
  The Discipline  of Data Mining and its Required Skillsets 

 

No one doubts the high level of expertise and  knowledge that are required to both build 

and apply data mining solutions. Papers and books have been written about these skills  

which are necessary to achieve success in this discipline. However, much of this opinion 

expressed in these books  has focused on the need of mathematics and statistics as being 

the real key to success in this discipline. One just needs to review a cross-section of the 

data mining books on the market to see the veracity of this above statement. Yet, strength 

in mathematics and statistics which is not complemented by other skillsets will in most 

cases lead to failure. But what are these other strengths?  The most important and most 

critical  area is data and how to use it in building a data mining solution. This area in 

essence represents the so-called “magic sauce‘ in building very good solutions. 

Practitioners with many years of  experience in this area will devote more of their focus 

on ‘working the data’ and less on what is the ideal mathematical algorithm. Detailed 

knowledge and skills are required to convert raw data into meaningful insights as well as 

inputs for various data mining solutions. Certainly, data and what to do with it is a subject 

unto itself and one that should be taught in post secondary institutions. Historically, 

though, practitioners have gained this knowledge solely through practical experience. But 

as the industry has evolved, academic training in this area of data is emerging which will 

simply augment the ability of the practitioner in how to use data for data mining 

solutions. 

 

Another key area that is vital for successful data mining solutions is communication. This 

kind of skill is not necessarily one that can be acquired within the traditional academic 

environment. Instead, it represents a skill that continues to develop throughout one’s life 

both at a personal and business level. Within data mining, it is our belief that certain 

individuals are better equipped than others in this area. What do I mean by this? 

Specifically, it is about the ability to be a bridge between both the  technical  and business 

sides  of data mining. This means that the individual needs to understand the arcane 

technical details of a given solution but more importantly how it impacts the business. 

Without this ability to bridge this gap between the technical and business components of 

data mining, solutions are either never built or worse never deployed. Call these so-called 

‘bridge’ people the ambassadors of data mining as they are the catalysts in delivering data 

mining solutions to organizations. Yet, how does one become an ‘ambassador’ of data 

mining. In many ways, the ability to become an ambassador tends to be driven by the 

traits or characteristics of the individual. For example, is the data miner a good listener? 

Can he or she truly understand the business issues in order to identify the specific data 

mining deliverables that will yield the resultant solution. 

 

Besides this empathic understanding of the business problem, managing expectations of 

the stakeholder is another area of focus for the data mining ambassador. This is easier 

said than done as this requires an ongoing dialogue between the ambassador and 

stakeholder. Phone call meetings, coffee and lunches help to ensure that communication 

remain a priority between what is happening in the data mining  group and the business 

group.  The ultimate objective, here, is to prevent the situation of ‘no surprises’ so that all 

stakeholders including the data miner are on the same page throughout the project.  



 

But do the skills in these areas imply that we can guarantee success in data mining. No, 

the other significant area or gap that needs to be filled concerns domain knowledge. But 

what do I mean by ‘domain knowledge’. Domain knowledge represents knowledge or 

information that is specific to a business or industry which is only acquired by having 

worked in that company or industry. A more detailed look at this notion of domain 

knowledge and its impact on data mining will be discussed in my next blog. 

 

 


