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Chapter 1: Product development methods 

Development process 
Rhiza uses an agile scrum process to maintain focus on the rapid delivery of business 
value by using incremental development iterations. This approach allows us to respond 
quickly to changing business and technical needs and align our delivered software with 
the feedback we receive both internally and externally. For a more thorough description 
of agile, see VersionOne's resource page on agile links. 
 
With agile scrum, information is transparent, and our team can make decisions based 
on actual information, not guesswork or predictions. Key aspects of our process 
include: 
 

• Daily standups: Each morning, the entire development team gathers for a true 
stand-up meeting to examine the current state of affairs. At a standup, we 
typically discuss what we’ve worked on yesterday, what we will work on today, 
and what’s blocking us.  
 

• Iterations: Each release has two iterations (also called sprints). During each 
iteration, selected functionality is added to the product, put through quality 
assurance, and documented. At the end of each iteration, four activities happen 
to ensure the team is on the right track: 

 
o Demonstrations: At the end of each iteration, the new functionality is 

demonstrated for the entire team. 
 

o Retrospectives: All team members discuss what went well, what didn’t 
go well, and what needed to be improved for the next iteration. 
 

o Planning: Team members look at all potential work (called user stories, 
typically) and how much time each piece of work is estimated to take. 
Work is prioritized based on various factors (including business and 
customer needs); what is containable is added to the next iteration. 

 
o Velocity analysis: The team adds up all of the effort estimates for the 

work completed during the iteration (the velocity). This helps everyone 
know whether the current estimate for how long the project will take is 
accurate; if necessary, estimates (and therefore planning) can be revised 
based on the velocity analysis. 

 
• Backlog grooming: The team meets regularly to manage the product backlog, 

which includes all of the work that hasn’t been assigned to a release. When we 



Rhiza Development Methods: Product and Data   Page 4 of 11 

groom, we do things like remove or create user stories based on relevancy, 
assign or update estimates to each piece of work (we use an agile concept 
called story points), or reprioritize work based on the most recent information. 

 

Roles 
The development organization consists of the following roles: 

 
• Product	  owner:	  The	  key	  stakeholder,	  responsible	  for	  defining	  project	  

requirements	  and	  for	  validating	  that	  they	  have	  been	  met	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  
project	  
	  

• Scrum	  master:	  Similar	  to	  a	  project	  manager	  or	  facilitator	  
	  

• Developer:	  Responsible	  for	  creating	  the	  product	  
	  

• Quality	  assurance	  member:	  Responsible	  for	  testing	  the	  product	  
	  

• Documentation	  member:	  Responsible	  for	  helping	  users	  learn	  the	  product	  
 

Release schedules 
We release our product on a 6-week schedule with two three-week iterations. 
Within the second iteration, feature development happens for only the first two 
weeks. The final week of the iteration the code is frozen. This week is reserved 
for activities like regression testing, release notes, and any last-minute 
documentation that wasn’t containable within the earlier part of the iteration. 
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Tools used 
We use a number of tools to enable our product development, but the most prominent 
are JIRA and GitHUB. 
 
JIRA is used to manage our agile development process. We use it as a sprint board in 
our daily standup meetings; as a tool for backlog grooming/management; for release 
planning; and as a formal defect tracking tool. 
 
GitHub is how we manage our source code, which is fully versioned and source 
controlled. Developers follow all best practices, including using branching, pull 
requests, and peer code reviews. 
 

Development environment 
Our development environment is constructed so that the work that Rhiza is doing does 
not affect any customers in production.  
 
As the graphic below indicates, each developer has his or her own environment to allow 
for parallel work. Code from these environments is regularly merged into an integration 
environment that is accessible to the development team; this is the rough-edges area 
where the team can first see all the new functionality. Once the product owner agrees 
that the changes are as agreed upon in the release plan, the code on integration is 
pushed to the staging server on the fifth week of the release cycle for the rest of the 
team to perform testing and documentation activities. Only after all of the tests are 
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successful and the release candidate has met all “go” criteria, it’s pushed to the 
production environment and made live for customers. 
 

 

 

User assistance 
Each Rhiza customer receives the following user assistance to help users become 
successful with the product: 
 

• A dedicated Customer Success Advocate to personally interact with 
users via phone, email, web conferences, or in person to ensure all users 
are getting the most out of Rhiza 
 

•  Official Rhiza training to introduce the tool to users 
 

• Official Rhiza online help (Rhiza Online Help) 
 

• Release notes for each release to clearly show what issues have been 
identified and fixed in the product 

 
• A What’s New document for releases to promote new features in order to 

drive excitement and promote adoption 
 

• Customer support: Tier one, two, and three, with a fast turnaround time 
specified in each customer’s contract 
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Chapter 2: Data engineering methods 
	  
Rhiza works with syndicated data sets like Nielsen, Comscor, Rentrak, and other 
industry leaders. We can also work with your proprietary data, including first-party 
customer lists, surveys, and location information (for example, location of businesses 
or potential customers). For the most up-to-date list of data sets available, see your 
Customer Success Advocate. 
 
In order to provide our customers with the best data experience possible, we follow a 
set of data engineering methods that incorporate industry best practices. We follow 
this process every time we onboard a new data set. 
 
Overall, our process is: 
 

• Transparent: All internal and external stakeholders can understand the high-
level process 
 

• Scalable: The process can work regardless of how many data sets or customers 
we have 

 
• Repeatable: Although the process aims for flexibility and simple steps that are 

easy to manage and track, it also can be applied to every data set 
 

• Auditable: We are happy to explain to any data provider, auditor, or customer 
what was done to the data and why, and provide some level of documentation; 
any exceptions to the process are noted 

 

Onboarding a dataset 
When we receive a new data set, we go through a specific set of phases: Discovery, 
Implementation and Distribution.   

Phase One: Discovery 
The discovery phase focuses on understanding the use cases and business 
needs around a particular data set. The intent is for business cases to be 
understood for the optimization of database schema layout for the best 
performance in solving the queries and problems identified. We use a Delivery 
Pre-Questionnaire to ask questions that will help our team understand the use 
cases, sizing, and delivery situation. 
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Phase Two: Implementation 
Once discovery is finished, we perform a set of actions to arrive at a useable 
data set. These actions can include analyzing the data and making sure it’s 
valid, as well as finding or creating a data dictionary.  
 
Rhiza’s data set validation procedures can be broken into three general 
categories: business, file structure, and content validation. While business and 
content validation vary across data sets, Rhiza completes consistent file 
structure validation for all dispersed data. 

 
• Business validation: This is the first step of our data lifecycle. For some 

data sets, customers purchase a subset of all available markets and 
Rhiza verifies that these markets are included when we capture the data 
from our providers.  Additionally, Rhiza consistently checks with data 
partners to ensure that the most up-to-date information is available in 
the tool. 
 

• File structure validation: The next step is file structure validation. In this 
step, we verify that the files we receive can be processed correctly, 
thereby preventing delays in our Extract-Transform-Load (ETL) path. We 
check that the files follow expected naming conventions, are in the 
correct format, and arrive uncorrupted. If inconsistencies are found, we 
alert the vendor and either adjust the existing files or request an 
uncorrupted version. 

 
In addition, we verify that the headers are present and correct, and that 
the data types align with data documentation. As an example, ZIP codes 
should be formatted as a string containing five numeric characters. If 
they are instead represented as numbers, leading zeros are absent and 
will cause lookups to fail (e.g., “00101” becomes “101”).  

 
Also, date ranges are checked for accuracy. 

 
Finally, null and missing values are parsed out and logged. 

 
• Content Validation: Finally, Rhiza performs content validation on the 

data set. This step confirms that the data made it through the pipeline 
intact and that the data is clean and meaningful.  

 
First, counts are compared to previous versions of the data. While minor 
changes are expected, large inconsistencies often indicate problems. 

 
Additionally, final data is compared to vendor checksums (if provided) to 
ensure that the data is represented as expected. 



Rhiza Development Methods: Product and Data   Page 9 of 11 

 
Next, Rhiza cross references geographical fields against our inventory of 
known geographies to detect errors. As an example, while ZIP code 
“99999” passes a file structure validation test, it does not map to an 
existing geography. 

 
Finally, in the case of survey data sets, Rhiza verifies that all questions 
are paired with answers, and that all answers are paired with questions. 

Phase Three: Distribution 
After we have successfully implemented a data set, we distribute it so that it 
can be used. Distribution includes putting the data set onto multiple 
environments – both internal and external – so that it can be tested and 
eventually made available to users. 

 

Modeling Data Sets 
Rhiza does not model or alter the data from syndicated or user-contributed data sets. 
We transform the data into an appropriate schema (normally a star schema variant) for 
application querying purposes, but we do not add or derive additional fields on any of 
our current data sets. 
 
 

Modeling Data Geographically 
Cartography is surprisingly full of errors and holes, even in the 21st century. 
Descriptions of various geographies change based on a variety of reasons, from route 
changes to lawsuits.  
 
We reflect the best information available to us, and on occasion, on behalf of our 
customers, use algorithms to fill holes caused by gaps between defined shapes or 
interior spaces that have not been covered by sub-geographies.  
 
For instance, ZIP codes are not official shapes, but do represent the routes provided by 
postal workers. A ZIP code can be documented differently by different providers or left 
as a point rather than a shape. In building other shapes from ZIP codes, there may be 
gaps or holes in the larger shape where the ZIP codes do not share a seam. 
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Data Aggregation by Geographic Area 
One way to decide what percentage of data belongs in an area is to calculate 
the geographic intersection of the source area and the target area. This method 
considers only the amount of overlap from the different geographic shapes. 
 
For example, if 10% of a ZIP code’s area lies in one county and 90% lies in 
another county, Rhiza allocates the data value from that ZIP code 
proportionally: 10% in the first county and 90% in the second county. 
 
 
 
About Geographic Overlap and “Classic Mode” 
Some reports offer two options for calculating geographic overlap. Classic 
mode uses latitude and longitude blocks to determine the area of overlap, and 
the standard mode uses Census Bock Group regions. Classic mode is the 
method that was used before the population-based weighting feature was 
introduced in May 2014. Latitude-longitude blocks are rectangular, and using 
them tends to increase error when the area being studied includes bodies of 
water or is positioned far from the equator. Census Block Groups are designed 
to include populated land, so they tend to present the data’s area more 
accurately.  
 

Note: Currently, the Geographic Report’s geographic area option is 
calculated by latitude and longitude but is not named “Classic mode.” 

Data Aggregation by Population Weight 
The other method Rhiza uses to aggregate data is based on relative population 
density. This method calculates the population density of the included section 
of the area compared to the excluded section and assigns data proportionally. 
 
Rhiza uses Census Block Groups to quantify population for this calculation. If 
the overlapping region’s boundaries don’t match up precisely with the Census 
Block Group boundaries, geographic area is used to adjust the population for 
the Census Block Groups. 
 
For example, to assign ZIP code data to a county by population weight, Rhiza 
adds up the population in the part of the ZIP code that overlaps the county and 
compares that to the total population of the ZIP code to calculate a percentage. 
Then the data reported for that ZIP code is multiplied by that population ratio to 
calculate the population-weighted data for the region. 
 
As an example, imagine that our ZIP code has a population of 1,000 people and 
is made up of 12 Census Block Groups. Five of those Census Block Groups are 
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inside a county for which we want to aggregate data. Say that the five Census 
Block Groups inside the county add up to a population of 740 people. That 
means that 74% of the population of that ZIP code live within the county. If we 
use a data set that reports 50 new vehicle registrations in that ZIP code for a 
particular month, Rhiza multiplies 50 by 74% and allocates 37 of those 
registrations to the county. The other 13 registrations are allocated to the part 
of the ZIP code that lies outside the county. 

 
 

Chapter 3: Custom Development Projects 

Professional Services 
Rhiza’s Professional Services team is available to build custom applications, 
integrations and experiences on top of the Rhiza Platform.  Such engagements require 
a signed Statement of Work before development efforts commence.  Since the 
development is customized to the specific client’s requests, customers have 
significantly greater input in the design, testing and approval process than they would 
for the standard Rhiza Platform.   
Each Statement of Work includes a plan that defines the scope of the project, the 
expected deliverables and the timeline & milestones required. 
Phases of the work plan include: 

• Design Process - where test plans are defined 
• Client Approval of Design 
• Data Methodology Evaluation – where the processes proposed by Rhiza 

are accepted or amended by the client 
• Testing Phase – where, in addition to Rhiza’s QA efforts, the client has 

the opportunity to test against defined scenarios 
• Go / No Go 
• Release – to all users or a subset of users, as prescribed by the client. 

 
For more information about Rhiza’s process for customer development, available 
resources in our Professional Services department or examples of possible work plans, 
please contact your Account Manager. 


