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GENERALISTS: SAMPLE


This is a sample of the content from the Tetradian Business-Generalist, Business-Anarchist anthology.


This anthology from the Tetradian weblog introduces two essential yet often-misunderstood roles in enterprise-architecture and for the enterprise as a whole: the business-generalist, and the business-anarchist.


This sample contains around one-tenth of the content from the full anthology. The complete book includes about 35 posts and 50 images from the weblog. These posts are split into four groups:



  	
Generalist: The Role Of The Generalist - explores how generalists connect across the enterprise, and why it would fall apart without their work.

  	
Generalist: No Jobs For Generalists - describes why it is so hard to get a job as a business-generalist, and the cultural background that underpins this problem.

  	
Generalist: The Role Of The Business-Anarchist - outlines the role and function of the business-anarchist, showing how to tackle inherent-uncertainty in the enterprise.

  	
Generalist: The Clash With Specialism - reviews how an over-focus on specialism can cause clashes across the organisation, and can put the viability of the enterprise at risk.







For more ebooks and anthologies on enterprise-architecture and more, visit the Tetradian website on Leanpub at leanpub.com/u/tetradian. (Each anthology contains around 30-40 posts from the weblog.)


Some books are also available in print format, from all regular book-retailers. For more details, see the ‘Books’ section on the main Tetradian website at tetradian.com/books/.



  Unless otherwise stated, all text, images and other materials in this anthology are Copyright © Tom Graves / Tetradian 2006-2022.









Architecture as boxes, lines and glue


What do architects do? And why?


At this point we’d usually reach out for some apposite metaphor…


And yes, by far the most common metaphor is ‘boxes and lines’, or ‘boxes and arrows’. If we take the most stereotyped, ‘boxy’ view of the organisation: 
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…then what architects would typically do is to populate the details of those boxes, and describe the relationships and links between those boxes. Which leads, inevitably, to toolsets and diagrams that look like this:
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…yet about which Phil Beauvoir - creator of the Archi toolset shown above - once commented: 



  my three-word review of all existing tools (including Archi) is “DULL DULL DULL”




Or, as he put it in a recent blog-post, ‘senseless figures in front of a mirror’.


“Senseless figures”? “Dull dull dull”? As a summary of much of the architects’ everyday work, yes, ‘boxes and lines’ is valid enough as a metaphor, as far as it goes - but perhaps not the most inspiring one we could choose?


In which case, what else might capture better the spirit of the work?


For one option that might work, I’d go back further into my own past. I started out my career as a graphic designer, focussed mainly typography and typesetting. I then got sidetracked somewhat into software-development as a means to get better value from the insanely-expensive typesetting-machines we used, by connecting them to the then-new microcomputers - we were probably amongst the first in the world to do anything that resembled what would now be seen as desktop-publishing.


One of the most eye-opening influences for me in that work was Donald Knuth’s masterful description of his TeX typesetting-system - fascinating, if to me still largely-impenetrable, both then and now. I love it, though I’ll admit I’ve never been able to make sense of it… - it’s way too complex for my much simpler needs. Yet underlying TeX is something that’s outright amazing in its power and simplicity - its core metaphor of ‘boxes and glue’: 



  All of that crazy macro stuff [the TeX markup-language] generally ends up by producing two kinds of things: Boxes, which are things can be drawn on a page, and glue, which is invisible stretchy stuff that sticks boxes together. This is the part of TeX that is amazingly, gloriously, magnificently brilliant. It’s an extremely simple model which is capable of doing extremely complex things.




What happens, then, if we apply that ‘boxes and glue’ metaphor to architecture in general? Typesetting-layout may seem simple relative to the architecture of an entire enterprise, but it’s still an architectural problem in its own right - which suggests there may be clues there that we could re-use elsewhere. So let’s start again with that stereotyped ‘boxy’ view of the organisation: 
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The ‘boxes’ that represent the various core functions of the organisation are all visible enough; yet the ‘glue’ that connects them - the pale-blue in the graphic above - is much less self-evident, and we often have to make a deliberate effort to take notice of it. (That’s a key point explored in another recent post here.) The ‘glue’ - the “invisible stretchy stuff” - is what holds together all of the ‘boxes’ that make up the activities of the organisation.


The Taylorist dream for the organisation is an arrangement of boxes so stable and so perfectly interlocked that it needs no glue at all. That’s the ultimate aim for that style of business-analysis, anyway. Yet it’s an aim that’s simply not achievable in the present-day world: all of the boxes are changing in shape and size, all of the time, in response to real-world pressures, and all the nesting of boxes-within-boxes-within-boxes is changing all the time, too. Which means that, inevitably, there’s a need for ‘invisible stretchy stuff’ to hold it all together.


Which means there’s a need for people who can work with this ‘invisible stretchy stuff’ that holds everything together.


Otherwise known as architects - the people who work between the boxes: 
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Who are also the people who work with the ‘lines and arrows’ that connect between the boxes.


Which suggests a richer metaphor for architecture: Boxes, lines and glue.


That’s the metaphor that we need.


Which, to bring us back towards where we started, brings us to a comment by ‘jre’ on that post about TeX as ‘boxes and glue’: 



  Your disquisition on boxes and glue hit me like a hammer: I never realized it until you explained it so well, but the ideal of typesetting beauty in TeX is a minimum of ugliness, and what TeX does is solve a variational problem. Heavy, man.




Architects often struggle to explain what it is that they do, and the business-value of what they do - the value-proposition for enterprise-architecture and the like. Part of the problem, of course, is that architects mostly work with that ‘invisible stretchy stuff’, in the ‘invisible’ space between the boxes - which makes it doubly-invisible unless we put in the effort to make it visible again. But perhaps the hardest part of the problem is that what architects do is, by its very nature, it’s just so darn hard to describe: head-bangingly complex, is one way to put it…


Yet if we paraphrase that comment above, then we could summarise it like this: architects continually (re)solve a multi-dimensional, multi-layered, fractal, dynamic variational problem, whilst always striving for the minimum of ugliness, in every possible sense.


Heavy, man.


But practical, too.


Architecture as boxes, lines and glue: a useful metaphor, perhaps?
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There are no jobs for generalists


“How do I get a job as an enterprise-architect? Where do I go for that kind of job?”


This is an obvious necessary follow-up to the post ‘On learning enterprise-architecture’, and it’s a kind of question I get asked all the time – such as by Pradeep in his comments here, or in a great Skype-conversation with another young enterprise-architect over this weekend.


Yet the short answer is: you don’t. Those jobs don’t exist.


Yep: there’s a problem here…


Defining the problem


Oh, fair enough, if we look at the recruiters’ job-listings, we’ll find plenty of roles that have the job-title of something like ‘Enterprise Architect’. But to quote Inigo Montoya in The Princess Bride:



  You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it means.




…because if we look at the job-descriptions for those role-listings, it’s very, very rare that such roles have much to do with the literal ‘architecture of the enterprise’. Courtesy of some very intense but very unwise lobbying by the Open Group and others – who are only now starting to realise just how unwise that really was – most employers and recruiters still think that enterprise-architecture is something, uh, vaguely to do with IT, that they don’t much understand, and therefore obviously relates to some junior-ish role that might have something to do with code. Probably. Perhaps. Maybe?


So it’s not unusual to see role-descriptions that say ‘Siebel Enterprise Architect’, for example, or ‘.Net Enterprise Architect’, or specify a great long list of programming-languages as mandatory requirements. And whenever some recruiter calls me up about yet another role like that – “a perfect match for your skills!”, he says, excitedly, after a crude keyword-search in his system had returned my resume – my heart just sinks, because I know it’ll mean at least a half-hour phone-conversation trying to explain to the guy just what it is that enterprise-architects really do. And at the end of it he still won’t understand anyway. Oh well.


It’s usually no better even when we do manage to get past the recruiter-barrier. To quote Pradeep’s comment:



  Most of the companies are looking for the Specialist and not generalist. … People get confused when they see different area/different role on your resume.All they want is years of experience in same role/same area.I had to create three resumes highlighting 1) PM skills 2) solution architect skills and 3) Information architect skills in order to sell myself.




A specialist’s value is usually in terms of their depth of experience; but for a generalist, their value is more in breadth, not depth. And the reality is that depressingly-few people in business actually understand the nature or importance of that distinction. I remember once going to an interview for an enterprise-architecture role with A Certain Well-Known Online Financial-Services Provider: one of the first questions in the interview – and very aggressively put, at that – was “Why have you worked in so many industries? That means you’re no good at any of them, doesn’t it?” So as far as I was concerned, the interview was already over at that point – because there was no point in going for a gig with a guy who so evidently didn’t get it, and seemingly had no interest in getting it, either. Sigh.


In short, the bleak reality is this: there are no jobs for generalists.


Yet if we think about that for more than just a moment or two, we should realise that’s as it should be. We don’t want a job as an enterprise-architect, we want employment as an enterprise-architect – and that’s not the same thing.


What we’d usually think of as ‘a job’ is actually an artefact of a Taylorist fantasy: people as interchangeable components in the ‘plug-‘n-play’ organisation-as-machine. Hence work described in terms of predefined packages of actions, capabilities and responsibilities – all defined as a neat, tidy, certain structure of little boxes reporting to and controlled by other little boxes, all the way up the Taylorist ladder.


It’s a paradigm that does fit quite well with how specialists work. But it doesn’t fit with how generalists work – and it doesn’t fit well with how real organisations work as a whole, either.


Any experienced architect should be able to say straight away where the ‘little boxes’ metaphor breaks down: in a viable architecture, we need to pay attention not just to the ‘boxes’, but to the ‘lines’ that link between them. Without some kind of metaphoric glue to hold the boxes together, the whole thing falls apart – which is exactly why the Taylorist fantasy so often fails in real-world practice.


So if we think of the specialists as those ‘boxes’, then the generalists are the ‘lines’ – the people who link between all of those specialist boxes.


Most people – perhaps 90% of employees, maybe more – are more comfortable with boxes: if nothing else, they always know where they are, always know where they fit within the overall scheme of things. Yet for the other ten percent or so, though – those like Pradeep who like change, who are comfortable with the inherent uncertainties of being ‘between’ – we still need some way to engage them, employ them in that work: because if we don’t, the enterprise will fragment and fail.


The catch is that we can only create predefined ‘job-descriptions’ for tasks that fit solely within boxes. For those other tasks – the ‘between’ tasks – often the only meaningful job-description is ‘work as directed’. Plus a fair bit of ‘make it up as you go along’, perhaps. In other words, almost the exact antithesis of Taylorism – yet also exactly the kind of work at which enterprise-architects and other generalists will excel. Yet it’s also not something that makes sense in a job-description: at first glance, it would seem that anyone could claim to do that work. Which is why we don’t see any job-adverts for that kind of work – other than at the most junior level, which is not where any competent enterprise-architect should sit.


In short, jobs are for specialists, and for the most part only for the specialists. There are no jobs for generalists: they’re… well, something else. Something ‘outside of the system’, so to speak – which is what we should expect, really.


Which, however, still leaves we generalists with a problem: just how do we get to worthwhile work?


Towards a practical solution


There are two parts to this: work within the system, and work around the edges. Although it’s useful to look at these as separate concerns, in practice we’ll need to do a mix of both, and often together at the same time. Which is where this can get tricky…


To work within the system, you need to make it at least look like you fit in with the standard assumptions: in other words, you’ll need to seem to be yet another specialist. Sort-of, anyway.


To get past the recruiter-barrier, you’ll need to build and maintain a small portfolio of specialist skills – because that’s the only way you’ll seem ‘employable’. It’d be useful for the long-term if some of those skills fit within a TOGAF-style definition of ‘enterprise-architecture’, but it’s not actually essential: all you really need is something that will get you through the door. (What happens once you’re inside the door is what we’ll come back to in a moment.)


As a generalist, whenever a recruiter compares you to a ‘real’ specialist, you’ll always seem to come off second-best. So to enhance your credibility, it is worthwhile to gain explicit certification in appropriate skills at some level. In addition to obvious ‘EA’ examples, other good choices include any of the variants on Agile, service-management skills such as ITIL, and project-management skills such as PMBoK. There’s a practical trade-off here: many of the training-courses are expensive, and – to be blunt – some of the certification-schemes are little better than money-making scams. But as a minimum, I’d suggest TOGAF Foundation and Archimate Foundation, plus any choice of at least one certification from a domain that is not immediately associated with enterprise-architecture.


It’s important, too, to accept that recruiters will often place you in a more junior role – and at a lower pay-rate – than your skills and experience actually merit. That’s a direct consequence of developing your generalist skills: to a recruiter, they’re essentially invisible, hence you’re ‘obviously’ worth less than an equivalent specialist. It’s frustrating, humiliating, insulting – but unfortunately that’s often the only way to get yourself into a position where, later on, you will be able to break out of the box. Grit your teeth, bide your time, and just get on with the job for now: it’s just necessary tactics towards a broader strategy.


It’s wise to aim for roles in small- to medium-sized teams, especially those with mixed levels of skills and experience. This is valuable for two key reasons: a smaller team is more likely to expect members to do a broader variety, beyond and between the tasks specified in the nominal ‘job-description’; and you’re more likely to find mentors from whom you can learn, if only by example.


When you end a contract-role, or when an opportunity comes up elsewhere in the organisation, garner feedback and testimonials for your work – especially about anything you’ve done ‘above and beyond the call of duty’, because in the longer that’s what will most establish your credibility as a generalist, even to the specialists. Do also be careful to ensure that you leave well – that others know why you’re leaving, and that you’re not ‘abandoning’ or suchlike.


All of this is straightforward, of course. And that’s the whole point: you need to be able to demonstrate that you can ‘play the game’ before you’ll get a chance to break out of the game itself.


We set up that break-out by the way in which we work around the edges. Note that, especially in your earlier years for a career in enterprise-architecture, it’s likely you’ll only be able to do this from ‘inside’ a contract or full-time job – but remember that you need to be in an enterprise in order to get engaged in its architecture!


One key here is to make it plain, preferably from the very first job-interview, that you like variety, you like linking things together, you’re comfortable with the uncertain and so on. This important for three reasons: it reduces the risk of surprises when you do start to connect across the silos or whatever; it shows people that you’re willing to take on the uncertain, ‘risky’ stuff between the boxes, that specialists often feel uncomfortable about; and it marks you out as a ‘go-to’ person who can handle those ‘between’-tasks.


Linked to that, always be willing to take on something new – because the specialists often won’t. Often that also means taking on ‘low-status’ tasks that specialists sometimes think are ‘beneath their dignity’: for you, instead, approach everything with an attitude that there’s always something new to experience or to learn. To the generalist, everything is of value: I often describe myself as ‘an avid collector of useless information’, because at some point almost all of that ‘useless’ information has turned out to be useful somewhere…


There are explicit skills to go with working around the edge, such as systems-thinking, design-thinking, hybrid-thinking and suchlike. Find out about them; learn them; you’ll need them. Note, though, that whilst there’s usually an urgent need for such skills, there’s often an even more urgent ‘anti-want’ for them – because people either find them scary, or really dislike what they show about the inadequacies of the actual context in which they work. So whilst learning those skills, learn also how to hide them – if effect, to apply them by stealth, concealed with something else more mainstream or ‘ordinary’.


For your own protection, and credibility too, make sure that have an explicit minimum set of defined deliverables – and always ensure that that you do get those deliverables done, or doable, before you turn to anything else. The importance of this perhaps cannot be stressed enough: you want to work around the edges, sure, and you have an opportunity here to work around the edges, too, but in most business contexts you will only keep that privilege as long as you also still play the game by regular rules as well. If this seems unfair, remember that many people literally cannot see what generalists do: and if they can’t see what you do, then to their eyes you’re doing nothing. You have to do enough of what ‘makes sense’ in their terms in order to retain their trust.


Also crucial for trust is to cultivate an attitude of humility toward others. As a generalist, you’ll naturally learn a much broader range of domains than most others will – but that doesn’t mean that you know any more or any better than anyone else! It’s useful to learn to be willing to say “I don’t know”, an overt willingness to learn from others. Deliberate ‘low-status’-tactics of this type are often crucial for success in enterprise-architects and the like: it’s worthwhile doing a formal training-course on improv-theatre or some such to build your skills in this.


And likewise, learn the soft-skills of the trade: how to relate with people, how to communicate, negotiate, arbitrate, and above all how to listen. There’s a very good reason why it’s often said that “the soft stuff is the hard stuff” – but the ‘soft stuff’ is usually the key to making the ‘hard stuff’ work.


Then to link both ‘work within the system’ and ‘work around the edges’, often one of the most important career-moves is to aim to spend at least some time working within a recognised consultancy-firm. I don’t regard it as ‘the answer’ or ‘the pinnacle of one’s career’ – if you ask around, you’ll hear that some of the consultancies can be even more rigid in their rules and structures and career-paths than the most Taylorist of other organisations – but in terms of learning how to work as an ‘Outsider’, and the disciplines involved in doing so, it’s really worth doing. And it usually helps a lot in establishing your credibility beyond that point, too.


Finally, remember that there are two fundamentally-different types of role in enterprise-architecture and other generalist domains: the Insider versus the Outsider. The ‘insider’ provides best value by being deeply embedded within an organisation, building a network of contacts and collaborative-partners over many years; the ‘outsider’ helps the ‘insider’ keep in contact with broader world, bringing in new skills and techniques to build the organisation’s overall architecture or whatever. The choice is always yours, but essentially it’s about whether you prefer the stability of long-term employment or the ‘freedom’ of the outside contractor or consultant: choosing the right mode for you will make a lot of difference to your satisfaction over the longer term.


Anyway, hope this helps: over to you for comments and suggestions, as usual?


(Update: 20Aug2012: Catherine Walker posted on Twitter a brilliant pairing of this post with an excellent article on ‘How To Write an Agile Job Ad’ - how we should write a ‘job-description’ for a generalist. Strongly recommended!)
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Enterprise architect as business-anarchist


I seem to have acquired the half-joking job-title of ‘business-anarchist’.


Huh? Anarchist? You mean like those crazy bomb-throwing guys from the past?


Uh, no… - not quite…


Quite a long way from ‘“not quite”, actually.


You did notice that word ‘business’, in front of ‘anarchist’, yes? It’s a business discipline.


Yeah - discipline.


Not, perhaps, a word one might at first associate with ‘anarchist’. But it is, in fact must be, because anarchy’ - literally, ‘without rulers’, or ‘without rules’ - only works well when there’s a lot of careful discipline and self-discipline behind it. At the same time as being open to and dancing with all of the possibilities around us. And all the uncertainties, too.


Being open to possibilities and working with uncertainties has a lot of value in business.


Which is why, yes, this is a business-discipline. In fact one of the most challenging business-disciplines.


Interested? You probably should be, if you’re an enterprise-architect - because even if it’s often ignored, the business-anarchist disciplines are part of the job-description, whether we like it or not… Which is why it might be a good idea to learn about it, and learn how to do it better.


Let’s put this into perspective, and use a SCAN frame to compare two distinct skillsets: the business-analyst, and the business-anarchist: 
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Everyone knows about the business-analyst role and discipline. Its focus is to refine, refine, simplify, make everything more efficient - doing things right. Using the rules to refine the rules - that kind of thing. Working mostly inside the boxes. That bit’s important.


But as you can see from the SCAN frame above, that role only covers some of the context-space. (A lot less of the context-space than many people might purport, by the way.) It works best with ‘tame-problems’, things that stay the same, no matter what the real world throws at them.


But what about the rest of the context-space, where things don’t stay the same, where uncertainty is not so much the exception as the rule - or where we’re looking for advantage somewhere, hidden amongst the Not-known? That’s where the business-anarchist disciplines come into the picture. These are as systematic and structured as in the business-analyst disciplines - even though on the surface they might seem very ‘indisciplined’ to an analyst’s eye. As a quick visual summary, the analyst-disciplines use methods more on the left side of this SCAN frame, the anarchist-disciplines those more on the right side of the frame: 
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But the crucial point is that the enterprise-architect must cover the whole context-space, as business-analyst and as business-anarchist. It’s not enough to take on just one or other of those two roles: it must be both. (And more, of course - but that’s another story!)


Or, to summarise in visual form: 
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What I see in ‘the EA trade’ is a lot of people very good ‘left-side’ analytic skills: many of us probably came into the trade via the business-analysis route, after all. Yet I don’t see anything like as much awareness of the ‘right-side’ business-anarchist disciplines; nor of why they’re likewise every bit as crucial to enterprise-architecture.


To me, that’s a challenge that we need to face, a gap we need to rectify.


And that’s also a key reason why I want to place particular emphasis on the ‘business-anarchist’ in my upcoming EA Tour in Australia. See you there, perhaps? - and yes, let’s be anarchists! (In the best possible sense, of course… :-) )
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Does specialisation lead to bad architecture?


Just how much damage is the cult of specialisation doing to enterprise-architecture?


We’ve struggled for years with the problem that the domain-specific specialisation of enterprise-wide IT architecture has portrayed itself ‘as’ enterprise-architecture – causing serious difficulties for anyone who does need to work across a true whole-of-enterprise scope. Yet this same theme came up for me in several other ways this week – and it seems worth taking note of these various cross-currents, because they all seem to point the same way.


One was an article by Microsoft enterprise-architect Nick Malik, on ‘Enjoying the BPM 2010 Conference’ and discussing business-process management [BPM] and the ‘democratisation’ of business-processes:



  The keynote on the first morning, from Phil Gilbert of IBM (formerly of Lombardi) makes the case … that we will see the democratization of business process management and the disintermediation of the “experts.”


  The notion of democratization is interesting to me.  I look forward to that possibility.  To be honest, I don’t think we are all that close, but my mind is open.  BPM is a highly specific field, requiring considerable training and experience.  The development of layers of indirection necessary to truly hide that level of complexity is not yet in evidence.  I suspect that the abstractions will be leaky, at least for a long time.  Perhaps with the development of more “plug and play” patterns, we can empower average business people to get value out of working with the tools directly.  Not sure.




In other words, specialisation is being viewed as ‘the solution’, when it’s clear that it’s in fact fast becoming a key contributing factor to the problems faced in current BPM. Following from that I had a great Twitter-discussion with Thierry de Baillon about the usual errors in current BPM paradigms – particularly the dangers of IT-centrism to which Nick seems to allude above:



  	
tdebaillon: @tetradian @nickmalik Automate them, so we won’t have to deal with them any more…

  	
tetradian: @tdebaillon re “Automate them”, I presume you’re being sarcastic? :-) (because misplaced automation is a core source of BPM problems…)

  	
tdebaillon: @tetradian Sure I am ;) BPM would represent a great way to improve businesses… if only humans were machines.

  	
tetradian: @tdebaillon “Sure I am” (I breathe sigh of relief :-) ) – to me BPM should include people – IT-centrism is the problem, not BPM itself

  	
tdebaillon: @tetradian Should.. yes, but I am afraid that this view is irreconcilable with what processes are (RT @michaelido: @jhagel: “60-80% of headcount within large organizations is focused on handling of exceptions” #e2conf )

  	
tetradian: @tdebaillon ‘irreconcilable’ is true only for circular-reasoning of BPM=automation=BPM – e.g. see @sig on ‘Barely Repeatable Processes’ http://thingamy.com





(Sigurd Rinde’s ‘Thingamy’ is one of the very few process-automation packages that’s designed around the way the people work, rather than Taylorist assumptions about how to force people to behave like machines… – strongly recommended for anyone involved in BPM, if you don’t already know it.)


The real point here is the role of the generalist, to link all of the specialist domains together – which requires a very different type of skill, broad rather than deep, but able to translate between the separate worlds of each domain, and also to know which specialist to turn to at each point. Without those generalist cross-links, each domain will usually believe that its own small subset ‘is’ the whole of the context – with the dire results that we see so often, for example, in IT-centric ‘enterprise’-architecture.


But likewise in medicine. Both my parents were general-practitioners (‘family doctors’, in US parlance), and the British Medical Journal [BMJ] still arrives on the doorstep here every week. Serendipitously, there’s an opinion-piece by Des Spence in the current issue, asking whether specialisation is leading to bad medicine [cite: BMJ 2010;341:c4903 - most of the article is behind the BMJ’s paywall, unfortunately]:



  “You’re too good to be a general practitioner,” someone once told me. I never knew whether this statement was a slight or a compliment. …  But generalism is in decline, with the ascent of the specialists. Gone is the widely experienced general physician, and general surgeons are replaced by an ever expanding list of “ologists” who now seem to be almost single cell specialists.


  This drive to specialism is mirrored across all the allied medical professions. … Why has this happened? The primary driver has been the attempt to improve the technical aspects of medical care; most of medicine, however, is not technical. There are secondary drivers too: generalism has a low status, there is more money in specialising, and modern society has come to venerate the specialist, a proxy for “better”.


  We are passing the tipping point: increasing specialisation is harming care. … The time has come for an international moratorium and non-proliferation of medical specialisation. We are undermining the confidence and position of the generalist, and soon there will be no one left good enough to call a generalist.




Like medicine, architecture is a discipline that relies almost entirely on generalism; and here too we see exactly the same drivers as described above for medicine. To paraphrase Des Spence above, yes, there is a great need to improve the technical aspects of architectures; yet most of architecture, however, is not technical. It’s much more about people – how real people interact with the real context to make real choices: technical matters are important, of course, but they’re not what the architecture is actually about.


And as I know to my cost, generalism still has far too low a status in many people’s eyes. Years ago I used to find myself frequently coming second in contractor-interviews, because I didn’t have quite the specialist knowledge that the ‘successful’ candidate could display; and frequently I found myself being called back to do the same nominal role a few months later, when they’d discovered that the actual need ran across multiple domains, of which the ‘winning’ specialist could only work in one small subset.


(Interestingly, one reason why the ‘small countries’ seem to be so far advanced in enterprise-architecture is that we simply do not have enough people to enable anyone to become too much of a specialist: the technical pool is so small – relative to ‘big countries’ such as the UK, Germany, the US, or, now, India or China – that we were forced to become become generalists, whether we wanted to or not. Back when I was doing code, I used to reckon on having to learn at least two or three new programming languages every year; web-development meant that we had to switch mental ‘hats’ from user-experience to SQL databases to server-side versus client-side trade-offs to network-routers and everything in between. By contrast, in the ‘big countries’ most roles seem to involve at most a couple of those layers: doing any more than that means that you gain the title of ‘architect’, but the pay-rate goes down. Bizarre…)


And Gartner’s Mike Rollings brought up much the same theme around misplaced specialisation, again drawing on his own family background to compare the enterprise-architect to the mediaeval barber:



  My father was a barber but he was a specialist focused on grooming.  Back in medieval days you could go to a barber for just about anything.  You could receive a haircut, a shave, a blood letting, a tooth extraction, surgery… the barber could do it all.


  … I’m sure barbers fought for a long time to keep surgery, and tooth extraction as part of the trade.  Factions must have formed around surgery and barbering. Barbering methodologies each proclaiming they were the true practice.  It is similar to conversations about enterprise architecture and how the IT industry discusses the role of an enterprise architect.


  We now have many different types of hairstylists, surgeons, and dentists… I wonder how many others think history will repeat itself and distribute various aspects of the EA discipline across many business roles and professions?




To me another brilliant if somewhat poignant illustration of generalism in one of its highest forms is in the BBC documentary Spitfire Women [UK only, until Tuesday 21 Sept 2010]. It describes the wartime role of the women of the Air Transport Auxiliary – the ferry-pilots who delivered all types of aircraft from the factories to the front-line airfields, usually alone, often in appalling weather, at a maximum altitude of 2000ft, with no radio and no modern-day navigation-aids. But the key point here is “all types of aircraft”: in some cases they might deliver a simple single-engined trainer in the morning, go back for a four-engined Lancaster bomber in the early afternoon, and in the evening “the greatest aviation prize of all”, an ultra-high-performance Spitfire. All in one day’s work. All of it solo. With only a half-sized ring-binder stuffed down the side of a boot as a guide to the different flying-characteristics and constraints of all the different types. One woman casually mentioned that over the last four years of the war she’d flown seventy-six different aircraft-types: few regular wartime pilots would fly even a tenth of that number. The skill-levels that that work would demand were immense: and yet throughout that whole period they struggled to receive appropriate recognition or appropriate pay. Some of that, yes, was due to the entrenched sexism of the time; but I suspect the equally entrenched denigration of the generalist played its part too.


Which brings us back to the present-day, and enterprise-architecture and other architectures. Which depend on the somewhat strange skills of the generalist. Are we at risk, as Des Spence says above about medicine, that “we are undermining the confidence and position of the generalist, and soon there will be no one left good enough to call a generalist”? – because if that happens, we’ll have no viable architectures left…


The IT-centric obsessions of the past couple of decades have been bad enough for enterprise-architecture; but if we’re not careful, the cult of the specialist will kill architecture entirely. As generalists we need to make it clear that, without us, the specialists could deliver almost nothing that is of practical use; that without us, everything would fall apart – literally.


It’s time to stand our ground: time to put the specialists back into their preferred pigeon-holes, and reclaim enterprise-architecture as our own.
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