
Careers in data science are booming. More people are studying to become data scientists, and more businesses 
are realizing that employing data scientists can drive efficiency and growth in amazing ways.

But what exactly does a data scientist do? Apart from what is taught in most statistics or data science courses, 
what is really needed to succeed as a professional data scientist?

In The Real Work of Data Science: Turning Data into Information, Better Decisions, and Stronger Organizations, Ron S. 
Kenett and Thomas C. Redman try to answer these questions by illustrating a life-cycle view of data analytics.

Problem 
elicitation

Goal formulation
Clarify the short-term and 
long-term goals. A full 
understanding of the problem 
requires a full understanding 
of the context in which 
it occurs, including the 
overarching goal.

Data collection
Identify relevant data 
sources and collect the data. 
Understanding the context 
of the raw numbers is 
essential to identifying 
the data that is relevant to 
the problem.

Data analysis
Use descriptive, explanatory, 
and predictive methods. 
This is the work of “creating 
meaning from the data,” 
“separating the signal from 
the noise,” and “turning data 
into information.”

Formulation 
of findings
State results and 
recommendations. Data 
analysis can produce 
complicated results, so it 
is essential that data 
scientists translate their 
results into language the 
decision maker understands.

Operationalization 
of findings
Suggest who, what, when, and 
how. Follow the data-based 
decisions into execution, 
answer questions that arise, 
evaluate new data as it comes 
in, and advise on situations 
beyond the scope of the 
original analysis.

Communication 
of findings
Communicate findings, 
decisions, and their 
implications to all 
stakeholders—not just the 
decision makers.

Impact 
assessment
Plan and deploy an 
assessment strategy. 
Whenever possible, get hard 
numbers to assess your 
impact and define how you 
can do better next time.

Understand the problem. 
If you want to help solve 
a problem, you have to 
understand what the 
problem really is.

What Does a 
Data Scientist 
Actually Do?


