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Does senior management in IT need rejuvenation?

The stresses on corporate management and the need for professionals to become disengaged, particularly on holiday, are regularly reported. It is particularly poignant at this time when the commercial markets are being squeezed and the knock-on effect on management is plain to see. As many of us know the pressures on CIOs, IT Directors and senior management have been increasing over recent years. This has been largely due to increases in demand for business enabling technology that is ever more complex, and inherently more costly, whilst grappling with the constant request to cut budgets.

So if you go on holiday can you truly become disengaged? Certainly leaving your laptop, blackberry and even your business mobiles behind will increase your chances of forgetting most of the aggravation that you left behind. Obviously the longer you are away the greater the more relaxed you will be. Although after a few hours back in the office you will be questioning what holiday? To be truly disengaged you will need a lot longer to the point when a holiday becomes a sabbatical, or better still a gap year.

Is the idea of taking an extended break as ridiculous as it initially sounds? Would, should, commerce support such a crazy idea? No, and they should, are the respective answers. The pressures of juggling all these requirements do take its toll. Those senior IT executives who were once energised and enthusiastic often become tired, with work schedules that are so demanding that they are unable to donate the time to produce quality decisions necessary in today’s environment.

So what are the demands? Technology has, and will continue to, advance from its roots as a science and engineering base into a business enabling support infrastructure that assists the development of global operating environments. Complex technological infrastructures support workplace strategies that were only a consultant’s pipe dreams five years ago but are now taken for granted by the end user. Technology managers now are becoming entwined with other support functions (e.g. Finance, HR, procurement, etc) to provide integrated end user services. In this way support functions can unite to provide integrated services such joiner process where a new recruit can ‘hit the street running’ and immediately feel part of the organisation. Here the complexity is dealing with the cultures prevalent in other support functions. Then of course there is the perennial ‘do more with less’ request from executive board.

So even if a year out sounds appealing and you can arrange the personal finances to undertake such an adventure what’s in it for the organisation? Simply that at the end they will have a rejuvenated senior manager that will approach the role with a refreshing attitude that will, if nothing else, help to inspire and lead those for whom they are responsible. The risks being that you will not return. If it is a good company then why would you want to leave it? Also, if you are fed up then the chances are you may leave anyway.

So it is that easy then? No. Having just undertaken a gap year, for all the reasons stated above, I can confirm that the outcome has been true for me. I do feel re-energised, no longer the burnt out figure walking down the platform with all the other commuters. But the journey can seem long, and rocky at times. There are definitely four zones: Dead zone, elation, wall and re-energised. The dead zone is the bit before you actually leave to take on this venture. If you have a specific project in mind then you will clearly be focused on that, otherwise you are just facing this big void. Having left you then become elated at the fact you are on an extended holiday being able to do all the things that you simply haven’t had time to do before. After a period of a couple of months you them hit the wall, and begin to question what you are doing and indeed what you have done. But then you remember why you did it and re-focus on what you want to do going forward. Looking back never achieves much, apart from lessons learnt. In looking forward and focusing on the future you do develop a clear idea of what it is you want to do, as well as the things that you do not want to do.

In my opinion if senior management were encouraged to take a sabbatical, or even be part of a work exchange programme every 5 or 10 years, then I do believe that senior management would be far more mature than it is today. And it would certainly set a good example for all those aspiring young managers who are waiting in the wings for the right inspiration.
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