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Objectives

• Consider the plight of the lone GIS 

professional

• If their professional experience can be 

improved, try to help them to be more 

successful



• A like-minded user community 

independent of technology and 

industry focus

• Working together to help 

each other be more 

successful

• GIS professionals working on 

their own

- Significant portion of the

ESRI user base

- Diverse knowledge

- Innovative/creative work 

products

Lone GIS Professionals in Action



Muhammad Yunus

• Creator of micro-credit

• Borrowers must organize 

themselves into groups of 

five like-minded people

• Trust is critical

Image from http://audiobooks.borders.com



Lone GIS Professional Characteristics

• Situation

– Full-time GIS professional

– Part-time GIS professional with other 

responsibilities

– Professional in another field using GIS to 

organize/analyze/present data

• Rationale

– Choice

– Project requirements

– Staff shortages

– Funding limitations



Many Globes to Juggle

Technical Administrative Application

Programmer/

developer/tester

Accountant Trainer

System 

administrator

Marketer Author

Designer Consultant Domain specialist

Researcher Manager

Analyst
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Life As Atlas

• Increasing 

– weight of data

– number of tools/options

– technological complexity

– number of stakeholders

– responsibilities

– possibility for error

– expectations

• Googlization - make maps/

data available on the web

Image from http://www.theoi.com/Gallery/S34.1.html



Resource Concerns

• Overwhelming amount of information

• Too many possibilities

• Tool focus as opposed to task focus

• Lack of community focus

• Domain focus

Someone in a completely 

unrelated discipline may 

have just what you need

Image from http://www.tmi-band.com/images/tmi%20logo.jpg



Consequences

• Fear of new software/methods - use old 

versions/standards

• Fail to capitalize on value of new capabilities

5% rule – most of us probably use about 5% 

of the capabilities of most programs

• Overload

• Discouragement

• Don’t know where to start

• Isolation

Are we trying to do too much?

Image from http://keoughp.wordpress.com/2007/07



Are We Trying To Do Too Much?

• Alan Cooper – Design Engineering: The Next 
Step

http://www.cooper.com/insights/journal_of_de

sign/articles/design_engineering_the_next_st.

html

• Interaction designers

• Design engineers

• Production engineers

Image from http://www.cooper.com

http://www.cooper.com/insights/journal_of_design/articles/design_engineering_the_next_st.html
http://www.cooper.com/insights/journal_of_design/articles/design_engineering_the_next_st.html
http://www.cooper.com/insights/journal_of_design/articles/design_engineering_the_next_st.html


• GIS forums

• Online help

• General web search

• Conferences

• Books

• Blogs/Wikis

• Social network sites

• Colleagues

What Do We Have Now?

 How useful are they?

 How are they useful?

 What experience do you 

have with these or other 

resources?



What Do We Need?

• Interaction with others in same situation 

(something in common)

• I need something from here, something 

from there - how do I put it all together?

• Just help me get started…

• Shared experience 

I’m not alone

Image from http://g8.no/index.php?showimage=104



What Can We Do?

• Establish network - critical mass of 

people with relevant knowledge and 

common situation willing to help each 

other

• Gather feedback

• Develop web resources

• Produce publications

• Hold events

Image from http://www.boxesandarrows.com/view/social-networks



2008 Washington GIS Conference Session

• Seattle, Washington – May 5, 2008

• Sections

– The concept and rationale

– A federal agency perspective

– A solo consultant perspective

– Discussion

• 70 attendees (> 33% of conference 

participants)

• 44 people signed up for mailing list

• Strong interest in a web group



Lone GIS Professional Google Group



Lone GIS Professional Google Group



2008 ESRI User Conference

• San Diego, California – May 5, 2008

I am the lone GIS professional in my 
organization. How can I meet others in 
a similar situation who face the same 
challenges as I do?

• Introduction to initiative

• Discussion

• 45 attendees

• 20 new group members



Discussion Points

1. What’s your current situation?

2. How do you get help?

3. What’s missing?

4. What can we do about it?

5. What shall we do next?



1. What’s Your Current Situation?

• Small city – high expectations

• Perceptions don’t match reality

• Inability to keep up with changes in 

technology

• Need to upgrade or maintain legacy code

• Too many options – which path?

• Small state agency – users know just enough 

to be dangerous – training needs

• Lack of knowledge – education issue

• How can I get away – work is piling up

• Redundancy in terms of effort/data



2. How Do You Get Help?

• Internet or local user groups

• Google

• Online classes

• Knowledge base – EDN

• Network of people – telephone

• Struggle – always have to push for more 

help



3. What’s Missing?

• Lack of help

• Peer review – for efficiency and accuracy

• Trust 

– Building trusted relationships with people in 

other departments

– Same true for consultants

• Sufficient expertise in relevant areas

• Awareness of your role and needs

• Recognition – misplaced attribution of 

success



4. What Can We Do About It?

• Create custom training material (as 

opposed to education)

• Start a user group

• Inter-agency communication

• Seeds for collaboration



5. What Shall We Do Next?

• Provide remote access to some parts of 

conference(s)

• How do I make the most of the conference?

• Request/compile tips and tricks, session 

summaries

• Provide/submit our own top-ten lists

• Request expanded offerings on last day

• Means of considering overlaps between 

disciplines

• Elucidation on cross-fertilization

• Ability to search for useful things
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2009 Washington GIS Conference Session

• What Have We Learned So Far?

• A Lone GIS Pro Profile

– Gretchen Peterson, PetersonGIS, Poulsbo, WA

• Discussion

– Pros and cons of new technology options for 

interaction

– Formalized system of mentorship

– Future plans for the initiative

Discussants:

– Matt Stevenson, CoreGIS, Seattle, WA

– Eric Edlund, Stillwater Sciences, Seattle, WA



2009 ESRI User Conference

• San Diego, California

• July 2009

• Introduction

• Update

• to be decided…
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