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10 Key Tips for Building Successful Data Mining Solutions 
 
What follows is the first in a series of articles on the top ten tips for building successful data 
mining solutions. The tips listed below are not in order of importance, but are listed in terms of 
how they might occur within a given data mining project. Our top ten tips are as follows: 
 

1) Identify the Right Problem 
2) Getting Stakeholders Onside 
3) Creating Quick Wins 
4) Understanding the Data 
5) Judicious Use of Statistics 
6) Combining Art and Science 
7) Establishing Performance Benchmarks 
8) Interpreting Results Correctly 
9) Relative vs. Absolute 
10) Action and Measure-Actioning the Solution 

 
This paper will cover tips 1 -3.   
 
It seems that on any business topic, there always seems to be some kind of top 10 or top 5 list 
of successes or failures.  Whether or not they are the defacto list for that topic is not really the 
point.  The important point here is that these articles attempt to draw on the broad experience 
of the author on what has worked and what has not worked within a given area. As an 
organization that has specialized in the area of data mining for many years, it is our hope that 
we can provide you with some key insights and considerations as you undertake data mining 
solutions. 
 
 
Tip 1: Identify the Right Problem 
 
Anyone familiar with Boire Filler Group‟s 4 step approach to building data mining solutions will 
recognize that this tip is really the first step of our 4 step approach.  As any business student 
will tell you, this issue is prevalent throughout all business disciplines. Yet, companies still 
continue to face difficulties regarding this step. These difficulties arise because organizations 
encounter many business problems in all facets of their business. However, not all these 
problems require a data mining solution and each must be prioritized relative to the needs of 
the business.  Effective identification of business problems require the expertise and 
knowledge of the data mining discipline complemented with the domain knowledge of the 
specific organization.  In undertaking any new project, information and knowledge needs to be 
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gathered about the organization and the specific project. As my father always stated in the 
early years of my career that the key when commencing any new assignment is to “listen, 
listen, listen.”  In this information gathering process, the first step is to identify the key 
stakeholders who will be most impacted by the project.  Interviews and meetings will be 
conducted with each of these stakeholders.  In many cases, though, this process is simplified 
as there may be only one key stakeholder who in fact has been designated to represent the 
interests of the company.  In any case, an understanding of the real needs and issues from the 
stakeholder‟s perspective begins to emerge.  At the same time, the stakeholder is also sharing 
their domain knowledge with the data miner, thereby providing insights on what solutions might 
be appropriate. 
 
 The process does not end here however. Reports and analyses are also sought out because 
the knowledge and expertise of the data miner may provide new insights and findings that 
otherwise may have gone unnoticed by the company. 
 
Once this information gathering process is complete, the issues and needs become much 
more focused towards identifying problems that can be solved by data mining techniques. For 
example, if I have a campaign which yields a response rate of 2% without any data mining and 
which has a required breakeven response rate of 20%, there are other issues beyond data 
mining that need to be resolved. However, if this same campaign yielded a response rate of 
15%, potential data mining solutions would be considered.  
 
To better illustrate this issue of gathering the right information, let‟s consider another example: 
A company asked us to do build an acquisition response model.  Little exploration was 
required as the need was very clearly identified by the organization. Accordingly, we simply 
reacted to the given request and built the required model.  As the project progressed much 
more information was shared with us, including how well these models performed.  As a result, 
we discovered that although our models were working very well in targeting prospects to 
respond, many of these new customers were canceling within the first three months of 
acquiring the service.  This discovery indicated to us and the client that our solutions needed to 
identify prospects that were most likely to respond and to be retained within their first three 
months.  The situation indicated to us that more engagement between ourselves and the 
organization at the beginning of this process would have resulted in a better tool initially, so as 
to avoid re-building these tools six months after our initial engagement.  A data discovery type 
of approach would have enhanced this level of engagement from the beginning and would 
have identified the real  business need as being a  „net‟ response model rather than a gross 
response model.  
  
Once we have effectively identified these issues and needs, some basic level analysis should 
occur that allows organizations to prioritize these issues and needs based on the opportunity 
cost of not undertaking this data mining work. This can then allow the organization to more 
closely align its resources towards areas with the largest payback.  
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Tip 2: Getting Stakeholders Onside 
 
Like any discipline that is project-based, one of the keys to success is collaboration amongst 
the key stakeholders.  How do we achieve a solution that is embraced by all the key 
stakeholders within the organization?  First of all, we need to understand that  the path to 
achieving this is not necessarily straightforward as roadblocks on this path require members of 
the organization to think in a more collective manner.   
 
In building solutions that are collective rather than individual, our first step is to identify the key 
stakeholders within the project.  Typically, these stakeholders will comprise individuals from 
departments such as marketing, sales and I/T.  In more complex type projects this can include 
finance and operations. A more complex type project might include analytical solutions that 
involve the creation of customer-level profitability.  Projects that are more strategic will include 
more stakeholders in departments across the company.  The key in determining these key 
stakeholders, though, is to identify individuals that are most impacted by the solution(s). 
 
In addition to the ability of marketing to develop and execute campaigns that are more focused 
on ROI, finance can also more be more precise on the  impact of any business decision based 
on customer profitability and how it impacts the  overall P&L.  In terms of executing this 
strategy, employees who are at the front line in terms of serving customers, are equipped with 
better information about that specific customer which ultimately translates to a more 
appropriate customer-level experience.  
 
For more tactical type projects such as building a tool to predict response, this effort might 
consist of the data miner dealing with a marketing manager and a person from I/T.  In fact, the 
level of involvement from I/T might be very peripheral as I/T is only used to explain information 
from the database that the data miner does not understand. Much more involvement would 
occur between the marketer and the data miner as the marketer needs to understand the 
solution.  The data miner must be careful to avoid the arcane, technical, mathematical details 
behind a given solution, focusing primarily on the information or variables that comprise the 
analytical solution.  Creating a perception of the solution as a „black box‟ can jeopardize the 
use of any analytical solution.  A common understanding of these tools between marketers and 
data miners helps to foster a culture where these tools become accepted components of the 
business process. 
 
Most models will be successful, but some will fail. Adopting a „black box‟ mentality prevents a 
more collaborative effort in development as well as modification, should the solution prove 
ineffective when implemented.  In the so-called „black box‟ approach, the data mining 
practitioner can explain mathematically what is going on but cannot communicate what are the 
real drivers and key variables of the model and more importantly their importance within the 
model.  This is fine as long as the model continues to perform. However, if the model is not 
successful, both the practitioner and the marketer have extreme difficulty in explaining the 
causes for failure. The causes for model failure are best determined by „opening up the hood‟ 
where both the marketer and practitioner know the key model variables, their relationship with 
the desired modeled behaviour and their overall contribution within the model. With a „black 
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box‟ approach towards modeling, this type of analytical forensics cannot occur and ultimately 
leads to increased resistance towards the use of future data mining solutions.  
 
When creating either a tactical or strategic solution, the key is communication amongst all the 
stakeholders as this leads to increased understanding and ultimately more likely buy-in 
towards a given solution. But the ability to achieve a certain level of understanding that creates 
engagement and buy-in is no easy task. This can require much effort and work on the data 
miner but the rewards can be great.  Through this approach, the data miner demonstrates the 
ability to collaborate with others in order to achieve a given solution. Corporate executives and 
business books identify this trait as one of the keys to being a successful leader in today‟s 
business environment. 
 
  
Tip 3: Creating the Quick Win 
 
As with any new process or change, there will always be resistance, a desire to simply carry 
on as before.  The simple introduction of data mining as the nirvana of increased ROI does not 
necessarily imply that it will become a standard business discipline within the organization. The 
notion of „Show me the Money‟ must be addressed - it is the direct $ impact of any change that 
will ultimately alter behaviour.  Data Mining is no different, so what steps can we take to 
demonstrate financial benefit of this approach?  
  
Establishing quick wins is the key. By producing a solution in a relatively short-time frame with 
minimal resources can yield results that indeed „Show me the money‟.  This can be as simple 
as finding an initiative where no prior targeting has been done.  Using a simple index approach  
such as RFM (Recency, Frequency, Money/$Value), we can apply the RFM index to target 
prospects/customers for an upcoming initiative.  We select the group of prospects that have 
the highest indexes and then compare them to a control group that has been randomly 
selected.  Table 1 below provides an example of target group (selected with RFM Index) vs a 
random group (without RFM): 
 
Table 1 
 

$ Benefits of RFM 

Customer Selection # of Promoted Customers Response Rate # of Responders Total Cost 

With RFM (targeted)                            500,000  3%                        15,000  $750,000 

Without RFM (random)                            750,000  2%                        15,000  $1,125,000 

Difference                           (250,000)     -$375,000 

 
 Using a promotion cost of $1.50 per customer, the RFM index yields a saving of $375000. 
This savings of $375,000 is achieved because marketing can promote fewer customers (1/3 
fewer) by using the RFM index to achieve the same number of responders (15,000) compared 
to selecting prospects at random. 
 
This kind of result can be demonstrated without waiting for a future initiative.  If we can identify 
previous initiatives that have yielded results without the use of any targeting, we can then 
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apply the RFM approach to this initiative.  We can then determine what would have happened 
if we had used this approach in selecting the best prospects.  This approach is often referred 
to as “back testing”, and is a quick and very cost efficient approach (with the only cost being 
the practitioner‟s time in conducting the analysis).  Armed with these types of results, the 
practitioner and marketer can more easily rationalize the value of data mining activities in 
future initiatives and to ultimately begin embedding them as a standard operating discipline. 
 
    


