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Introduction

This briefing is focused on the steps to take in setting up and running 
an IT department. It is for anyone charged with this responsibility, 
in local public service organisations of any size and type.

You might be managing the department yourself, sponsoring 
the establishment of a department or supervising 
someone doing any of these things. You might be: 

 › an IT professional who may or may not understand the 

business that the department is going to support, with 

or without extensive IT management experience.

 › a business professional, e.g. a social worker or a planner who 

understands the business need, but not the technology.

 › a service manager who has been asked 

to sort out IT arrangements.

 › a senior manager who has seen the perfect setup at a conference. 

Whoever you are, once you’ve been charged with responsibility 
for managing an IT department, you’ll have plenty of questions. 
You’ll probably be asking yourself what you want the 
department to do, what users expect it to do and how much 
of a change its going to make. It’s also necessary to consider 
how that change will be received by the organisation. 

The aim of this briefing is to answer these questions, 
providing you with the information and knowledge 
to move onto the next stage of our series. 
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Understanding yourself

In thinking about what sort of CIO/Head of IT/Director 
of ICT/Digital Leader you are, or aspire to become, 
think about what you are really interested in, what 
are your strengths and weaknesses and how you are 
going play to your strengths and accommodate areas 
where you are not so knowledgeable or competent.

Successful ICT leaders come from a wide range 
of backgrounds, increasingly non-technical. You 
will bring a strength and a certain perspective. 
The skill of a good leader is to empathise and 
recognise when you need to take advice.

Don't be afraid to fill gaps. Read up, do the 
course, ask someone, whatever is your 
learning style. It will set a great example.

How do you want 
to be seen?

Supporter, enabler, innovator? Are you a trusted 
partner or an unreliable supplier? Make sure that 
you really know how your systems are running. 
Know where you are and where you want to be.

How are you going to communicate 
with your stakeholders?

 › Attend their team meetings, regularly, 
and this includes the top team.

• You want to be there when business 
decisions are being taken, so that you 
understand the context for the technology. 
If you find yourself isolated, then work 
to find out why that is happening. Ask 
around, get feedback, and respond. 

 › Have a general communications plan, being 
clear about what messages you want to send 
and where people can easily find out what they 
need to know, whether they are curious, or need 
to know what to do when things go wrong. 

 › Some councils publish to the world https://
blogs.hackney.gov.uk/hackit/ - that takes quite 
a lot of confidence but encouraging others to 
see your work and get feedback is valuable.  

Working with your 
stakeholders

Your department is not working in isolation. From 
the moment you walk into your job, start to find out 
who your stakeholders are; meet them, listen to their 
view of your service, and do the same with your own 
staff. There is no substitute for paying attention.  

Governance

You need confidence that your work is supporting the 
organisation and is seen to be doing so. No matter how 
much of a partner with colleagues you are, you are 
also providing a service which they rely on. To give your 
activities legitimacy, there needs to be good governance. 
How are you are going to develop this? Just having 
an IT governance group rarely works. It needs to be 
aligned to something more positive, such as improving 
public service outcomes and service design.  It could 
be informal, through continual dialogue with managers 
across the organisation; it could be through regular 
presentations of strategy to the senior leadership 
team, with formal sign-off. Depending on member 
level engagement, cabinet sign-off might be needed. 
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Budget

When the organisation is looking for efficiencies, then 
technology can often support that. Nirvana is lower cost, 
higher service. An IT department adding value will inspire 
confidence and attract funds. Boom and bust is very 
difficult as it costs so much to do big catch-ups. Build 
relationships, make sure there is mutual understanding, 
and be clear about the value you are delivering. 

What is your 
leadership style?

The digital leader has a tough job. You are leading 
your department, but also leading the council in 
harnessing technology and data. In terms of how you 
do this, you need to understand what the current 
state is. You might know that because you have 
been promoted from within, or you might not and 
need to find out. Think about adaptive leadership 
(Heifetz, 2014) This suggests that your leadership 
style needs to deal with the situation you are in. 

(Mulder, 2017) 

Organising your team

ITIL is a very useful framework for making sure you 
have all the bases covered. You could do a lot worse 
than follow it or use it to evaluate where you are: 
www.axelos.com/best-practice-solutions/itil.

In terms of what you are going to deliver, have 
a look at the Socitm IT strategy assessment 
framework (socitm.net/download/building-
an-it-strategy-assessment-framework).

Most departments are organised around the 
architecture layers and functional requirements

Architecture layers include:

 › Infrastructure

• Servers
• Network
• Productivity tools: email/Office/G-suite etc.

 › Line of business applications - sometimes 
productivity tools are included here.

 › Information and data

 › Master data management

 › Business intelligence.

Functional requirements - how you do things – include 
activities which stretch across all the technical areas 
and are sometimes incorporated into other teams. 
There is no right way, but you need to be aware 
that creating separate teams should aim to bring 
focus and professionalism to individual functions.

Functions to consider include:

 › Business relationship management

 › Contract management

 › Service Desk

Adaptive
leadership

Navigating 
business 
environments

Leading with
empathy

Self-correction
and reflection

Creating win-win
solutions
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 › Training

 › Programme and project management

 › Application development and integration

Finding the right people

Even in an IT department, you can’t do much without 
people. However, local government can provide 
a rewarding range of work. It can attract people 
looking to make a positive impact in the communities 
with which they are working that is hard to find 
elsewhere. As digital, data and technology have 
become more pervasive, the public sector offers 
opportunities for those working in IT to do just this.

One approach is to attract people at the beginning 
of their careers; local university placements 
and apprenticeships can be very fruitful. 

See what Hackney has done with apprentices: 
docs.google.com/document/d/1QXtI4AUT6UY6
mDBrPhA1ZsfTBUOofJLfcUhtnlanf8A/edit.

You might not be interested in showing off what you 
are doing, but a good reputation will attract better 
candidates. Don't be afraid to do a few presentations at 
conferences and Socitm/BCS meetings. There will be an 
audience out there and it will raise the council’s profile.

Communicating 

How will your staff know what they are supposed to 
be doing? How are you going to communicate with 
them?  What is your response to feedback going to be? 

Just because you want to tell them, 
doesn't mean they need to know. 

Think instead - what do they need to know, how will they 
receive it? Really think about the emotional, as well as 
the logical reaction to what you are saying and writing.

Are you telling them off or inspiring 
them? Here are a few options:

All of these options have their place in the 
communications ‘toolbox’. They all have their 
strengths and weaknesses. The trick is to understand 
with whom you are talking and which method 
or a combination is best suited to get across 
the information you need to communicate. 

Method Comments

Blogs

Is writing your strength? Do you enjoy 
it - can you get messages over clearly 
and succinctly in a way that people 
will read?

Stand 
ups

Are you better at talking than writing? 
You could do a stand up and get 
someone else to write it up.

Cascade

You tell your managers in team 
meetings and they tell their teams. 
This a traditional method that can 
lose a lot in the telling, or turn into 
Chinese whispers...

Team 
meetings

You could attend team meetings 
and deliver messages and have the 
discussions yourself.
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Managing your people

How are you going to ensure at an individual level 
that people know what to do and how to do it?

Traditionally, this is achieved by meeting staff 
individually, agreeing (or imposing) performance targets 
for the year and then reviewing these on a regular 
basis in formal 1:1s. Some may chafe at the formality 
and prefer a more informal approach. Importantly, 
everyone should know what is expected and you 
should understand your whole teams’ performance. 

Development and training

Lifelong learning is essential for you and your staff. Make 
sure you have an idea about what new ideas are coming 
down the track and make an effort to understand them. 

Do you understand the skillset of your staff and 
what you and they want to do with it? Make a 
plan for how to get there and keep track of it.

Options include:

 › Many like classroom training. You can control the 
timing, the employee presence, the content and get 
feedback from the trainer. But it can be expensive.

 › Brown bag lunches – informal – eat your 
lunch while a colleague shares something.

 › Short online training sessions such as www.
cbtnuggets.com that staff can do at their own 
pace. Just make sure staff are using it.

 › Team meetings where colleagues share experiences. 

 › Awaydays.

 › The training doesn’t always have to be tech related, 
for example training your staff to tell stories 
(Narativ, 2020) can improve a whole range of skills 
sometimes seen as in particular short supply in tech.

How to keep up?

Running an IT department can be a 24/7 job. 
Try to carve out some time for yourself. 

Going to conferences is sometimes seen as an optional 
activity, but you can cram a lot of learning into a short 
time and meet with colleagues. It can be daunting to 
introduce yourself to strangers, but practice and a 
couple of stock questions to ask can be very fruitful. 

Finally, listen and read:

Harvard Business Review (hbr.org) has a 
wide range of podcasts (hbr.org/podcasts), 
some focusing on tech related topics: hbr.
org/2019/04/podcast-exponential-view

Other resources include: www.themuse.com/
advice/9-tech-podcasts-so-addictive-your-friends-
should-start-planning-the-intervention

Computer Weekly: www.computerweekly.com

Tech Crunch: techcrunch.com

And if you want some more detailed advice, this is a really 
handy book that tells you everything you need to know: 
How to build an IT Department from Chaos to Continual 
System improvement by Clark Rainer (Rainer, 2018).
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Have your say

We always welcome feedback and discussion 
on the contents of our publications.

Martin Ferguson 
Director of policy and research 
martin.ferguson@socitm.net
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Director of leadership development 
and research 
nadira.hussain@socitm.net

Get in touch

Website: www.socitm.net 
Email: inform@socitm.net 
Tel: 01604 709456

Join the conversation...   @Socitm     Socitm
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