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“We have become enmeshed in a net of means and have lost 
sight of the ends…We have the most wonderful instruments 
and means man has ever had, but we do not stop and ask 
what they are for.”
- Erich Fromm, 1947

“The best minds of my generation are thinking about how to 
make people click ads.”
- Jeff Hammberbacher, 2011

Data science is quickly becoming just a set of 
tools – or a set of tools deployed against a 
handful of very specific problem spaces



The state of data science today



The original promise of data science



The original promise of data science
“I keep saying the sexy job in the next ten years will be statisticians. People think I’m joking, 
but who would’ve guessed that computer engineers would’ve been the sexy job of the 
1990s?

The ability to take data – to be able to understand it, to process it, to extract value from it, to 
visualize it, to communicate it is going to be a hugely important skill in the next decades, not 
only at the professional level but even at the educational level for elementary school kids, for 
high school kids, for college kids. Because now we really do have essentially free and 
ubiquitous data. So the complimentary scarce factor is the ability to understand that data and 
extract value from it.

I think statisticians are part of it, but it’s just a part. You also want to be able to visualize the 
data, communicate the data, and utilize it effectively. But I do think those skills – of being 
able to access, understand, and communicate the insights you get from data analysis – are 
going to be extremely important. Managers need to be able to access and understand the 
data themselves.”

- Hal Varian, McKinsey Quarterly, January 2009

https://flowingdata.com/2009/02/25/googles-chief-economist-hal-varian-on-statistics-and-data/


“Soon, data sets—large, unseemly, raw collections of 
numbers—began to tell me their stories. Whether 
these stories concerned demographics, human 
physiology, or the economy, they shed light on our 
understanding of the world.  I saw firsthand how the 
language of statistics worked, and the immense power 
it held.”
- Hamdan Azhar (2008)



Most of data science is deeply human
1. Find a problem to solve

2. Get the data necessary to answer this question

3. Clean the data

4. Analyze the data / build models

5. Tell a compelling story

6. Use the story to drive impact

Human
Skills

Human
Skills

Technical 
Skills

* Here, we focus on data science for understanding. There’s also data science for prediction, which is gradually 
becoming more engineering than science and can afford to be more purely technical.





Why is this the best time to be a data 
scientist?

• Data is all around us

• The tools to understand this data are widely 
available, open source, well documented, 
and the community is fantastic!



So where do you start?

Start with your passions! The skills you have as a data scientist 
are not just for you to be great at your job, they can help 
enable you to pursue your curiosity and answer meaningful 
questions you care about, and that the world cares about!



























My reaction to 
this article,
in emoji



















The divided emoji states of America

Source: Analysis of sampled Election Night tweets, from Nov. 9, 2016 12:00am – 3:30am EST. Word clouds shown for tweets mentioning Hillary Clinton or 
Donald Trump as well as the given emoji above. Randomly selected tweet shown for each emoji.

@HamdanAzhar





40



41



Source: Analysis of newspaper headlines from the Gothamist (2015-2017)



Source: Analysis of newspaper headlines from the Gothamist (2015-2017)









Takeaways
The best way to become a data scientist is to do data science.

Start with something you’re passionate about!

Build some cool stuff.

Share it with the world.

You got this!



Thank you!

hamdan.azhar@gmail.com
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