
IT skills on a budget

Here’s what they don’t tell you when you’re studying IT; you’re not going to just deal with computers and machinery, 
you’re going to deal with people.

Executive summary

There’s a gaping deficit in traditional IT training and in the early years of being 
an ICT expert – people skills. Unless we can effectively communicate IT needs 
and explain the scary-sounding concepts, project needs are going to fall on 
deaf ears.

In IT, ‘soft’ skills among the most important you can develop, and they’re the ones you’ll 

make outside the strictures of budgets and ‘official’ IT spending.

 Communicating effectively is the lynchpin for success in almost any career, and IT is no 

different. Whether it’s making the best possible presentation to executives for an upcoming 

project or just hearing and understanding what your staff members are telling you, the ability 

to collaborate, negotiate and occasionally defuse are key drivers of IT management.

 They become even more important as you climb higher or as the organistion grows 

too. You’ll be dealing with more humans than you do systems, delegating day-to-day 

technicalities more often.

 Soft skills are particularly important when selecting and managing vendors – part of the 

IT Manager’s responsibilities that seems to grow larger every year.

 Go into every vendor relationship prepared to own the communications in the process. 

They’ll have their business development and tech support people, sure, but you’ll be just 

as responsible for enmeshing the cultures and styles of two very different organisations, 

so being able to deal with every person and system at all points of the connective tissue 

is crucial.

The nuts and bolts

 To paraphrase the great sales axiom, Always Be Learning. There are always people and 

stories out there to teach you and help you advance. It’s a good strategy because in a very 

real sense, you’ll constantly be resetting your skills base as new technologies emerge and 

mature (who among us were cloud computing experts ten years ago?).

 It also gives you a good handle on practical training. If you commit real money and 

resources to training in a particular system or approach, will it still be valid in five years?

 Get as much crystal ball-gazing as you can from colleagues, superiors and 

contemporaries, because you don’t want to spend money accumulating skills that will be 

useless at the next refresh cycle.

 Be careful to balance specialist and general training as well. Knowing every server 

command and line or code will make you a geek hero, but (again, as the company changes 

or grows) you’ll have command over more systems and applications all the time, as well as 

the way they serve your organisation’s goals.

 By all means train in a specific tool or system, but don’t lose sight of the big picture and 

strategy – and look for courses or avenues of study that support your appreciation of it.
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 Don’t think only in terms of IT training either, but that of the business as a whole. You’re 

not there to deploy cutting edge technology for its own sake but to help meet business goals. 

Know what each unit of the company does, understand how IT fits into and supports it and 

speak their language.

 Every utility, build or purchase should be towards that end (rather than the other way 

around), so know what those goals are thoroughly before you spend a cent on boning up. 

It will make it easy to ride out significant changes and take advantage of new opportunities.

Augmenting the IT skillset

 While preparing for business rather than just IT skills, keep in mind a couple of perennial 

favourites that will stand you in good stead with executives and your board.

 Risk assessment is probably something else they didn’t teach you at university, but if you 

show an understanding and appreciation of risk awareness in general and your organisation’s 

tolerance for risk in particular, those that approve budgets and programs will see you as even 

more valuable.

 If you work in a risk tolerant environment, evangelising the latest and greatest will add 

business value. But as costs continue to be squeezed and every cent you request accounted 

for, you might be working for a risk-averse business model.

 That means management will respond much better to a broad range of choice to solve 

each problem, each of them not just with cost and benefit built in to the proposition, but 

risk assessment.

 Another commonly under-sold feather you can put in your cap is by embracing and 

understanding analytics. When it comes to amassing the skills needed to drive IT, the 

meaning you can extract from the data your organisation generates and has access 

to can’t be emphasised enough.

 All the experts agree a lot of BI will come from metrics in the future, and it will be a cost-

effective way to see where improvements can be made, giving you a much better idea of the 

skillsets to develop. n 
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