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Part 5 of the Series: Excellence in Data-as-a-Service (DaaS) for Real Estate 

The New Era of Data Modeling: Why AI Needs Ontologies, Not Just Dashboards 

By: Dale Johnston, Managing Consultant, Rickshaw Consulting 
Mike Harrison, Chief Strategy Officer NTrust  
 

In the dynamic landscape of institutional real estate investing, where strategic decisions hinge on holistic, 
investment-ready insights, a robust data foundation is the bedrock of excellence. This article, the fifth and 
final installment in our series on the pillars of an exceptional Data-as-a-Service (DaaS) platform, explores The 
New Era of Data Modeling: Why AI Needs Ontologies, Not Just Dashboards. 

However, as we close this series, we must acknowledge a paradigm shift. The era of treating data simply as 
"the new oil" to be refined into a static dashboard is over. Today, a data-centric mindset is an AI-first mindset. 
To truly change how work is performed by unlocking the promise of AI, we must move beyond traditional data 
warehousing and embrace a new level of data maturity: one built on business-centric ontologies, context 
engineering, and absolute completeness. 

The Data Maturity Problem: Beyond Dashboards 

For the last decade, the industry’s push for "data-driven" cultures often resulted in a rush to build 
dashboards. We collected data within in-house relational structures based on core applications (ERPs, 
CRMs, BMS) with the hope that visual metrics would drive effortless insights. Unfortunately, this often led to 
elaborate dashboards with universal slicers that tried to serve everyone, yet served no one. 

The push to implement AI solutions on top of these legacy structures has been confounding. AI applications, 
particularly Large Language Models (LLMs), do not "think" in rows and columns; they require understandable 
context. If your data architecture is over-engineered for specific reports but under-planned for context, AI 
cannot navigate it effectively. 

The DaaS platform of the future requires us to pivot. We must abandon building datasets tied strictly to 
application-centric structures and start building flexible platforms based on business-centric ontologies. 

The Architecture of Understanding: Ontologies and Knowledge Graphs 

A comprehensive data model in a modern DaaS platform is not merely a schema of tables; it is a map of your 
business landscape. This is where Ontologies and Knowledge Graphs come into play. 

While "ontology" may sound academic, in a real estate context, it is simply a grouping of data concepts with 
shared meaning across your organization. They define the relationship between an asset, a lease, a tenant, 
and a risk factor. By anchoring these concepts in an ontology diagram and a semantic foundation, we allow 
both humans and machines to traverse data without deep technical know-how. 
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This structure supports “context engineering” which is the practice of ensuring an AI platform can operate as 
a human would. Recall the 2017 Google research paper that kickstarted the Generative AI era, "Attention is 
All You Need." Attention is based on understanding the context of inputs to predict results. In real estate, that 
context could be a lease clause that restricts a specific tenant mix or how a labor union agreement impacts a 
budget. This context needs to be embedded into the data model itself. 

Quality Through Completeness 

In our experience, data quality is often misunderstood in data model planning. Most stakeholders focus 
solely on accuracy and timeliness. While critical, these are now table stakes. The true differentiator in an AI-
ready data model is completeness. 

 

 

As one asset management executive recently told us, “80% of something in data is 100% of nothing.” You 
cannot make decisions if you are unsure whether a dataset excludes a specific property type or if a joint 
venture partner’s data is missing. Incomplete datasets feed data models that lack trust and require manual 
manipulation which handicaps the potential for automation. 

A DaaS platform counters this by orchestrating monthly data journeys that mandate full participation. 
Whether it is standard trial balances or nuanced datasets like ESG reports and traffic analytics, the system 
must ensure 100% completeness before the data ever reaches the analytics layer. This fosters a reciprocal 
symbiosis: reliable data trains the AI for deeper domain specificity, and autonomous analytics help infer or 
flag missing elements to maintain that completeness. 

Operationalizing the Model: The Management System 

How do we build this? Enterprise data modeling to support self-service analytics and AI should be built upon 
four key areas: 

1. A Business-Oriented Ontology Diagram: Visualizing concepts rather than just tables. 
2. A Semantic Foundation: Merging data fields with the ontology to convey context, business 

terminology, and data definitions. 
3. Data Products: Decoupling the data presentation layer from the underlying architecture so tools 

can evolve independently. 
4. Standard-Based Transformation Configurations: Using human-and-AI-readable syntax (like YAML) 

to document interface and transformation logic such as the Open Data Product Specification. 

The underlying data management system functions as the governance engine for this model. It integrates the 
AI capabilities we discussed in Part 1 and the Human-in-the-Loop validation from Part 3 to ensure that the 
ontology and semantic foundation remain accurate as the platform scales. It allows data leaders to define 
deliverables as "data products," ensuring that future requirements can be handled through changes in 
specific products or modules without tearing down the entire infrastructure. 

Conclusion: The Capstone of DaaS 

A comprehensive data model is the capstone of an exceptional DaaS platform. It integrates the disparate 
pillars we have discussed in this series: AI extraction, SOP-driven consistency, human expertise, and 
functional portals, into a unified source of business-centric truth. 

“80% of something in data is 100% of nothing” 
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By prioritizing data maturity through robust access, unwavering quality (completeness), and comprehensive 
human-driven governance, organizations lay the groundwork for true AI automation and self-serve analytics. 
When we marry a well-understood and socialized ontology with a robust DaaS platform, we free investment 
professionals from data drudgery, enabling laser-focused pursuits of alpha and sustainable growth. 

 

 

The industry demands a data-centric mindset to advance, and with the right model, your data strategy can 
finally move from "dashboarding" to true decision intelligence. 

This whitepaper, the culmination of our five-part series, underscores the indispensable role of harnessing 
data in redefining real estate operations.  

 

 

                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This whitepaper is a joint article written and edited by Mike Harrison, CSO of NTrust, and Dale Johnston of 
Rickshaw Consulting and Advisory Board member of NTrust. It reflects the authors’ insights based on the 
current state of real estate operations and AI capabilities as of December 2025. It is intended for 
informational and educational purposes, not as formal advice. 
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It is never too late to get this right! 


