
Customer Dimensions Association Category

1. The very first time I saw this idea presented in 

February 2001 my very first reaction was:

“HOLY COW!! 

This is the BEST idea I have ever seen!!!”

I immediately said so to the presenter and asked 

him who had invented this idea.

He smiled and indicated it was his good self and 

he thanked me for my compliment.

We have, of course, remained friends to this day.

2. This diagram is the single most important 

diagram that was ever presented to me in a data 

modeling class about Business Intelligence. 

Yes I learned Bill Inmons Time Variance and 

Stability Analysis from his books in 1993/4.

Yes I learned Dimensional Modeling from a former 

Metaphor employee in 1994-5.

But in that period there was a very hot debate of 

“Inmon vs Kimball” going on.

Since I met Bill Inmon at the 1993 Metaphor Users 

Conference in San Francisco that debate never 

made any sense to me.

Bills company, Prism Solutions, was implementing 

some dimensional models even at that early time.

3. My mentor and I spent 5 years trying to figure out 

how to perfectly store history in a dimensional 

model to be able to emulate Bills TV+SA models 

inside dimensional models. We failed.

After both of us thinking about it for 5 years and not 

being able to come up with a solution we both 

believed it was not possible. So we continued to 

commonly implement both separate models in our 

customers. 

So the day that this model was presented to me I 

immediately knew this was the modeling solution 

my mentor and I had been searching for over the 

last 5 years.

Later on, it was me who thought of the idea of 

putting the bigint primary key on this table and 

linking it to all fact tables. The man who was the 

inventor of the idea returned my compliment 

because this was a VERY good idea!

4. What does the Customer Dims Asoc table do for 

you? It allows you to perfectly store history for 

customers over an extended period of time in a 

highly compressed, highly performant data model.

As you can see it consists mostly just of the 

dimension table keys that describe the customer 

and a set of date from, date to, current flag fields.

It is immediately obvious to all experienced data 

modelers that this model allows for the daily ETL 

running and storing of customer images where there 

is very little redundant data stored.

The current image of the customer is returned by 

setting the current flag to 1. An historical version of 

the customer is returned by setting:

desired_date >= date_from &

desired_date <= date_to

This means the actual customer dimension table 

can be a type 1 dimension table because the history 

of customer attributes is not stored there.

Of course, when I wrote SeETL it supported this 

type of fact table as a standard table.

5. What sort of analysis does this table make 

possible? The possibilities are quite endless. But 

the most common use we put this table to is as 

follows. 

Consider you have many good customers today. 

They have evolved in to good customers over time. 

Why did they become good customers?

How did they become good customers?

What did they look like 1, 2, 3 years ago?

What development path did they take?

If you can see how these customers evolved over 

time you can then answer the question…

Of the customers in our customer base now, who 

are the ones most likely to turn in to good 

customers and how should we treat them over time 

to give us the best chance of turning them in to 

good customers?

This is what customer dims asoc does. It allows you 

to go through the history of the actual customers 

evolution to detect patterns of evolution.

Very, very valuable and important information.

6. So welcome to your first touch of Customer 

dimensions associations. I hope you liked it. 

When I showed this to both Bill and Ralph in the 

early 00s they were suitably impressed.

I hope you are suitably impressed to.

If you would like this sort of sub model implemented 

and populated properly in your company?

You can reach me on peter@peternolan.com as 

well as peternolan9 on skype.

Obviously we have implemented this many times 

over and we have the full toolkit to implement such 

models in customers quickly and easily.

Let me not forget to mention this is just one portion 

of a very broad set of models.

Sean Kelly and I were selling these data models for 

EUR100K per copy before his untimely passing.

If you go to my Instant BI web site the Carphone 

Warehouse reference is our most famous public 

reference for the implementation of these sorts of 

models.
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