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Foreword
In virtually every data warehouse implementation, you can 
find the products of dimensional design: the star schema, 
the snowflake, or the cube. Despite this near-universal 
acceptance, the basic principles of dimensional design are 
commonly misunderstood and misapplied.

Many mistakes are errors in approach, committed before 
design work begins. Chief among these is the failure to exploit 
strategic functions offered by a dimensional model. Others 
include waiting until the design stage to do dimensional 
design, then leaving the design work to designers.

Success is often thwarted by common technical errors, 
such as sacrificing operational detail or taking shortcuts 
with historic data. Designers also doom their solutions by 
failing to adapt them to the software tools that comprise 
the data warehouse.

Avoiding these 10 mistakes in dimensional design will 
help you ensure successful implementations in any data 
warehouse architecture, including those advocated by  
Ralph Kimball and W.H. Inmon. 
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Mistake Ten: 
Trying to Save Space

In a dimensional model, the context of each measurement 
is defined by dimensions. A rich set of dimensions enables 
diverse and powerful analytic possibilities. All too often, 
well-meaning designers cripple this potential in a misguided 
effort to save space.

In operational systems, it is common practice to divide data 
elements into constituent parts. From these components it is 
possible to construct any combinations that may be needed. 
For example, a name may be broken down and stored as a 
first name, middle initial, and last name. In a query, these 
attributes can be combined to produce a full name. 

In a dimensional model, these same techniques are 
counterproductive. Dimensions are used to filter queries, 
group the summarization of facts, govern the ordering 
of data, define master-detail relationships, and control 
subtotaling. Computing their values on the fly severely 
hampers the performance of these operations. The 
database administrator is unable to use indexes to 
optimize queries. Users find it difficult to consult lists 
of values. Worse, reports will likely construct computed 
attributes inconsistently.

In a dimensional design, explicit storage of each dimension 
attribute maximizes performance, aids usability, and 
guarantees consistency across applications. Common 
permutations are provided. Codes are supplemented with 
corresponding description values. Flags are translated from 
Boolean values into descriptive text. Multipart fields are both 
preserved and broken down into constituent pieces. The 
extra space consumed is paid for by a more powerful and 
flexible solution.
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