Computers and IT

Information technology (IT) has meant big changes in most jobs and many organisations now rely on their computer installations. Business regularly uses IT for communications and in all functions from design to marketing, while public bodies are moving towards ‘paperless’ information systems.

The use of the internet now emphasises interactive software and e-commerce, often using database-driven websites and wireless fidelity (‘WiFi’) networking. Most computer specialists need to know something about internet technologies.

Around 1,102,000 people are currently working in IT, and more than half are employed by ‘end-user’ organisations rather than IT companies. Although vacancy levels can vary, the prospects for all IT occupations except computer operator are good with possible shortages in many jobs. 

Vacancies occur in all parts of the country. There is generally more work in larger towns and cities, although some people work from home. IT skills are international and opportunities to work abroad are fairly common. Job titles can be confusing as they are not consistent across the industry and multiskilling means job functions can overlap. Many people now work on a freelance or contract basis, often setting up their own consultancies.

Teamwork, verbal and writing skills are often just as vital as technical knowledge, but almost all jobs need the ability to solve complex logical problems. Most importantly, the pace of change in IT is very fast and retraining in new skills is constant.

Some jobs are highly technical, for instance software developer or technical support. Others such as helpdesk professionals and IT trainers need good people skills. Business awareness is important for systems analysts and database administrators. Multimedia designers or web professionals may be more creative, possibly coming from a design background.

Most IT people spend a lot of time working at a computer screen, but they are not necessarily sitting at a desk all day. They are often based in open plan offices with the rest of their team. Some work in call centres, dealing with computer users over the phone. Some jobs mean travelling to sell or install systems, or sort out problems on site.

There are many ways into IT, and people may start training with very different levels of previous educational qualifications. Some go in with a degree in IT, others have a completely unrelated degree, an HND or BTEC national qualification, A levels/H grades or GCSEs/S grades. 

It is possible to take a Graduate Apprenticeship in IT, studying at college at degree or diploma level while also learning at work. There are Modern Apprenticeships in Call Handling Operations or IT and Electronic Services, which are work-based training programmes leading to NVQs/SVQs and can lead to other kinds of work with computers. Much training material is available on the internet.

IT offers good promotion opportunities. Some jobs experience regular turnover and can be stepping stones to management. The fast pace of change means that career progression depends on anticipating new trends and making good contacts with people in the know. Self employment opportunities are increasing.

