained his decision not to use any Genetically Modified Organisms technologies 
(GMO) to improve product colour because he is not convinced that it would be the right 
decision for the consumer long term; he would rather take a longer, more natural approach 
even if it is at the expense of short-term progress. 

BioNTech SE We spoke with founder CEO, Dr Ugur Sahin to understand more about the company's 
vision and culture. He spoke of the fundamental failure at the heart of oncology which is 
the acknowledgement that every cancer is, by definition, different. Sahin's approach is to 
always ask, "Are we doing the right things?" and his long-term vision is to provide tailored 
therapy, potentially having multiple products in infectious disease, oncology, 
cardiovascular, strokes and even ageing on a 10-year view. When it comes to recruitment, 
Sahin looks to find people who fit the company's DNA and share his vision of wanting to 
make a difference for the whole planet. He has established a team around him who he 
trusts and tries not to get involved in things if he doesn't have to. We're impressed by 
Sahin's ambition and leadership driving the company. 

DexCom, Inc. After meeting with CEO Kevin Sayer, we remain encouraged by the still vast opportunity 
for Dexcom to roll out its glucose monitoring devices to assist more diabetes patients, as 
well as other population cohorts (such as people at risk of developing diabetes). Despite 
the benefits that Dexcom is already bringing to its users and society at large, our meeting 
with Sayer did leave us with some question marks about company culture - notably on 
what we perceived as undue focus on short-term share price and an aversion to 
experimenting on new ideas, which would be far removed from a diligent, patient-centric 
culture. We therefore offered our support for Dexcom to experiment and acknowledged 
that inevitably this may lead to some failures along the way. We will continue to monitor 
and learn more about these cultural aspects in our future interactions, and we remain 
excited about the company's long-term growth prospects and societal benefits. 

Kering SA Our latest discussion with CEO François-Henri Pinault provided an opportunity to review 
the company's progress on ESG. Pinault remarked that Kering started more than a decade 
ago to appoint creative directors for whom sustainability was a natural part of the process. 
In the ensuing years, the company's ESG focus broadened into how it thinks about its 
supply chain, materials and distribution. He thinks the luxury industry will be transformed 
by such considerations over the next couple of decades and some will not survive the 
maelstrom. Kering has not yet used its ESG credentials as a basis for communication with 
its customers, but Pinault acknowledged it is close to doing so and believes it could 
become a competitive differentiator for the company. 
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Company Engagement Report 

Peloton Interactive, Inc. Our meeting with founder Chief Executive Officer John Foley and Chief Financial Officer Jill 
Woodworth helped to clarify how the management team willingly sacrifices near-term 
margin and share price in order to invest in long-term member experience. Recently, for 
example, it decided to increase Peloton's investment in shipping significantly, in order to 
ease current delays experienced by new members, despite the impact this might have on 
the short-term share price. As a next step for engagement, we plan to meet with Peloton's 
Head of International to learn more about the company's international expansion plans. 

Tesla, Inc. We gained further insight into Tesla's culture of relentless innovation, long-termism and 
sustainability during a conversation with Martin Viecha, Head of Investor Relations. He 
pointed to the example of Tesla's artificial intelligence (AI) team which is attempting to use 
video instead of static images to train its autonomous driving software - a highly complex 
task that has barely any academic research and which no other company has attempted 
before. Similarly, on hardware, Tesla is charging ahead with plans for a more affordable 
and profitable $25,000 vehicle, thanks in part to making its own battery cells that will 
require no cobalt or nickel. We also used our meeting to ask Viecha about the company's 
recent investment in bitcoin. The company is concerned about potential inflation and 
therefore concluded that a gold-like asset with fixed supply was the right place to allocate 
a portion of cash reserves (eight per cent at time of purchase). Viecha underlined that the 
decision was not taken lightly and board approval was sought. 
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Votes Cast in Favour 

Companies Voting Rationale 

Adyen Nv We voted in favour of routine proposals at the aforementioned 
meeting(s). 

Votes Cast Against 

We did not vote against any resolutions during the period. 
 

Votes Abstained 

We did not abstain on any resolutions during the period. 
 

Votes Withheld 

We did not withhold on any resolutions during the period. 
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