Starbucks Exec Says MBAs Fail to
Turn Big Data into Business
Intelligence
Tuan Tran is a Senior Business Development Manager at Starbucks. He manages
a team of sales and business-development professionals. We spoke with Tuan to
get his perceptions of how well MBA programs are preparing their students to
drive the growing role of technology in all companies in all industries. Tuan has
an MBA from Seattle University.
Tuan says it is not enough to be “tech-savvy” today. Everyone knows how to use
mobile apps and office software. To get noticed and designated for the fast track
at Starbucks, managers must also understand how to apply technology to
business problems and drive growth. Most often this will mean analyzing data and
information to generate business-critical insights that lead to better management
decisions.
Roy Young: In your experience, how prepared are newly graduated MBAs
to put technology to work in their job roles?
Tuan Tran: They’re definitely more tech-savvy than the more tenured or older
employees that I have on my team. The new MBAs are much more proficient in
things like Excel and PowerPoint, compared to folks who weren’t taught how to
use those tools while they were in college. The difference is even more
pronounced when it comes to social media—the younger generation is far more
savvy in that area than the rest of us, myself included.
Roy: Do you find that they’re really knowledgeable in terms of
understanding the social-media platform technology and knowing how to
analyze them, or is their knowledge limited to the use of social media?
Tuan: They all have a good baseline of understanding what social media is, the
different platforms, and the power of social media. In terms of diving deeper,
though, they typically don’t understand the business aspects. They will all learn
those things in the first few years of their careers, though, if they’re in that space.
And their familiarity with all the different social media platforms out there—from
Instagram to Facebook to Snapchat and the rest—does give an advantage to some

of the new MBAs. That generation is more accustomed to it and more aware of it
than folks who weren’t a part of that generation.
Roy: What base of technologies do MBAs run into, in terms of data
analytics, business applications, and so forth? And how well are they
prepared for those?
Tuan: The biggest issue that I see new hires running into is having the ability and
skill to consolidate and filter the plethora of information available. Information
overload is very common, and I often see new hires trying to put way too much
into a presentation or an analysis. They have difficulty dialing down everything to
its essentials, root causes, and most important data points. People coming out of
college, especially MBAs, need to learn that less is more. Especially when they
are communicating with senior management, they need to summarize, avoid
getting caught up in the details, and just provide their recommendation or the
highlights of what they’ve been working on.
Roy: What about mobile applications? Is it common for MBAs to have
knowledge of how a mobile application is made?
Tuan: They are generally savvy in terms of how to use these apps, but not so
much about how they are made. What they do understand is how the app should
function and the interplay between the consumer, the app, and the main site.
Roy: What do you see as particular challenges that new MBAs struggle
with, in areas such as enterprise systems, business intelligence and data
warehousing?
Tuan: New MBAs tend to struggle with the data overload that I mentioned
before,and they have issues around being able to pull data, translate it, and see
the things that are actionable and that can provide “ah-ha” insights. Part of it may
be that they are still trying to learn how to use the systems, but they can have
real challenges around making sure they truly understand the data before
drawing conclusions and telling the story to other people. I think a lot of people
go into a project or analysis with a hypothesis in mind, and they look for data to
support it, rather than just letting the data speak for itself, interpreting it
objectively, and having it help tell the story. That’s where the MBAs that I’ve seen
come out of college recently struggle the most. They don’t yet know how to mine
the data in a way that it is most useful and efficient, to solve the task at hand.
Roy: So, do you feel that MBA schools are not preparing their students

well enough to do this type of analysis?
Tuan: Right. Every company uses its own type of software or systems to house
data and share data. That’s something they really don’t teach in MBA school—you
don’t learn about different data-warehouse systems and how they work. But when
you come out of school, you’re expected to become highly proficient with them
fairly quickly. There is always a disconnect there.
Roy: To what extent is your organization looking at more advanced
analytics, such as predictive analytics or machine learning?
Tuan: When we look at total industry trends and consumer trends, we do try to
forecast out where we think the global consumer is going and where their
spending habits are going. We read a lot of information from outside and internal
sources, and we use third parties for those as well. Depending on your group, you
might lean on that more than others. On the internal side, most of our work is
based on understanding our consumer better, the people who are brand-loyal to
us. I see a lot of folks, especially in finance, who are able to look at data points
fairly well that are very ROI-driven numbers. But from a predictive analytics
perspective, they aren’t able to forecast trends three to five years out, because
that’s not what they do.
Roy: Would you say that it’s reasonable to expect MBA schools to cover at
least some of these foundations of business intelligence and data
analytics?
Tuan: Definitely, and especially for those who will enter finance or strategicdevelopment roles. Those people need to be able to mine data trends and
understand the outlook for their company, product, and business prospects.
Roy: If you could design an MBA course that would help students learn
about the some of the things that you’ve just talked about, or some things
that you don’t think are being addressed within MBA schools, what would
it cover?
Tuan: I’d like to see a class that focuses on a case study, but instead of giving the
students a text summary, they would get a data set that’s very large. We would
give them a scenario and let them mine the data themselves. Ideally, they would
use software that would help them mine data. Getting people to learn how to mine
the data themselves, by either starting with a hypothesis or letting the data speak,
would be very valuable. They would need to identify the most critical data points
and then draft and develop the strategic plan through the course of a week or

quarter or whatever.
I think that would be more of a real-life case study than the traditional Harvard
business reviews, where you read a business case study that’s 10-20 pages long
and you’re asked to solve it with that limited information. Frankly, the
observations you can draw from those are fairly obvious. They don’t dig deep
enough and allow people to do as much critical thinking that they should,
especially at the MBA level. Increasingly, data is where you go for answers.
Roy: Did any classes stand out in your own MBA program that addressed
some of these challenges?
Tuan: We had a couple of strategic-development classes where we had to develop
high-level strategies for companies or organizations that were either in trouble or
had potential problems on the horizon. But back to my example, a lot of them
were using case studies where the data sets were fairly restrictive. The
instructors provided clues that were really easy to pull out. They were being
efficient by including only the more important data points, but they didn’t place
demands on us, in terms of sifting through the data. I think the intent of the
course is what I described, but given the time and material constraints, you really
couldn’t dig very deep.
Roy: Are there any technologies or related big issues on the horizon that
are going to really impact businesses across industries that MBA
programs should be aware of and should start working with their students
on now?
Tuan: The strongest fresh MBAs I see have the thinking skills that sometimes
aren’t focused on enough: problem solving, critical thinking, and strategic
development. A lot of people who receive MBAs—especially folks who specialize
in HR or finance— haven’t developed the ability to think in high-level and crossfunctional ways. From the technology perspective, a lot of new employees get
overwhelmed by information overload. There’s no “map” to help them navigate
among the corporate intranet, our databases, and everything. One thing that
schools could really focus on is how to help people navigate an organization.
Roy: On a scale of 1 ri 5, with 1 being the least prepared and 5 being the
most prepared, how prepared are today’s MBAs to lead business initiatives
that will have a strong technology underpinning?”
Tuan: I’d say a 3.

Roy: On that same scale, how prepared are today’s MBAs to use enterprise
business software?
Tuan: Maybe a 1 or 2.
Roy: We’re really starting to hear that young MBAs know all about
smartphones and social media, but they lack understanding in areas such
as big data, business intelligence, data warehousing, analytics, Internet of
things, and mobile application development. And MBA programs seem
really blind to this fact.
Tuan: I know, and I think this is an error for both parties. Millennials, and the
generation after millennials, feel that because they are on their computers or
mobile devices more often than their parents or older siblings, they’re somehow
proficient and know all they need to know. But when they join large companies,
they find a very different view of technology from their own, and different
expectations in terms of becoming proficient with it. Learning an Oracle database
software system is very different than learning how to post something on
Facebook, and they have a rude awakening when someone sits them down at a
desk and says, “Hey, you need to learn this software, and I need a report out of
here in a week or so.”
Roy: Ideally, instead of MBAs coming in and having to come up to speed
on this stuff, wouldn’t it be great if they came in and were able to identify
opportunities for things like predictive analytics, rather than not even
knowing what a data warehouse is?
Tuan: There aren’t all that many large enterprise software companies, and their
main products tend to be fairly similar, even though they might have a different
interface, or a different look and feel. Adding training in one or two of them to an
MBA program could be very helpful to careers in business development,
marketing, and finance.
Roy: Thank you very much for your time.
Tuan: Thank you, too.

How to Motivate MBAs to Own and
Prioritize Their Job Search
Susan Whitcomb, highly regarded coach of coaches, presents her lesson for
coaches in three parts:
1. Reconciling Expectations of student and coach
2. Managing Student Objections
3. Motivating Students to Take Action
But if you do not have the one hour to listen, here are 17 quick tips from Susan’s
presentation that you will find useful for motivating MBAs to own and prioritize
their job search (each with the time stamp when she covers the technique in her
presentation):
1. See your students as alumni (8:50).
10 years from now, how do you imagine they
are doing?
2. Treat your students as smart and capable (10:50).
If you do, when they do something that didn’t work, they will be resourceful,
clever and energetic in their search for a solution.
3. Treat the coaching session like a business meeting (11:03).
Establish a shared agenda. Acknowledge the amount of time you have both
allotted. Clarify the objective of the meeting and what you hope to accomplish.
When the sessionends, clarify action items and the whether the objective was
met.
4. Establish a roadmap (13:13).
Provide an overview of the work with milestones, but avoid providing a detailed
data “dump.” They will not remember all the details and may shut down due to
the enormity of the project, which, after all, is discretionary. Certainly they will
focus only on the elements that are relevant now in the short term.
5. Listen for expectations (15:34).
For example, one common request is “I was hoping you would give me some

contacts.” In response, say: “Networking is an important piece in the puzzle; glad
you have it on your radar. Let’s think first about WHO you want to contact, what
is their role, how you are going to impress them to make time for you, etc.”
6. Avoid judging behavior or attitude as “wrong” (17:00).
If you do, they will shut down. So be optimistic and positive. For example, say
“here’s what we hear from alumni about the kind of preparation they want
students to have done prior to reaching out to them.” This way, you are not the
bad guy, and you are bringing a third party perspective that has clout.
7. Manage objections (22:25).
Notice and name, but do not judge. Say something like “I think I sense some
hesitation” and be silent until you get a response. You may ask “what are your
thoughts?” Use “what” and “how” questions open ended.
8. Use the “Sandwich Conversation” technique (25:35).
Start a balanced conversation asking about actions taken by the client, like “What
have you
researched” and “Who have you contacted and how?” Then provide advice by
saying: “Here are some best practices we’ve seen work.” Then ask: “How might
you work some of these things into your strategy?” Note who is doing most of the
talking; use silence to allow time and space for client to control the direction of
the process.
9. Stay neutral (29:00).
Avoid defensiveness, and avoid emotional reactions. Notice if you are starting to
feel negatively about the client. Fight fire with water, not fire. Consider that the
client may not be moving in the wrong direction, but may need to try before
moving on to realize advantages of other approaches.
10. Leverage metaphoric language (33:50).
For example, if you say “job search is like dating,” you bring a smile to the face of
the client, and the comparison delivers an important message. Try saying “if you
think about job search as an MBA course, what would get you an “A”? Say
“competing in the MBA job market is like the Olympics, because you are
competing nationwide, not just among your school classmates.”
11. Hold the vision, the big picture (36:15).
Use “what” and “why” questions before “how,” as this will provide the incentive

needed to do the job search work. In fact, focusing on vision may lead to an
understanding that spending time to network to make professional contacts
rather than pursue As is a good investment decision.
12. Leverage strengths (38:05).
Frame the work in a way that brings the best out of your clients: if project
manager, project manage; if analyst, analyze; if marketer, market; if consultant,
problem solve and sell. This approach gives client the confidence to move
forward. Have your client clarify their strengths that would give employers a good
ROI.
13. Coach with Compassion (39:00).
Don’t crack the whip. Assure client by saying: “you are not the only one who . . . “
Acknowledge the effort by saying: “This has been a stretch time for you.” Make
sure the client is keeping long-term goals in site (the “Why”).
14. Prioritize tasks (44:00).
Share observations about misalignment between vision and use of time.
Encourage efficient management of time to do the things that build momentum
and generate important progress.
15. Ask questions to generate insight (46:30).
For example, ask: “As you transition from student to business professional, what
elements of your personal brand do you want to drop? Strengthen? Like
exercising, what would putting in 110% look like for you? When can you be more
efficient with the use of your time?
16. Always encourage/require action (47:22).
Ask questions that call for a commitment to action, with accountability, such as:
“How would you bullet point the follow up steps you’ll take now?”
“When is the best time to get that done?”
“What might get in the way and how will you handle that?”
“What would that look like in terms of a S.M.A.R.T. goal?”
“Who do you need to talk to?”
“What other resources will you need?”o “What deadline do you want to
give yourself?”
17. Say it straight (49:40).

Remember: truth is never optional; timing and technique are. If dress or hygiene,
for example, is an issue, you should say something like: “I know recruiters notice
these things.”

