Skilling Up – CIO Connect Autumn 2008
CIO’s believe that developing the capability of their teams is vital if they are to deliver more for their organisations
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When it comes to skills development, Associated Newspapers’ CIO Ian Cohen believes what counts is not the particular framework you adopt, but the ability to articulate clearly where you’re going. “For every person who says one particular development framework is the best, someone else tells you to use another. For me, the specifics of the tools are irrelevant as long as you have the right attitude to skills development and a coherent vision of where you’re going,” he says.

His technology services division is responsible for all the group’s print and online publications, including the Daily Mail, Mail on Sunday, London’s Evening Standard and Metro. For Cohen, the key to the future success of his department is to equip his people with the skills to become standard bearers for cultural change within the technology group and the wider organisation.

And he’s already nearly two years along the journey. “The first phase was all about language – giving people a common vocabulary to describe where we are, what we are and where we’re going– and aligning ourselves more closely with the organisation.”

The skills needed have been a combination of business relationship management, communications and leadership. This has meant focusing on staff at all levels. “You need these softer skills scattered throughout your organisation. Plenty of technical people don’t go anywhere near your business customers, and frankly you wouldn’t want them to. But you need to ensure anyone who deals with your customers, right down to the service desk, has those skills. At the highest level, it’s about ensuring your top team have the ability to communicate – both to their own teams and the wider business – the organisation’s values and vision, and to do so at a fairly deep level.”

Part of this has involved putting all of his staff through a continuous professional development programme. “Not because it’s particularly groundbreaking, but because I wanted people to start having conversations about their development, and we needed to provide an environment where that could happen,” he says. But he thinks the real key is ensuring that, whatever level of staff you’re talking about, your organisation has a genuine commitment to developing its people. “And that must be an ongoing process, where you look at people as individuals and focus on their strengths for the long term,” he says.

His focus on development already seems to be paying dividends. When he joined the organisation two years ago, Cohen says the perception of IT was poor. “It was characterised, not always fairly, as directive, obstructive and not in tune with the needs of its customers. But we’ve worked very hard on changing that perception. We’ve just done our first customer service survey for two years and we had an excellent response.”

At the same time, he acknowledges there’s no room for complacency. “The next phase is to take the people programme to the next level. Finding the process and technologies to advance our business is relatively straightforward. Finding the right people is a bigger challenge. We need people who can talk to our customers about the opportunities that are enabled through technology not baffle them with ‘techno-speak’ about what it is. They need to understand that technology is the business and that our business is technology – there is no separation.”

But developing people is a fairly futile exercise if you are unable to retain them, particularly when those who possess the combination of broad technical understanding with softer business, leadership and interpersonal skills are in high demand. IT organisations must recognise they need to do some wooing, Cohen thinks.

He says: “There’s a shortage of genuinely bright people and you need to attract them. A focus on learning and development is part of that, but retention is also about ensuring they want to work for you. We’re fortunate in that we offer quite diverse opportunities but technology consumerisation is also a given.

Your potential talent use their own PCs, iPhones, social networking, and so on, and you need to accommodate these things in the workplace to remain an attractive employer. People are getting choosier about where they work, and organisations need to respond to that.”
