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Screening
for Soft Skills

Freelance writer Marty Weil writes
a column for each issue of Data
Center Management called “Person-
nel Data.” He focuses on the human
aspect of data centers, so you can
look to Marty to help solve some of
the people problems in your facility.

IN HIS PREFACE TO DON QUIXOTE,
Miguel de Cervantes tells us: “Do but
take care to express yourself in a plain,
easy manner, in well-chosen, significant
and decent terms, and to give a harmo-
nious and pleasing turn to your periods:
study to explain your thoughts, and

set them in the truest light, laboring as
much as possible, not to leave them dark
nor intricate, but clear and intelligible.”

Data center managers would do well
to give this advice to their staff. If their
technically gifted employees can'’t listen
and communicate well or can’t see and
have some understanding of the larger
environment in which they work, their
managers shouldn’t be surprised to find
them tilting at windmills.
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BY MARTY WEIL

Looking Beyond Technical Merit

in the Hiring Process

“I'd compare a lot of the data cen-
ter’s behavioral needs to those seen in
engineering and manufacturing firms:
They need a staff that is primarily task
focused,” says Andrew Reid, principal
at Big Fish Interactive, a Toronto, ON-
based HR consulting firm.

Because their job requires these em-
ployees to get through a pile of work
they receive at the beginning of the day,
by the end of the shift that day’s work is
seen as either complete or not complete.
While they may have good interaction
skills, this view leads to a black or white
perspective, an inability to see or articu-
late nuances, and a mode of thinking
that impedes their ability to connect to
the larger organization. “Task-focused
individuals, by nature, are not condi-
tioned or wired to think of the bigger
picture,” says Reid.

To think in terms of how they affect
overall company growth and sustain-
ability or how they support the strategic
outcomes of the business, they need to
break free of this narrow mindset en-
couraged by the everyday pattern of their
technical work. “Our focus on doing ‘soft
skills’ training with this group is to get
them to see the benefit of changing their
communications patterns,” says Reid.

This focus can bring significant results
in terms of faster-moving projects, better
clarity and fewer mistakes and, there-
fore, better overall performance and

efficiency. “This approach is not often
taught in data centers,” continues Reid.
“A lot of the soft skills we work on are
often the things never taught in engi-
neering or technical school.”

Mark A. Herschberg, an instructor at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy (MIT), agrees about the importance
of soft skills for technical personnel.
“Ten years ago at MIT, we saw a chal-
lenge that our engineering-oriented
alumni faced limitations in their careers
due to a lack of soft skills,” he says.
“While engineers could solve the con-
crete problems and make things happen,
it was the non-technical managers who
always led the way. We thought that our
students were equally capable of leading.
As the world becomes more technical,
our alumni will have an edge in that it’s
easier to teach the soft skills to engineers
rather than try to teach engineering and
complex technical issues to non-techni-
cal people.”

A Prerequisite for Good Service

Greg DeSimone, a Mansfield, MA-based
business coach, points out that soft skills
are directly related to service. For data
center managers, technology is always
changing. So there is a need among hires
not only to know a certain technology,
but also to show the ability to adapt to
emerging technologies.






