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Abstract: Most machine learning projects fail before they ever reach users — not because the models 

are bad, but because the data pipelines feeding them are unreliable. This article looks at the gap between data 

engineering and data science, and why closing that gap is the single most important thing an organization can 

do to make its ML investments pay off. It walks through the three most common pipeline failure modes — 

ETL breakdowns, data latency, and feature drift — and explains what a well-built intelligence pipeline looks 

like in practice. The goal is simple: help teams build systems where good data and good models work together, 

not against each other. 
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Why your machine learning model is probably sitting on a broken foundation ? 

Let me start with a number that should make anyone working in data uncomfortable: 

roughly 85 to 87 percent of machine learning projects never make it into production. That 

figure gets cited a lot in industry circles, and while exact percentages vary depending on 

who's doing the surveying, the underlying truth is consistent — the vast majority of data 

science work ends up on a shelf somewhere, unused, forgotten, or quietly killed after 

months of effort. 

People usually blame the model. Maybe the accuracy wasn't high enough. Maybe the 

business stakeholders changed priorities. Maybe the data scientists and the product team 

couldn't agree on what success looked like. All of those things happen, and they do 

contribute to failure. But if you actually go back and dig into the root causes — and I mean 

dig, not just glance at a post-mortem report — you find that the pipeline underneath the 

model is where most projects quietly fall apart. 

The data was wrong. Or late. Or inconsistent between training and serving. Or the 

feature values drifted without anyone noticing. The model itself was fine. The intelligence 

was there. But the pipes that fed it were leaking. This article is about that problem. Not in 

an abstract theoretical way, but in the practical, specific, sometimes painful way that 

people who build data systems and people who build machine learning systems both 

recognize when they finally sit down and compare notes. 



   

 172 

Part One: Two worlds that don't talk enough 

Data engineering and data science grew up as separate disciplines, and that separation 

has consequences that are still playing out in organizations of every size. Data engineers 

come from a tradition that values reliability, throughput, and correctness. Their job is to 

move data from where it lives to where it needs to go, without losing it, corrupting it, or 

introducing so much delay that it becomes useless. They think in terms of pipelines, 

schemas, SLAs, and uptime. They care about what happens at 3 AM when a source system 

pushes an unexpected schema change and the downstream ETL breaks. They care about 

idempotency, which is the property that running the same pipeline twice should produce 

the same result rather than duplicating records or creating inconsistencies. 

Data scientists, on the other hand, come from a tradition that values exploration, 

modeling, and insight. Their job is to find patterns in data and turn those patterns into 

predictions or decisions. They think in terms of distributions, loss functions, cross-

validation, and feature importance. They care about whether a model generalizes to unseen 

data. They care about overfitting, bias, and the messy problem of translating a business 

question into something a statistical model can actually answer. 

Neither set of skills is wrong. Both are necessary. But the mental models are different 

enough that when you put a data engineer and a data scientist in a room together and ask 

them to describe the same system, they will often describe two entirely different things. 

The data engineer will talk about the pipeline. The data scientist will talk about the model. 

And the interface between those two — the place where data becomes features and features 

become predictions — is where a lot of technical debt quietly accumulates. 

Part Two: ETL failures and why they're more subtle than you think 

ETL stands for Extract, Transform, Load. It's the foundational pattern of data 

engineering, and it describes the basic flow of most data pipelines: you pull data from a 

source (extract), you clean and reshape it (transform), and you write it somewhere useful 

(load). ETL failures are often discussed as if they're obvious — the job crashed, the alert 

fired, the on-call engineer got a page, the problem got fixed. And yes, hard failures like that 

do happen. Databases go down. API rate limits get hit. Disk runs out of space. Those are 

real problems, and they need to be solved. 

But the ETL failures that cause the most damage to data science projects are the soft 

ones. The ones that don't send an alert. The ones that produce output that looks fine at a 

glance but is subtly wrong in ways that corrupt model training or produce misleading 

predictions. 

Consider a simple example. A retail company is training a demand forecasting model. 

One of the input tables is a sales transaction log that gets loaded from the production 

database each night. One night, the source database undergoes some maintenance, and as 
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part of that maintenance, a column name changes  -  what used to be called unit_price is 

now called price_per_unit. The solution isn't just better monitoring, though monitoring 

helps. The real fix is treating the data that flows into model training with the same rigor 

you'd apply to any production system. That means schema validation at ingestion time. It 

means data quality checks that run automatically and fail loudly when records fall outside 

expected distributions. It means tracking lineage — knowing not just that a table exists, 

but where every column came from, when it was last updated, and whether the upstream 

source is trustworthy. 

It also means that data engineers need to understand what the data is being used for, 

and data scientists need to understand how the data is being produced. That's the cultural 

piece, and it's often harder than the technical piece. 

Part Three: Data latency and the gap between training and the real world 

One of the less-discussed problems in deploying machine learning models is the gap 

between when data is generated and when it becomes available to the model. Here's the 

core issue. Most machine learning models are trained on historical data that was collected, 

cleaned, and assembled over some period of time. When the model goes into production, it 

starts making predictions on fresh data. But how fresh is that data, really? In a well-

designed intelligence pipeline, the answer might be: fresh as of a few minutes ago. In a 

poorly designed one, the answer might be: fresh as of yesterday, or the day before, or last 

week, depending on how often the ETL runs and how many intermediate tables the data 

has to pass through before it reaches the feature store. 

Training-serving skew occurs when the features that were used to train a model are 

computed differently than the features that are computed at serving time. This can happen 

for many reasons, and data latency is one of the primary causes. 

Suppose a model was trained on daily aggregates — features like "total transactions in 

the last 7 days" or "average session length over the past month." During training, those 

aggregates were computed over complete, clean data. But in production, if the data pipeline 

has latency, those same aggregates might be computed over incomplete data — the last 7 

days might actually only include 5 days of data because the most recent 2 days haven't 

finished processing yet. 

Solving latency problems requires a clear-eyed conversation between data engineers 

and data scientists about what the model actually needs versus what the pipeline can 

realistically provide. Sometimes the answer is to invest in faster pipelines — moving from 

daily batch jobs to hourly streaming, or from hourly streaming to near-real-time event-

driven architectures. Sometimes the answer is to redesign the features so they're less 

sensitive to latency. Sometimes the answer is to be transparent about the latency in the 

model's predictions: "this score is based on data as of X hours ago" is a useful piece of 
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information for a business user, and surfacing it honestly is better than pretending the 

latency doesn't exist. 

Part Four: Feature drift - the slow poison of production models 

If  ETL failures are acute problems and data latency is a chronic problem, feature drift 

is something else entirely: it's a gradual, almost invisible degradation that happens over 

months or years, long after the initial excitement of launching a model has faded. Feature 

drift, sometimes called data drift or covariate shift, occurs when the statistical distribution 

of your model's input features changes over time. The model was trained on data that 

looked a certain way. 

This is completely normal.  Expecting the features that were meaningful in 2021 to 

remain equally meaningful in 2026 is naive. But organizations frequently deploy models and 

then forget about them, assuming that "the model is working" as long as it's running 

without errors and producing output. 

Let me give a concrete example. A bank deploys a credit risk model trained on data 

from a period of economic stability. The model is good — it has solid AUC, it passes all the 

validation checks, the business team is happy with it. Two years later, economic conditions 

change. Interest rates have risen. Unemployment has ticked up. The behavior of borrowers 

with certain income levels has shifted in ways the model has never seen before. 

Part Five: The feature store - infrastructure that actually bridges the gap 

One of the most important architectural developments in the data engineering + data 

science space over the past several years is the feature store. If you're not familiar with the 

concept, a feature store is essentially a centralized repository for machine learning features 

— a place where features are defined, computed, stored, and served in a consistent and 

reproducible way. 

A feature store solves this by creating a single definition for each feature. The feature's 

logic is written once. The training pipeline and the serving pipeline both read from the 

same feature store, which guarantees that they're using the same values, computed the same 

way. If the feature changes, it changes in one place, and both pipelines see the update. 

There are a number of feature store implementations available today — Feast (open 

source), Tecton, Hopsworks, and cloud-native options from the major cloud providers. 

Each has different trade-offs around latency, scalability, ease of use, and cost. Choosing the 

right one for a given organization depends heavily on the scale of the data, the latency 

requirements of the serving layer, and the technical sophistication of the team. 

But the tool choice matters less than the cultural shift that feature stores enable. A 

feature store creates a shared vocabulary between data engineers and data scientists. It 

turns features into first-class artifacts that have owners, documentation, and versioning. It 

makes the implicit interface between the pipeline and the model explicit and contract-
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based. And it creates accountability — when a feature behaves unexpectedly, there's a clear 

owner responsible for investigating and fixing it. 

Part Six: The architecture of a real intelligence pipeline 

Let's get concrete about what a well-designed intelligence pipeline actually looks like 

in practice. I'll describe a general pattern that can be adapted to many different contexts, 

rather than tying the discussion to a specific technology stack. 

The first layer of the pipeline is ingestion and validation. Raw data is pulled from 

source systems and immediately subjected to quality checks - is the schema what we 

expected? Are the values in expected ranges? Are there more nulls than usual? Is the row 

count consistent with historical patterns? Failures at this stage should fail loudly. Data that 

doesn't meet quality standards should be quarantined, not silently allowed to flow 

downstream where it will corrupt model training or produce bad predictions. 

The second layer is transformation. Raw data is cleaned, joined, and reshaped into a 

form that's useful for feature engineering. Timestamps are standardized. Categorical 

variables are encoded consistently. Duplicate records are resolved. This is the traditional "T" 

in ETL, and it's where a lot of subtle bugs live if you're not careful about maintaining 

consistent logic between the training and serving contexts. 

The third layer is feature engineering. Transformations that are specific to machine 

learning — aggregations, embeddings, interaction terms, derived variables — are computed 

and stored in the feature store. This is the critical integration point between data 

engineering and data science. The features defined here are what the model will see, and 

they need to be computed correctly, consistently, and with appropriate time semantics. 

The fourth layer is model training and evaluation. Models are trained on historical 

feature values, evaluated on held-out data, and compared against previous versions before 

being promoted to production. This layer should be automated and reproducible — given 

the same feature data, two runs of the training pipeline should produce equivalent models. 

The fifth layer is serving. When a prediction is needed, the serving layer retrieves the 

relevant features from the feature store (or computes them in real time for features with 

low latency requirements), feeds them to the model, and returns a prediction. The serving 

layer also logs inputs and outputs for monitoring purposes. 

The sixth layer — often the most neglected — is monitoring. Feature distributions are 

tracked over time and compared to training distributions. Model performance metrics are 

computed against ground truth where available (which requires careful handling of the 

delay between prediction and outcome). Alerts fire when things drift outside expected 

bounds. Feedback loops bring real-world outcomes back into the system so models can be 

retrained. 

None of these layers is optional.  
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An intelligence pipeline that's missing any of them has a gap that will eventually cause 

problems.  

The monitoring layer in particular is the one most commonly skipped — partly 

because it's less exciting than building models, partly because it requires careful thinking 

about what ground truth looks like for a given problem, and partly because it produces 

alerts that require human follow-up, which feels like overhead until the day a quietly failing 

model costs the business significant money. 

Conclusion: The intelligence pipeline is the product 

There's a useful mental shift that happens when you stop thinking of the data pipeline 

as support infrastructure for the data science work and start thinking of the intelligence 

pipeline as the product itself. 

The model is not the product. The model is a component. The product is the system 

that reliably ingests data, computes features correctly and consistently, generates 

predictions, serves those predictions to users or systems that act on them, monitors 

everything, and improves over time. That system is the intelligence pipeline. And that 

system is only as strong as its weakest stage. 

That's the goal. It's achievable. And the organizations that get there will have a 

meaningful advantage over the ones that are still blaming the model when the pipeline is 

the real problem. 
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