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Data Centre Management Skills and the CIO:
Why securing Data Centre management skills
should be at the top of any CIO’s to do list
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Abstract

As data becomes the most valuable asset to businesses and digital transformation
thunders on, the role of the CIO has become increasingly business critical. In this
article, the author looks at why today’s forward-thinking CIOs need to have a range
of data centre management skills in their skill sets, and why such skills are critical
for customer acquisition and retention.

Introduction

As digital transformation races on, and the underlying technology infrastructure is
acknowledged as the lynchpin for any digital business, ClOs are finally recognizing
that data centres, and those who work in them, are critical to business success.

For too long, the industry has not been good at building public awareness of the
employment opportunities in this arena. Indeed, as the urgency of the current skills
shortage takes hold, the data centre industry is notably absent from the debate.
The need for skilled personnel grows more pressing, but businesses are struggling
to find them, and aren’t doing enough about it.

With IDC predicting that worldwide data will grow 61% to 175 zettabytes by 2025,
how do we make sure that this critical industry is staffed with the best recruits?
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How do we redress the balance and begin a much-needed discussion around the
skills needed for data centre management if we are to continue to service the ever-
growing demands of our digital society?

"
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Diversity is the key to better recruitment

Last summer, VIRTUS Data Centres embarked on a series of consultations with
data centre managers and their directors, developing an instructional report' which
seeks to provide solid guidance to businesses on how to attract and retain recruits
into this crucial role.

Respondents were enthusiastic and enjoyed the role, confirming that the job is
challenging and rewarding, that the compensation is competitive and that the career
prospects are appealing. Data centre managers are responsible for the day-to-day
operations and activities as well as continuous monitoring and management of data
centre sites and equipment. Their tasks include anything from predictive
maintenance and firmware updates, and addressing network issues and
investigating unexpected downtime events with root cause analysis — no two days
are the same.

However, they also confirmed that it's not a well-known, or sought-after, career.
This awareness issue must be addressed if we are to continue to fuel the industry
with skilled recruits to cope with the demand of physical data centres.
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In order to tackle this, respondents said that routes to recruitment must vary. For
example, interviewees report a lack of workplace diversity in the industry, in
particular a significant gender imbalance. Plenty has been written about the
problems regarding diversity and inclusion in the tech industry, but despite all
sincere efforts to fix these issues, it remains a significant issue for staff in the
sector.

Research from the Uptime Institute confirms this feedback. A recent report tells us
that 25% of managers surveyed have no women among their design, build or
operations staff, and another 54% have 10% or fewer women on staff. Only 5% of
respondents said women represent 50% or more of staff.

A need for new skills

As the industry changes, data centre managers report that a set of new skills,
particularly around Atrtificial Intelligence (Al) and big data, are required — and that
these may not exist in the legacy workforce.

Indeed, the executives we spoke to asserted that, while in the past having a solid
technical background with networking or hardware skills was sufficient to be a
successful candidate, a shift to cloud computing has meant that data centre
managers now need to have a raft of new knowledge in order to stay relevant.

This also means that recruiters need to look for different skill-sets in order to fuel
the industry with solid recruits who are geared up to move with a changing industry,
and in turn, recruitment drives may need to come from outside of the traditional
technology industry in order to secure a number of new abilities.
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For example, analytics has become a critical component of data centre
management. Every data centre uses analytics as an important component of their
overall Data Centre Infrastructure Management (DCIM) to maximize operational
and energy efficiency — and managers need to be able to analyze the data, derive
insights from analytics, and use these insights for better data centre management.

The data centre houses the enterprise applications and data, so comprehensive
security is clearly critical — and candidates from the security field might well be
attractive to businesses. Security has always been an important skill for some IT
professionals. What is changing now is that security is fast becoming everyone’s
responsibility, at least to some degree. Thanks to the DevSecOps movement, IT
roles that didn’t traditionally require much expertise in security — like development
and IT operations — increasingly do, and for our interviewees, this extends to the
data centre.

Indeed, a data centre manager or operations director now needs to understand
compliance and security policies followed by the industry, and observe strict
adherence.

One of the most critical, and yet overlooked skills is the ability to define and follow
process. In fact, this is a key customer requirement and fundamental customer
expectation. Unless data centre managers are meticulous about process, they will
be unable to succeed in the role. This is perhaps why current candidates report that
they've come from industries where process is critical - such as finance or
architecture.

In conclusion

The role of data centre manager offers varied, interesting and evolving
opportunities — but there is a need for businesses to redouble their efforts to recruit
the most talented candidates for this mission critical job function.

As an industry, we have a responsibility to build public awareness of the
employment opportunities in this arena, make sure that the data centre is front and
centre of the skills debate, and demonstrate to businesses why it's important to
attract and retain staff in this critical role.

It is also crucial for data centre managers to have the opportunities to develop their
skills throughout their career. As data centres become increasingly complex, data
centre managers need to evolve beyond the traditional, IT-focused skillset to
encompass cross-functional skills and advancements in data centre software. This
means adequate training and development opportunities for a legacy workforce. As
many recruitment experts will confirm, it's less expensive to upskill existing
employees than recruit new staff — and thats why a focus on employee
development must be an important part of the mix.
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