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Interviewed by Catriona Croton

After my undergraduate degree in mathematics at
Vietnam National University in Hanoi, I spent six
months working with a team developing credit scoring
systems for a bank in Vietnam. It was fun, but it
required statistics, which I didn’t know much about.
So I quit the job and went back to university to do a
Masters in mathematics, majoring in statistics – at the
time at VNU you couldn’t study an entire degree in
statistics at an undergraduate or Masters level. Next,
I went to the National University of Singapore to do a
PhD in statistics, and then straight onto the Business
School at the University of New South Wales as a
post-doctoral research fellow, in which I worked on
Bayesian computation. After a few years, this job at
University of Sydney came up at the Business School
and I applied. I wouldn’t say I planned to have a
career in statistics in business – the jobs came up in
that field and so I applied.

In a typical day, the morning is spent on teaching and
admin, and I do research in the afternoon. I am an
afternoon person; that is when I focus. My formal time
allocation is 40% Teaching, 40% Research, 20% admin,
but I am more of a researcher guy.
COVID hasn’t changed my workday much, although now I
work at home most of the time. I think working from home
is more efficient - I can catch up with new research,
review papers, talk to research students on Zoom. And
drink coffee. I am a heavy coffee drinker. Morning,
afternoon and night. And I still get the usual seven hours
of sleep a night. When you drink enough coffee it doesn’t
affect your sleep at all (laughs).

I use Matlab and Python. Because my school decided to
pick up Python in teaching, I have done so too, but my
favourite is Matlab. Everyone in my group can use Matlab,
so we can learn from each other.

In the last few years I have worked with collaborators
outside statistics more frequently, like psychology,
marketing and finance, and I realised that I learned a lot
from them. They are not statisticians, but the way they
explain or communicate the statistical findings is
interesting. We as statisticians can learn from them.

My feeling is we are moving towards automated statistics
and data science, for the general public. Today
everyone uses computers, even though most don’t know
how the computer actually works. One day when data is
everywhere, and it is convenient and easy to store this
data, everyone will want to do data analysis on their own
in an automated manner, like they use a computer today.

I think the theory in statistics is still important – in order
to be good at statistics, you need to be good at the
theory. However, I think statistical computing is getting
more and more important as you need this to bring
statistics closer and closer to everyday life application.
I always say to my PhD students that you need to be
good at three things to be a good statistician or data
scientist:
1) Background in mathematics
2) Computation and programming skills
3) Writing and speaking skills to communicate to a
general audience, not only experts
in Science
Communication!

I have none (laughs). I make sure I spend time on
Saturday and Sunday with my family – take the kids to
the park and so on. That is their time. Family is the
most important thing. Finally, I just wanted to say I am
looking forward to the conference!

Providing a genuinely useful service to the
client requires a good understanding of their
needs and research question, which only
comes from asking a lot of questions. Don’t
be afraid to request an “explain like I’m five”
description of any part of the study that
doesn’t make sense to you. Clients are
experts in their own fields, and consulting is a
great opportunity to learn from them while
working on a collaborative solution. Enjoy this
process - remember “being a statistical
consultant means you have the fun of playing
in everyone else’s back yard” (Tukey).
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You may have an advanced degree in
statistics, but don’t forget the other skills
you’ll need: report writing, project
management, and juggling timelines to
keep a bunch of clients happy. Being able
to communicate clearly with your client,
and explain statistical concepts in terms
they are familiar with, is far more
important than knowing the latest
machine learning models.
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Modern applied statistics is heavily computational, so being proficient in
a software package like R or Stata is a huge advantage. It is a time
saver in the long run to learn simple programming in your statistical
software of choice to automate repetitive tasks and provide a
reproducible workflow. It’s worthwhile spending an afternoon learning to
automate a process that would take an hour to do by hand, because
you’ll use that code again. Clients are increasingly asking for copies of
the source code for their analysis; think of this as part of your finished
product, not a throw-away intermediate step. I like to use to use a tool
like R Markdown, which allows you to integrate the code into the report.

The human side of statistical consulting is as
important as the statistical side. Often when
clients engage a statistician, they’re scared,
intimidated, or frustrated by their prior
experiences. Helping a client past that fear
into a place where they’re comfortable with
the statistical concepts is rewarding for both
consultant and client. Also, happy clients
will come back again and again, and refer
their colleagues your way. With time, you
may form longer term collaborations with
research groups who mesh well with your
statistical skills and interests.
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Statisticians embedded in a group of non-statisticians
often feel isolated from the rest of the statistical
community. Beat that isolation by joining a shared
conversation with communities of researchers and
statisticians on social media like Twitter – it’s a great
way to share tips, learn from the experiences of
others, and make friends. Organisations like the
Statistical Society of Australia and the Early Career
and Student Statisticians Network allow you to meet
colleagues doing similar work, in your geographic
area or virtually. So many conferences are fully or
partially virtual now, that it is easier than ever to
attend. Don’t forget the ECSSC from 26th July to 1st
August 2021!
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My Fave Program: R

Dr. Emi Tanaka chose to do statistics from the start –
straight from a Bachelor degree majoring in mathematics
and statistics, to Honours in statistics, and immediately
onto her PhD. Now working as lecturer in statistics at
Monash University, her research includes combining
elements of classical statistics with software development
to create tools that can support scientists plan and design
their experiments.
Transcribed by Fennic Oost
Written by Splithoof Rivera
Edited by Catriona Croton

I did do statistics from the beginning, but don’t feel like
you need to. I’ve met a lot of people who didn’t do that
and are equally successful.

I learned R because it was what I was taught but I was
using Python mainly in my PhD. I came back to using R
because a lot of statistical modelling is much more
advanced In R. It’s really driven by my needs - when I need
to do complex modelling, packages in other languages just
aren’t as sophisticated and well developed as R.

It’s so hard to pick a favourite! I think I do like a fair bit of
tidyverse which has the packages dplyr, tidyR and purr for
functional math programming. Also ggplot2 is great for
visualising data. I also like some really specific packages
like skimr which just allows you to get a summary of your
data. Also there’s another package called janitor - you know
how when you put in the data it has really messy headers?
This one function cleans all your headers! It’s just one little
thing, but I love it for that.

First, it always helps to be motivated – for example, I
use it to do your own budgeting and finances. I was
looking at real estate to buy a property and I wrote
code that harvests real estate prices to get an idea of
what I was purchasing! Don’t work on a hypothetical
exercise because it’s just not as exciting as working
on something that’s directly relevant to you.

Where do you see R in
the future?
I sometimes wonder because languages can
disappear. However, there are entities like RStudio
who have invested a lot into R and there has been
considerable volunteer contribution - I think it will be
a long time before R disappears.

Were you good at maths from a young
age?
I didn’t think I was good at it; to this day I don’t think I’m
good at it. My marks were always good and I kept asking,
'Are you sure?' You don’t have to be smart to get it so long
as you make contributions that are beneficial for others.
That’s what people really want when employing you.

Actually, I found statistics to be uninspiring at first. I
was confused and it was 'oh histogram, oh bar plot,
hypothesis testing' and I just went through the
motions. I think some people were much smarter
than me at it, so I got my PhD instead (laughs). I’m
much better at it now, which I think comes from
practice. I didn’t get it from the beginning; there was
a long period of perseverance and struggle before I
got to the point of ‘I really like statistics! I get it now!’

You mentioned thinking you
weren’t very smart. Many students
struggle with imposter syndrome.
I’m not quite sure that is how I felt - the term
‘Imposter Syndrome” implies that you don’t belong.
I never felt that clever, but I didn’t feel I lacked
belonging. When I say I’m not smart, I’m not putting
myself down. I am acknowledging there are always
people out there better than me. I wasn’t born a
genius, but I can contribute. There are things I can
focus on and I can do. So I concentrated on those
things and built upon that. I think to deter negative
feelings, focus on what you can control.

Album review
By Ben Harrap

Everybody has heard of
djent... Just kidding,
nobody has heard of
djent. It’s a music genre
with Vildhjarta among the
ranks. The name djent is
onomatopoeic, from its
characteristic guitar
sound. A key component
is your brain telling your
body to mosh, but your
body being unable figure
out the rhythm. This is
thanks to the
polyrhythmic drumming
and guitarwork, and
which I personally thank
for the wayward elbow
that gave me a black eye
in a Meshuggah
mosh pit many years ago.
Image by Grywnn - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=36367922

But I’m not here to talk about Meshuggah, I’m here to tell
you about Vildhjarta. Heralding from Sweden, Vildhjarta,
which translates as ‘wild heart’, are a standout but lesserknown djent band. Their debut album Måsstaden was
released in 2011. The first song on the album Shadow
begins innocently with some gentle, foreboding guitar,
before getting down to business and brutalising your ears
with ripping polyrhythmic riffs. From here on out the
album doesn’t slow down.
Listening to the complexity of the riffs and failing
miserably to air-drum to the ever-changing tempo
reminds me of spending hours working on a complicated
mathematical proof for an assignment; thinking I’d
got it then discovering I misread a letter and have to reevaluate everything I’d done.
Roughly halfway through the album is my personal
highlight - Traces. The mixing together of clean vocals
with the familiar death metal growl gives me
goosebumps. This album, played at unhealthy volumes,
makes for excellent coding music. Their recent release
of the single Den Helige Anden teases an album to
hopefully be released this year, so keep your ears diced.
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by Catriona Croton

By Jordan Hedi

During the first half of 2020 I was working as a conduct risk analyst
for Westpac, when I was called out of the blue by someone from
New South Wales Health Recruitment asking if I would be interested
in joining their Close Contact Tracing Team (CCTT).
I queried as to how they got my details, and was told someone from within
the SSA’s NSW branch who worked with NSW Health had passed them
on. After that reassurance, I accepted the offer as I thought it would be a
valuable way to assist in combating the pandemic.
The days leading up to my start with CCTT, I was hit by a paroxysm of
doubt. But, luckily, I was put under the tutelage of Fiona Horn, who took
me under her wing and gave me the skills and confidence to operate
effectively on the phones. The calls would vary greatly - usually people
were calm and understanding about the need to isolate. Other people
would become very abusive even before I reached the part of the script
on isolation requirements. I don’t blame them - it’s hard emotionally to be
told you are a close contact.

After about a month within CCTT I was battlefield promoted to a Team
Leader and there was a clear shift in my responsibilities within the team.
First off, I was making fewer actual calls; the only time I did was when
one of my team members had a particularly difficult call which needed to
be managed. Instead, I spent far more time supporting my team and
clarifying information about the script; with each cluster the script can
completely change based on the risk assessment made for that venue.
At that point in time, calling teams weren’t set so each shift you would
have different callers under you; this meant that I had to become a
communication channel for the callers so that I could relay those
concerns to the senior leadership.
Eventually, a data team needed to be formed to assist with data entry
quality, data queries and reporting purposes. I was pegged for the role
but I personally suffered a divide of the heart. Half of me wanted to stay
as a calling team leader because I loved the frantic energy and dynamic
environment; but I knew that I would best serve the organisation in the
data team. The data team had the responsibility of taking lists of
contacts/check-in times/appointments/airline data/etc and converting
that information into a Microsoft Teams spreadsheet that could worked
on by up to eighty callers.
This seems simple, but in reality could be a nightmare due to poor data
quality; we could be provided with a pdf of documents that needed
transcribing or printed boarder declarations where we would have to
guess whether a digit was a 6 or an 8 due to illegible handwriting. Now
you might be thinking, sure… the data wasn’t great, but who ever gets
clean data? But we needed to act rapidly to stop the cluster growing and
affecting people’s lives by transmission or state borders shutting - we
would see it play out on the news if there was an error.

I want to take a moment to say the people I had the privilege to work
alongside at CCTT are going to be lifelong friends and colleagues of
mine. This is a role I will always remember and cherish.

