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In Data Science, we are not engineers of narrowly  
pre-defined widgets. 

We are architects of complex systems…responsible 
for all of the consequences of our work, both intended 
and unintended.  Technical skill is important, but it is 
dangerous in the absence of courage and humility. 

The questions are more important than the answers. 

BLUF (bottom line up front):

…Remember this as if I had brought a chainsaw into the classroom
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“…I have two questions if you have a bit of spare time: 

1. Do you think there's bias induced in [a specific crime 
series pattern detection] application by the fact that 
some communities will be more likely to file police 
reports than others?  Is there a way to control for that? 

2. What papers or journals might be good starting points 
for me in  understanding this space more? 

Your perspective would mean a lot to me. 

-Alex Rich.” 

An email exchange with a data scientist:



–Well Respected Professor of Computer Science 
*this was this professor’s entire un-edited reply

“Please stop studying this. Crime series detection 
is not the right place to study this topic. Try 

something like credit risk denial.” 

The data scientist’s reply:



Publishes recidivism prediction work that admits up 
front:  

“Test TPR values ranged between 70-79% and test FPR 
values ranged between 43-48%. There may not exist a 
classification model that can attain substantially higher 
accuracy”

One model predicts re-arrest for every candidate for 
release between the ages of 18 & 24  
(46.5% False Positive Rate)

Where this mentality goes:
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The First Questions 
of Data Science

1. Who was not in the room when this 
model was created? 

2. Who is not represented in the data? 

3. How do we correct for those 
deficiencies?



The Critical Corollary 

“How would you feel if your Mother 
were in the group that fairs the worst 

in your model?” 



Francis Anscombe  
& the danger of distilling a human being into summary stats  
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Where are there instances of 
algorithmically generated or 
reinforced bias around us?



“What happens when 
only one side of a 

system has chainsaws?” 

My current work 
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