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TWO QUESTIONS: 

Is Big Data dead? 

Why are companies like Intel, 
Microsoft and Google hiring so 
many social scientists? 



MY INTEREST IN BIG DATA 

•  Influencing purchasing decisions 
•  Influencing user behavior 
•  Increasing customer loyalty 

All by creating a better user experience informed by 
data. 





THE CHALLENGE 
We have millions of sitters! How can 
you choose?  

In a market of non-fungible goods all 
priced the same, everyone wants the 
best product. So ranking by popularity 
is a terrible idea.  

On a dating site, all the men write to 
the prettiest women. They don’t get 
responses and the other women don’t 
get messages. 

This kills the marketplace. 



INFORMATION RETRIEVAL 

There isn’t a best babysitter in the nation, 
but there is one for you. 

Inverted indexes are insanely fast as 
compared to SQL joins, supporting detailed 
search with dozens of criteria and tens of 
millions of records in real-time. 

But we had limited data to use. We stored 
our data on hard drives. 



CAVEAT: MOORE’S LAW WRONG! 
But not the way you might expect. Rather than storage 
doubling every 18 months, it hit a delta function by going to 
the cloud. Now there is room to store everything, 
everywhere. This, more than anything, created “big data.” 





THE CHALLENGE 

Data, data everywhere and not a bit of it in sync. No 
system of record, no common formats, no common 
interchange. Not even a common time zone. 



DISTRIBUTED DATA  & PIPELINES 
Connect various systems in an appropriate, fault-tolerant 
manner.  

Accept the creed of distributed data: There is no truth. 
There is only the most recently updated version of truth. 
Use what you have. 

Dynamic ask based on last 
donation. 

Retrieve payment 
information from last time. 

Messaging based on your 
issues. 

47%+ RPV 
wins in 
2012 vs. 
2008. 



$2 MILLION PER WORD 

Stand with me, work with me, help me finish 
what we started. 

~11% conversion 
improvement for the 
quote. 



TESTING IS NOT ENOUGH 

Data scientists tend 
to A/B test in a 
narrow band around 
a local maximum… 

…rather than asking behavioral 
questions that could tease out a global 
maximum outside of that band. 
Remember those social scientists? 





THE PROBLEM 

•  There are 1.4 million great charities in the US. 
•  People have no good way to evaluate them. 
•  People take no time to evaluate. 
•  They either give poorly or give up. 



COLLABORATIVE FILTERING 
Collaborative filtering is “ultimate segmentation” to 
the individual level. Look for patterns. Make 
suggestions. 

PET WELFARE, ANTI-VIOLENCE, HUNGER RELIEF, EDUCATION 

PET WELFARE, HUNGER RELIEF, ENVIRONMENT, EDUCATION 

PET WELFARE, EDUCATION. SUGGEST: HUNGER RELIEF 

It’s an even more powerful tool when the inference set is 
drawn from the user’s social network. When this is 
exposed, it’s called “social proofing.” 



BIG DATA IS DEAD. 
LONG LIVE BIG DATA! 

Big Data as a term has been misused, like cloud 
computing. 

Poorly trained data scientists make predictions on 
correlations rather than causality. 

Big Data is not deterministic, but the the underlying 
techniques produce results if properly applied. 



DAN’S LESSON FOR BIG DATA 

•  Collect the data. 
•  Trust the data. 
•  Don’t trust the data. 
•  Data gives you answers, not questions. 
•  Look for explanations, test hypotheses. 
•  If necessary, hire an anthropologist. 



THANK YOU! 

Comments? Questions? 
Complaints? 

dan@public.gd 
@danalert 

www.danratner.com 


