
s there a way to short-circuit the 
skills shortage? With the govern-
ment’s initiative on ICT skills educa-

tion being unveiled last month, it still leaves 
the issue to be dealt with in the short term. 

“People ask: ‘how come you let it get to 
this, what’s happening?’ Nobody predicted 
this pace of digital change, Ireland’s digital 
transformation — it’s just the pace of it, it’s 
increasing all of the time,” said Jason Mc-
Neill, sales director at Vantage Resources. 
“Ireland has been so successful, the IDA 
has been so successful in selling Ireland 
and bringing all the companies here, and 
those companies coming here, they don’t 
want to hear we can’t get talent, it’s just not 
an option for them.

“Brexit might come to our advantage in 
that there’s talent now migrating here from 
the UK . . . that’s good, helping us bridge the 
gap here in Ireland and at a government 
level, looking at visa processing and making 
that as slick as possible to bring people in 
from Europe.”

Even with the movement from across 
the pond, there’s still more effort needed 
to short circuit the skills shortage. So what 
does constitute as a band-aid to hold this 
whole thing together until the market is 
flooded with shiny new, eager graduates?

“I suppose the way you framed the ques-
tion,” said Mary Cleary, deputy chief ex-
ecutive, Irish Computer Society, “means 
that there is an assumption that we are on 
the right track to solving the skills shortage 
problem . . . we just haven’t got there yet and 
we need something to short circuit it. There 
might be an element in that, but I wouldn’t 
think that it’s the whole truth because even 
if we put in place some temporary solu-
tions in the hope the whole problem will 
be solved, eventually it kind of presupposes 
that we have a really concerted plan that’s 
actually going to work and be in place in a 
few years’ time and I query, really, whether 
that’s the case. 

“In the short term a good few things are 
happening, there’s the apprenticeships pro-
gramme, there are conversion courses that 
many of the universities are offering to con-
vert people from other professions into ICT, 
some of the private colleges are providing 
that as well. There are initiatives like spring-
board programmes, all of these are very good 
at providing numbers of reasonably qualified 
people quite quickly. If you have fast-track 
programmes you generally won’t get people 
up to a really high professional level, you’ll 
get them up to entry level.”

So, what can companies do in the interim? 
Where is the talent going to come from while 
we wait patiently for the ICT professionals 
of the future to incubate in the universities 

across the land before hatching into the 
talent pool? Well, at Vantage Resources they 
are suggesting that companies search for 
the hero within. 

“We’ve been working with companies 
to help them plan, to be proactive about 
their projects and their workforce and try 
to marry the two,” said McNeill. “What are 
their next projects in the next quarter, half 
year or year, then identify the skills and the 
technology that’s needed for them? Then 
what we encourage them to do is measure 
their current staff, their organic staff. Rather 
than going to the market right away for that 
job brief, look at their current staff, do they 
have a person internally that could do 70 per 
cent of that job? What skills do they have? 
Could they train them up?

“Look at the people under your roof at 
the moment, irrespective of age or what-
ever else, that’s where your talent is, they 
know your company and they know your 
produce, take a look at them and see. If 
you can skill them up in new technology, 
and then go to market and bring a grad in 
or bring someone else, if you don’t do that 
then it disenfranchises people. Measure your 
current staff and get a progressive training 
plan to bring those people up.”

It’s also on the onus of the employee to 

progress in their vocation, and, 
at the ICS, professional development 
is very much part of their ethos. Providing 
advice to their members and giving them 
access to a tool for tracking their professional 
development. 

“If we accept that we are on a trajectory 
where we bring people in with minimum 
qualifications,” said Cleary, “if we have a 
culture of people upskilling themselves and 
we can have people motivated so that they 
are interested in what they are doing and 
they have got the right attitude, they can 
provide on-the-job training and mentoring, 
also more formal courses and education that 
they can carry out as part of their profes-
sional development.”

On February 18, the government launched 
Tech Skills 2022: Ireland’s Third ICT Skills 
Action Plan. A collaboration between Min-
ister for Education and Skills Joe McHugh 
and Minister for Business, Enterprise and 
Innovation Heather Humphreys, the plan 

outlines targets to deliver more than 47,000 
graduates with high level ICT skills by 2022 
and they forecast up to 73,000 job openings 
for high level ICT Skills over the period 2018-
2022. Their programmes will be targeting 
areas of high demand and high potential 
growth, including artificial intelligence, 
robotics, animation, gaming, blockchain, 
internet of things, 3D printing, augment-
ed and virtual reality, cybersecurity/next 
generation security.

“There is a lot of excellent work being 
done in examining the situation, trying to 
make accurate predictions about the needs 
and putting in place some proposals to ad-
dress them,” said Cleary.

“One of the things that I think is very 
important in relation to attracting young 
people into the ICT profession is the whole 
notion of professionalism and I do a lot 
of work in this regard right across Europe 
because we are not the only country that 
has this issue. When young people are 
deciding on their careers they are often 
attracted to professions, they are attracted 
to the notion of being a professional. If they 
study law, they will become a solicitor or 
a barrister, if they study architecture, they 
will be an architect — these are good qual-
ity-sounding professional titles for their 
work. But if somebody goes into college 
and studies ICT or computer science, they 
don’t actually know what their profession 
is so they describe themselves as somebody 

who works in IT or somebody who 
works in technology, it’s very 

hard to get a sense of what a 
professional is.

“In the ICS, we are do-
ing a lot of work with 
our European partners 
to change that and to 
try and see what are 
the characteristics of 
a profession that give 
it this status, because a 
lot of it has to do with 
status. We’re working 

on developing the no-
tion of professionalism 

and talking about a basic 
primary body of knowledge 

to get started in the profession, 
then having very structured career 

pathways and a programme of continuous 
professional development just like anybody 
in any other profession would have,” said 
Cleary. 

“In order for you to be able to practise 
as a doctor you have to demonstrate that 
you are continuously upskilling yourself 
and learning new things. We need to bring 
that notion very much in to IT. That is the 
big picture and what underpins a lot of that 
work is a European standard, the European 
e-Competence Framework, it looks at the 
competences that are required by people in 
various different job roles in IT. It’s a very 
useful framework for employers, for recruit-
ers, for education providers and students.”

Hopefully, with the help of the e-CF and 
the Tech Skills 2022, those CAO forms will 
be full of ICT candidates. If the projected job 
figures are to materialise, then the future 
of Ireland’s tech industry is going to weigh 
heavily on young shoulders.
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