T shaped people

There’s a really useful concept called the “horizon of concern”, the idea is that the more senior
a position within an organisation the longer the time frame that that person should worry about.
To take an example, the customer facing staff should focus on the immediate issue at hand,
they don’t need to be distracted with worrying about whether the organisation’s growth can be
accommodated within the current facilities, but senior staff should be concerned about such
long term things, they should not be fighting today’s fires but rather anticipating tomorrow’s
challenges.

Adam Smith pointed out more than 200 years ago that the key to efficient business is
specialisation, and since that time the number of pursuits required to enable modern companies
to function has exploded. This is especially true in the exploration and production business,
the combination of risky, uncertain projects and high rewards has inevitably led to a diverse
workforce each with its own peculiar language, techniques and tools.
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For many years the recruitment business has used the term T-shaped? to describe their ideal
candidates, that is people who combine a deep knowledge of a significant field with at least an
outline awareness across the whole range of an industry’s activities. S0, once your expertise
in data handling is acknowledged by everyone you come into contact with, you still have more
work to do. Geoscientists, for example, are often eager to discuss their various disciplines,
explaining in quite some detail the intricacies of their work. One benefit of having such
encounters is that you will often quickly identify tricks to help simplify their lives, capabilities
of the existing systems that they were not aware of.

If we as data managers want to get our big projects approved, our initiatives endorsed and our
communications read they must be coached in the language of other specialists. While we all
know that failing to secure crucial data will inevitably expose the company to unnecessary risk,
others don’t necessarily see that, if they did they would probably be data managers too.

! Originally described in "The hunt is on for the Renaissance Man of computing” The Independent (London), 17
Sep 1991 by David Guest the term was popularised by an interview with Tim Brown of IDEO in 2011
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