
N
o one can accuse the IT industry of under-
selling itself. Users are frequently assailed
with far-fetched claims for the wonders of

technology X or product Y that is destined to
revolutionise their business. But while vendors
and their partners may be enthusiastic
proponents of the features of a particular piece of
tech, it can often appear as if they have spent less
time focusing on the merits of what it can actually
deliver to a business.
This has given rise to a gap between what

technology can do and what the people using it
are able to do with it. In other words: the divide
between what’s available in the workplace and
employees’ ability to effectively use it.
Technology is a tool or an enabler to help

employees do their job. It should not be a barrier
to how they do their job, nor should it be
something that affects the way they do their job.
Technology should expand the possibilities of

how people work but it shouldn’t require them to
invest significant time and effort learning how to
make it work for them. 
IT is capable of many things but a lot of those

things might be completely irrelevant to what it
needs to be used for in a particular environment.
Instead of focusing on what IT needs to do, there’s
a danger people get distracted by the possibilities
of what it could do. 

Out of focus
Michael Conway, director at Renaissance, points to
the “great technologies and wonderful things out
there, but it never ceases to amaze me that so

many have no business benefit
or focus on what they do”. No
surprises, then, that he can
report that “I go to Infosec every
year and a very significant
proportion of companies I see
are not there the following
year”.
He gives the example of a

show where he stood beside a
stand, stopped and looked at it,
moved around the corner and
looked again, went to the
other corner and looked again
before coming back to say to
the person at the stand: “This
is fascinating, but for the life of
me, I can’t work out what you
do.” If a company can’t give a clear message about
what its technology does, how can it hope to

convince customers it has something they need?
Conway argues that in a number of cases IT

companies are touting technology but “they’re not
supporting a business need or providing a
solution to a business need”.
Ben Cranks, pre-sales technical consultant with

HP’s personal systems group, says there is “a
classic issue” where technology “offers huge
opportunities for improving workflows but only if
applied correctly”. For example, there’s a lot of
interest in using tablet devices to enable a mobility
strategy but HP believes that “is seeing the
situation the wrong way around, the mobility
strategy should enable the use of tablets. It sounds

counter-intuitive but the
message we’re trying to deliver
is that the business needs to
articulate goals and work back
from there, not define
hardware platforms and try
and make those fit the goals
afterwards”. 
He says the IT industry loves

“to declare revolutions” but
believes mobility “might
actually justify that label by
forcing us to look more at
business processes than
devices to realise the
potential benefits, if we don’t
do this users will find
themselves in the same loop

of new devices with the same old problems”.

The great untrained
Peter Trevaskis, enterprise solutions marketing
manager at Dell Ireland, says it’s wrong to use the
word ‘fault’ when talking about people using a
system or application the wrong way. “When a
new system or application is deployed, the user –
whether a senior administrator in an IT
department or a clerical assistant in payroll – will
immediately examine the system to see how to do
what he or she currently does without looking to
see if there is a new way of doing it,” he observes,
assuming they are left to their own devices and
not given adequate training. 
“New systems or applications may have many

new features and functions but many of these are
ignored by the custom tailored training that seeks
to address a specific need,” Trevaskis adds.
The solution is a combination of knowing the

existing business, knowing the processes
supporting the business, understanding how
these processes are mapped to the new system
and developing training that fully educates the
user base on the functionality and processes,
Trevaskis argues.
Conway puts it very succinctly when he 

says: “It’s not fair to say to someone you have a
word processor and you’re not using it as you
should be – maybe they’re using it the way they
want to use it.”
Colm Warner, mobility consultant at CWSI,

believes “the rapid evolution of IT can create other
problems when less technical users get left behind
or require more training, which detracts from the
productivity gains that technology otherwise
enables”. He does not think workers are at fault for
not using technology effectively “if it changes as
quickly as they can be trained to use it,
particularly users who might not be technically
minded. While there is certainly an advantage to a
lawyer, for example, being able to find pertinent
information based on keywords, the technology
does not yet enable someone to open a practice
without a legal qualification. The skills and core
knowledge required to do a job are still required,
regardless of the benefits of technology”.
Eamon Moore, managing director at E-mit

Solutions, says companies need to adopt a
“business first, technology second” approach. With
technology changing on such a regular basis, “it is
natural for people’s fear of change to kick in”, he
suggests. If you want employees to embrace
technology and new solutions, you “have to get to
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the root of the core
business issues they are
having, as well as the
daily tasks that they
carry out. Very often we
find that people have
been carrying out these
tasks for so long that
they feel too
comfortable, even
though it might not be
the most efficient way
to do so. As the
conversation develops,
we dig deeper into how
a business process
works and more often
than not, there is
always plenty of room
for improvement”.
He accepts lack of training can be an obvious

issue when it comes to understanding the gap
between IT and what people are able to do with it,
but he believes ‘training’ needs to start at the
outset by encouraging IT users “to change their
mindset around IT from being somewhat of a
‘necessary evil’ to a vehicle to solve real business
issues and improve how they carry out their
work”. 
To this end, he suggests that a training session

on how to use a particular technology solution
“will only be truly successful if the people being
trained believe that their work lives will be all the
better as a result, and that they are not just there
because management decided that training was
needed”.
So how do vendors and their partners help

customers use technology to their best advantage
rather than cause them to change their work to
use IT to the
technology’s best
advantage? Cranks
claims that in HP’s
case, it can use
experiences gleaned
from its breadth of
customers to share a
knowledge of what
has worked and, more
importantly, what has
not worked. His role as
a pre-sales
consultant “is entirely
about sharing the
experiences of my
colleagues across HP
from Alaska to
Zanzibar as to what
has worked and what challenges we have
encountered”. 
In any case, he argues that the challenges in any

large project “are often more social and structural
than they are technological”, which is why he has
“always advocated for ‘proof of concept’ stages in
any project, backed by rigorous evaluation
criteria, these are often key to catching the simple
fixes that can make a world of difference. It’s this
stage of giving the solution to users at an early
stage of a project that is invaluable to enabling IT
to be something that makes work better rather
than yet another burden on the workforce”.

Trevaskis says it’s important to
“engage all stakeholders. A view from
the CEO or CIO on how the business
operates may well be at great
variance to how it really functions on
the ground. Understanding this is
key”. Companies should interview
users at all levels and understand
what each level requires in terms of
input to the system and, more
importantly, the output. “The outputs
will dictate what the required
inputs will need to be,” he remarks.
“Ignore the different levels at your
peril. Understanding the product
that is to be delivered is also key.
Having a clear understanding of
the functions but, more
importantly, the purpose of the

functions is critical to mapping to the business
process.”

Feature set
There’s a significant divergence of
opinion, however, when Trevaskis
addresses the question of whether
the IT industry is guilty of being
distracted by the possibilities of
what IT could do rather than
focusing on what it needs to do. His
reply is “an emphatic no. Why
emphatic? Simply because
nobody has ever designed and
built a system without a
forethought of what business or
organisational needs it is seeking
to address”. He claims that Dell
“canvasses thousands of
customers from many countries

to understand what
their needs are and
then builds a solution for the
challenges they have presented”. 
For instance, Dell’s OpenManage

“does not have any features included
purely because they are cool. The fact
some features are regarded by some as
extremely cool is simply a by-product.
They address real needs such as
providing a single viewpoint and
interface for managing
your server
infrastructure”.
Cranks, however,

gives a very different
response. “Guilty as
charged,” he states.
“As companies who

are deeply immersed in tech, we
see so many possibilities for
tomorrow that we can lose focus
on where our customers are
today. It’s why I value meeting
customers so much,” he adds.
“Oftentimes when I’m discussing
some new innovation such as
wireless projection, I get brought
back to earth with a simple
comment like ‘Well, I have 30
VGA projectors, how does this
help me connect to those?’.” 

He points to the example of Thunderbolt, Intel’s
high-bandwidth connector, which is “invaluable”
for HP’s media customers working in 1080p and
4k “but I have far more customers who still buy
our ProBook 650 G1 notebook with an RS232 port
(aka the serial port) because that’s what their
HVAC, assembly line or industrial machinery use
for diagnostics or monitoring and changing those
costs millions”.
So how can vendors and channel partners

make sure they are doing what is best for their
customers rather than what’s best for the
technology they sell?
“The best approach is to understand their

customer,” Trevaskis suggests. They should
understand their customers’ business and the
challenges they face so they can “provide the right
product to address those challenges. Dell and our
partners work with customers to fully understand
their business and ensure we are providing a
product to address those needs and not simply

the product that happens
to be on our list of things to
sell this week. By fully
understanding the needs
of the customer, we
remove the pitfall of over-
selling a solution”.
Cranks says meeting

customers and seeing how
they use technology is the
best way to stay relevant to
them. “I discovered very

quickly on entering
this industry that my
assumptions about
what any other
industry involves were
very wrong,” he
acknowledges, “and
that any lessons from

customer A do not necessarily carry over to
customer B, even within the same industry. We at
HP are very proud of the reach and scope of our
partners that provides a local resource for our
customers to call on when required.”
Moore at E-mit Solutions believes partners have

a pivotal role to play. He has witnessed a number
of projects fail because the technology partners
“did not have an in-depth knowledge of the client’s

business”. Sometimes, they
forced off-the-shelf
packages onto clients
which meant they had to
completely change the way
they worked because there
was no bespoke
configuration.
“IT should enhance the

way you do business but it
shouldn’t fundamentally
change the way you do

business,” Moore
concludes. “No IT
provider knows your
business better than
you. IT partners should
always adopt a
‘business first’ 
approach to these
projects.” �
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goals and work back from there,
not define hardware platforms and
try and make those fit the goals
afterwards” – Ben Cranks, HP
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required to do a job are still
required, regardless of the benefits
of technology” – Colm Warner,
CWSI

“When a new system or application
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immediately examine the system
to see how to do what he or she
currently does without looking to
see if there is a new way of doing it”
– Peter Trevaskis, Dell

“Very often we find that people
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