INSIDE technology

Broken
promises

Technologist Kirstin Duffield
laments the dearth of qualified
IT staff and asks “where is this
promised IT generation?”
At last year’s London
Xchanging ICT conference
there was a very interesting
presentation on the future
of the industry in terms of
skills, focusing in particular
on the expectation that the
management of the future will
bring the long-awaited IT age
to the insurance industry.
However, it struck me that this
IT generation may not be quite
as expected. As a technologist it
may be safely assumed that I am
gadgetted to within a terabyte
of my life, and yes I have two
Windows 8 laptops, a Windows
phone and latest BlackBerry Z10
and my cloud is servicing my
digital needs.
But that is not the same as being
literate in XML, .NET or SQL and
here is where I foresee we may
have one almighty problem on the
horizon.
In the UK the student take-up
of the ICT GCSE qualification is
on the decrease, with a drop of
over 17 percent in 2010 and an
overall drop of 67 percent since
2004! This is staggering. It now
accounts for only 1.1 percent
of GCSE exams sat, yet its
syllabus is confined to the use of
spreadsheets, PowerPoint, some
low level HTML for a website and
basic graphics packages.
And just to be sure we don’t
forget the UK’s prized A-levels
– the ICT candidates here have
dropped by even more – with
a whopping 24 percent fall in
the ICT A-level in 2010 and a
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13 percent drop in the more
technical Computing A-level.
Globally the UK has slipped
from eighth to 28th in maths
between 2000 and 2009 and from
fourth to 16th in science over the
same period. As one third of the 7
billion inhabitants of this earth are
online it is too late for us to ignore
the need to have high quality IT
trained staff at every level.
Both the UK and the US are
slipping in the IT stakes too. And,
with that in mind, it is a concern
that even the transatlantic push of
data from Acord to be transmitted
in XML format desperately needs
every participating company
on both sides of the pond –
and indeed around the world
– to actually understand what
XML is and find staff that can
comprehend it.

The educational cliff

The developed world may well be
hit by a massive problem that no
one is prepared for. I am certainly
finding it very hard to find
suitably qualified staff, whether as
school leavers or postgraduates,
who can bring new and innovative
IT skills into the firm.
I have given up hoping they
would have some knowledge of
accounts, the financial services
industry, compliance and
insurance – those individuals are
like the proverbial hens’ teeth.

But of course these are school
exams – it’s “education”, which
comes under government
responsibility. But who will feel
the effects of this downturn?
Private industry certainly
will, when this less IT-literate
generation come knocking at
our doors for a job. And yet, all
along, current management teams
have been holding out for this
generation to herald the “coming
of the solution!
I enjoyed the article in the
Winter 2012/2013 issue of IQ, by
Stewart Taylor of Hermes People.
He confirmed my impression that
the skills concern is not restricted
to IT, and that the insurance
industry can no longer be serviced
by school leavers following in
their father’s footsteps and the
“Old Boys networks” to get a
position in a broking house.
Apart from the various graduate
schemes in the bigger insurers
and broking houses it is essential
that good quality basic skills are in
place before young people come
into the industry, and that this is
followed up by a proactive and
continuous learning programme.
During my recent sixth form
school mentoring work I was
tasked with advising young people
to clean up their social media
feeds and ensure all references to
themselves on the internet give
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The sting in the tail

But perhaps we should not fear
this? If we don’t, then we must
embrace overseas offshore
development from non-insurancequalified teams or experienced
software houses.
And maybe this is not a problem
on the surface. However, here
comes the sting in the tail: who is
going to design how a programme
will work; and where are the
modern business or process
analysts going to come from?
With the demise of the IT
department in the SME insurance
market the skill void between
client and supplier is ever
increasing.
Here at Morning Data we’ve
ensured every member of the
team, in whatever role, is put
onto the Chartered Insurance
Institute development programme
and is also put through suitable
compliance exams.
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“With the demise of the
IT department in the SME
insurance market the skill
void between client and
supplier is ever increasing”
The reliance on us, a software
house, to provide an ever-wider
scope of functionality within
our software means we need to
ensure that development serves to
meet regulatory and compliance
requirements; not just what the
client wants – or perhaps thinks
they want.
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an impression they would want to
make to a possible employer.
The value of the youthful mind
cannot be underestimated to
replenish ingenuity – and new
ideas are exceptionally valuable
in a changing market – but the
idea that this new generation is
IT-literate is a misnomer!
They can use an iPhone, iPad
or any Android or Windows
8 tablet wonderfully to record
their travels, video their mate’s
misfortune, tweet their every
move and Skype their friends
around the world, but how many
can read an XML message or
query a database?
In fact, I would suggest not
many are particularly adept at
putting page numbers in a multisection document! We have a
rush of highly talented users
of gadgets but a fast-reducing
number of designers, creators,
inventors and developers of
enterprise solutions.
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This issue is showing its effects
most prominently in the data
transmission arena, where the
Acord XML standards issued
by Lloyd’s have had a somewhat
mixed reception and take-up.
Year upon year, the landscape
of the digital insurance market
remains largely the same.
Granted, a great deal more
regulation is evident and the
requirement for more information
has increased, but the last major
change was when a faxed table
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of data morphed into an Excel
spreadsheet, and instead of it
being posted to the underwriter it
is now an email attachment.
So do we have a solution? Alas,
a quick change in secondary
education may be a pipedream to
most of us, but for addressing the
demise of sufficient IT skills to
support an industry that is being
pulled into a more digital world,
the answer is “yes”.
Every company should adopt
willing students at as young an age
as possible: inspire them, make
time for them, build them into
your long-term plans, advise them
where to focus their attention and
offer modest financial support
where appropriate to support their
continued education.
Careers officers are often crying
out for industry involvement
and, on a personal level, the
feeling of nurturing better skills is
incredibly cathartic.
Many livery companies have
an excellent educational support
programme.
The Information Technologists’
Company certainly does –
teaming up with BCS (The
Chartered Institute for IT) and
supporting several schools.
But once they are fully fledged
employees the responsibility
to increase technical skills lies
with your internal education
programme – whatever size
company you have or work
for. This should be at the heart
of longevity planning and
professional standards, combining
CII, BCS, application training and
finance as well as business skills,
such as time management and
team building.
With regards to insurance
training I am a firm believer this
should form part of the school
student experience, together with
basic accounting and economics.
In this way, future generations
will at least understand what they
are doing when the next financial
crisis hits!
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