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This session was one of the best I've ever attended at APRA. It focused on the process one should go 
through to prepare data for modeling. For repeatability, the presenters emphasized the need to go step-
by-step and document data changes.  
  
Reporting vs. Analysis 
  
They created a continuum to illustrate the process from data collection through analysis: 

 
 
  

  

They differentiated between reporting and analysis by saying: 

“In general, if an end user determines the shape of the answer, it’s probably not analysis. It is probably a 

query or report. If the data itself determines the form and shape of an answer as well as the mode of 

inquiry, or if the answer to a question is not intuitive, it’s probably analysis.” 

They described each step in the continuum as follows: 

 Collection – feed the database 

 Query – Quick answer to a quick question 

 Reporting – I need a list! And it needs to be pretty 

 Data Discovery – What does the data look like? 

 Analysis – I need to examine the way I do business 

Methodology 

1.) Define the research question (business goal) 

a. Have a clear question: Vague – What do our donors look like? Clear – We want to 

increase the donors at the $5K-$10K annual level. What are the characteristics of donors 

who habitually gave at that level during the last campaign? 

b. Get specific in your question and define criteria like hard vs. soft credit, gift vs. pledge 

etc. 

2.) Select the appropriate data 

a. Imagine what data points might help you find the answer to your research question and 

start to make a list 

b. Turn the list into your variables 

c. Decide which population you want to study (e.g. major donors, recent alumni, new 

members, etc.) 

d. Append your variables to your population 

e. Final data set will resemble a spreadsheet with one row per ID 
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3.) Transform/derive new variables 

a. Transform your raw data into variable types useful for modeling (e.g. bin numeric 

numbers, create binary dummy variables, standardize giving totals, etc.) 

 

4.) Explore the data/data validation 

a. Go through each variable and compare your expectations with the actual data 

b. Make initial observations of each variable and spot potential problems 

c. Think about what variables are still missing 

d. Identify the things that need to be corrected, but resist temptation to make corrections 

as you go 

e. Document every step you take in this process 

5.) Fix problems with the data 

a. Make changes to your data based on your observations, make notes of each change and 

the methodology behind it 

6.) Analysis/modeling 


