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About

This book is dedicated to one of the most critical—and often overlooked—stages of the analytics journey: defining the problem clearly before attempting to solve it. Too often, organizations dive into data without first ensuring they are asking the right questions. As Albert Einstein famously suggested, spending more time understanding the problem saves immense effort later—and this principle lies at the heart of effective data analysis.

In Defining the Problem: How Data Analysts Clarify Scope and Requirements, readers will learn how to master the Ask phase of analytics, the foundation upon which all meaningful insights are built. This volume equips aspiring and practicing analysts with practical strategies for identifying business needs, clarifying requirements, and ensuring stakeholder expectations are fully understood before moving into data preparation and analysis.

Drawing from real-world case studies and industry best practices, the book explores:


	
Effective questioning techniques: How to craft SMART questions (Specific, Measurable, Action-oriented, Relevant, and Time-bound) and avoid common pitfalls such as leading or biased questions.


	
Structured thinking: Methods to break down complex business challenges into manageable parts, organize information, and recognize gaps or opportunities.


	
Defining the problem domain: How to contextualize data within its environment to avoid misinterpretation and wasted effort.


	
Stakeholder management: Balancing expectations, clarifying deliverables, and building communication strategies that keep projects on track.


	
Common problem types in analytics: From making predictions to spotting anomalies, categorizing, and discovering connections, the book explains how analysts encounter and define different problem categories.


	
Scope of work (SOW): Practical guidance on creating clear outlines, timelines, and deliverables to ensure alignment with business objectives.




By the end of this book, readers will be equipped with the tools to confidently define problems, scope projects effectively, and set the stage for successful data-driven decision making.

Whether you are an aspiring analyst beginning your career, a professional seeking to sharpen your skills, or a manager working with analytics teams, this guide will show you how to ask the right questions, clarify scope, and establish strong foundations for every analytics project.
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1.1  ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS


1.1.1  Introduction: 

In this chapter, I'm excited to delve into the distinction between effective and ineffective questions, guiding you on asking insightful questions crucial for solving business problems. Effective questions play a vital role in each stage of data analysis: ask, prepare, process, analyze, share, and act. In the 'ask' phase, we define the problem, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of stakeholder expectations for focused and successful outcomes. The chapter will kick off by exploring problem-solving and the typical business problems that data analysts address, with a specific focus on crafting effective questions during the 'ask' phase. We'll then look into various types of data, understanding their utility and further exploring the potential of spreadsheets in enhancing data analysis. The journey continues with an introduction to structured thinking—a process involving recognizing the problem, organizing information, identifying gaps and opportunities, and breaking down complex problems into manageable steps, leading to logical solutions. Together, we'll ensure a thorough understanding of structured thinking in the context of data analysis. Finally, we'll explore proven strategies for effective communication. I'm eager to share more about my passion for data analytics, so let's embark on this learning adventure. In the upcoming section, I'll present an intriguing data analytics case study, illustrating effective problem-solving. 
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What we will learn in this volume 2 – Ask Questions to Make Data-Driven Decisions


	
Asking effective questions: To do the job of a data analyst, you need to ask questions and problem-solve. In this part of the book, you’ll check out some common analysis problems and how analysts solve them. You’ll also learn about effective questioning techniques that can help guide your analysis.

	
Making data-driven decisions: In analytics, data drives decision making. In this part of the book, you’ll explore data of all kinds and its impact on decision making. You’ll also learn how to share your data through reports and dashboards.

	
Mastering spreadsheet basics: Spreadsheets are an important data analytics tool. In this part of the book, you’ll learn both why and how data analysts use spreadsheets in their work. You’ll also explore how structured thinking can help analysts better understand problems and come up with solutions. 

	
Always remembering the stakeholder: Successful data analysts learn to balance needs and expectations. In this part of the book, you’ll learn strategies for managing the expectations of stakeholders while establishing clear communication with your team to achieve your objectives.  
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1.1.2  Bringing Data to Life

[image: ]




In this chapter, I will present a compelling case study in data analytics, showcasing how problem-solving aligns with each phase of the data analysis process and providing insights into their real-world application. The focus is on a small business named Anywhere Gaming Repair, a service provider offering on-site repairs for broken section game systems and accessories. The business owner aimed to expand through advertising but was uncertain about the most effective approach. There are various advertising strategies, such as print, billboards, TV commercials, public transportation, podcasts, and radio. A crucial consideration in selecting an advertising method is the target audience—the specific individuals you intend to reach. For instance, if a medical equipment manufacturer seeks to connect with doctors, placing an ad in a health magazine would be a wise choice. Similarly, a catering company looking for new cooks might opt for a poster at a bus stop near a cooking school. Both approaches effectively expose the ad to the intended audience. Another factor to weigh is the budget and the costs associated with different advertising methods. For example, a TV ad is likely to be more expensive than a radio ad, and a large billboard will probably have a higher cost than a small poster on the back of a city bus.

The business owner asked the expertise of data analyst Maria for a recommendation. The process began with the 'ask' phase, where Maria defined the problem, ensuring a holistic understanding of the context. Collaboration with stakeholders, including the owner, VP of communications, and director of marketing and finance, was crucial in identifying the problem: uncertainty about the preferred advertising method for the target audience. Moving to the 'prepare' phase, Maria collected data on the target audience (section game system owners) and various advertising methods.

The 'process' step involved cleaning the data to enhance accuracy and usefulness. In the 'analyze' phase, Maria determined that individuals aged 18 to 34 were the primary consumers of section game-related products, aligning with Anywhere Gaming Repair's target audience. Further analysis revealed that TV commercials and podcasts were popular among this demographic, with podcasts being a more cost-effective option.

With the analysis complete, Maria entered the 'share' phase, presenting her recommendation visually to the stakeholders. The final step, 'act,' involved Anywhere Gaming Repair implementing the recommendation. They collaborated with a local podcast production agency, ran a 30-second ad on podcasts, and observed a significant increase in customers within the first week, totaling 85 new customers by week 4.

This case study demonstrates effective problem-solving through the application of the six phases of data analysis, showcasing the practical use of these phases in addressing real-world challenges.
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From issue to action: The six data analysis phases
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There are six data analysis phases that will help you make seamless decisions: ask, prepare process, analyze, share, and act. Keep in mind, these are different from the data life cycle, which describes the changes data goes through over its lifetime. Let’s walk through the steps to see how they can help you solve problems you might face on the job.
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Step 1: Ask
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