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INTRODUCTION

TODAY’S DIGITAL CAPABILITIES are drawing up a new world 
order in business: Companies must be able to adapt at the 
pace of change that customers expect, with a focus on the 
technologies engrained in their daily lives.

While this new world order is requiring many organizations 
to focus on acquiring the hard technical skills to deliver, 
there is an oft-overlooked component critical to its 
success: the “soft skills” necessary to develop a new wave 
of technology leaders. They’re the same skills that are 
essential to effective collaboration between technologists 
and business people, which is what drives enterprise 
success, and the rise of technology leaders.

Now more than ever, soft skills are integral to success in not 
just a business person’s role, but also a technologist’s role. 
The new hyperdigital environment requires technology 
teams (including IT professionals) to be able to deliver 
more than technical competence, and business people to 

understand more than the basics of technology. And all of 
them must be strong communicators, collaborators, team 
players, and leaders.  

“Today’s high-level business initiatives are equal parts 
business and technology that not only require a common 
language, but also effective leadership from employees 
who haven’t always been asked to focus on their soft 
skills,” said Greg Layok, senior director and leader of West 
Monroe’s technology practice. “Hard skills are important, 
but soft skills and technology leadership are just as 
important to the success of business initiatives.”

Are companies doing enough to identify and foster strong 
soft skills, especially leadership, among their technology 
employees? Is it as much as they are doing for business 
employees? And are business people and technologists 
collaborating as well as they can?

ww Why soft skills are increasingly important to 
getting business and technology teams to 
work together – and the danger of ignoring 
the soft skills gap 

ww How companies are currently evaluating 
technology candidates for soft skills, and 
where they can improve

ww The critical changes your organization 
can make to develop effective technology 
leaders 

READ THIS RESEARCH  
TO LEARN:



Enterprise initiatives  
that really drive value 

are those that seamlessly 
merge technology and 

business strategies from 
the very beginning.

Greg Layok, Senior Director

“

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

West Monroe conducted a national survey of two distinct 
audiences to understand the intersection of technology and 
soft skills. In the survey, we asked more than 600 HR/recruiting 
professionals about how soft skills factor into the hiring 
process for technology employees. At the same time,  
we polled 650 line-of-business professionals on how they  
work with their technology teams.  
(See more in “Methodology,” pg. 10.) 

Our survey findings demonstrate that most HR professionals 
understand today’s technology professionals need soft skills 
in addition to technical capabilities to succeed in their role 
and add value to the overall organization. And for the most 
part, business people enjoy working with their technology 
counterparts. However, the pace of change is likely slowed or 
impacted by the contrast between the high value recruiters 
place on soft skills and the actual efforts required to cultivate 
soft-skilled technologists once they’re hired – leading to 
collaboration problems down the line. 

And while technologists and business people have a good working dynamic, there are three key issues that 
prevent this collaboration from having the greatest business impact:    

ww Over 40 percent of business people point to collaboration-based issues with technology teams that 
hinder work efficiency and timely project completion

ww Leadership potential is not being emphasized in hiring or training processes for technologists; as a 
result, technologists are not viewed as leaders by their peers

ww Within companies, soft skills factor into a technology employee’s career advancement, yet businesses 
don’t provide the necessary training to further develop their IT professionals’ soft skills 

These issues can be solved through a combination of more focused hiring strategies, continuous training, 
and cross-disciplinary alignment.
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TODAY’S TECHNOLOGISTS AND BUSINESS PEOPLE are 

working together more than ever. Over the past three years, more 

than half (53 percent) of business people say the amount they 

work with their technology teams has increased. This reflects the 

increasing value technology brings to all aspects of the workplace. 

“Enterprise initiatives that really drive value are those that seamlessly 

merge technology and business strategies from the very beginning,” 

Layok said. “The idea of a ‘pure’ technology or business initiative is 

outdated. Today, the two groups share joint accountability on results-

driven projects.”

This need for joint accountability requires technology teams 

and business people to work well together. While 91 percent of 

employees say they enjoy working with their company’s technology 

team, there are still areas for improvement. Forty-three percent 

of business people say they’ve experienced collaboration-based 

issues working alongside their technology counterparts. The most 

common reason these issues arise is verbal miscommunication (cited 

by 62 percent) followed by poor teamwork (44 percent) and written 

miscommunication (38 percent). 

All three of these underlying issues are qualities businesses should 

formally assess in the hiring process – and continue to develop once 

teams are onboarded.

“Businesses need to take advantage of the disruptive shift in the 

dynamic between IT and business,” Layok said. “They should actively 

look for technologists with the interpersonal, writing, and teamwork 

abilities to thrive in an integrated business setting and develop into 

leaders. The challenge is formalizing a process that most effectively 

evaluates prospects for needed soft skills and leadership potential.” 

This is a challenge HR leaders are working to address.

BUSINESS AND TECHNOLOGY AREN’T WORKING AS 
WELL AS THEY COULD BE

71

43%

33%

THE CONSEQUENCES OF  
COLLABORATION-BASED ISSUES BETWEEN 

BUSINESS PEOPLE AND TECHNOLOGISTS

DELAYED OR PROLONGED PROJECTS

LOWER QUALITY OF WORK

MISSED DEADLINES

%

Over the past three years, 53 percent of  
business people say the amount they work  
with their technology teams have increased
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TECHNOLOGY JOBS AREN’T EASY TO FILL: 61 percent of HR 

leaders say technology roles are either somewhat or extremely more 

difficult to hire for than other positions. 

In a market where qualified technologists are in short supply, adding 

soft skills and leadership potential into the mix – which 98 percent 

of HR leaders do – only adds more difficulty to the process. More 

HR professionals say technology roles are harder to fill because 

candidates lack strong soft skills (43 percent) vs. those who cite “not 

enough qualified applicants” (39 percent).

For the most part, HR leaders aren’t letting prospects with subpar 

soft skills slip through the cracks: Over two-thirds (67 percent) 

of HR leaders say they have withheld a job offer to an otherwise 

qualified technology candidate solely because of that candidate’s 

lack of soft skills. 

In the same three-year timeframe that business people say their 

interactions with their tech teams have increased, more than three-

quarters (78 percent) of HR leaders say they’ve become more focused 

on finding technology employees with strong soft skills.

“The uptick in HR leaders’ focus on soft skills reflects the broader 

understanding that technology is embedded in business strategy, 

and vice versa,” Layok said. “Both groups are working toward fulfilling 

the same strategic business initiatives, so communication and 

leadership is key.”

SOFT SKILLS PLAY A DECISIVE ROLE WHEN FILLING 
TECHNOLOGY ROLES

VERBAL COMMUNICATION

THE TOP SOFT SKILLS THAT MOST 
FREQUENTLY PREVENT TECHNOLOGY 

CANDIDATES FROM GETTING A JOB OFFER

TEAMWORK/COLLABORATION

WRITTEN COMMUNICATION

52%

43%

 61 percent of HR leaders say technology 
roles are either somewhat or extremely more 

difficult to hire for than other positions. 
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THERE’S NO DEBATING that recruiters are starting to place 

a higher value on soft skills when filling technology roles, but 

what does that look like in practice? An examination of how 

soft skill evaluations play out reveals that while companies have 

concrete assessment methodologies and are including the proper 

stakeholders in these evaluations, they’re overlooking one critical 

skill: leadership potential.

For 60 percent of companies that assess technology candidates’ soft 

skills, the process includes a cultural fit or behavioral interview. This 

is an opportunity to bring in business decision makers from outside 

the HR and technology departments to offer an objective eye about 

a candidate’s interpersonal skills – something nearly two-thirds of 

companies do. This outside perspective is often influential: 56 percent 

of HR leaders say business decision makers’ feedback is very important 

in determining whether a technology candidate is ultimately hired.

THE SOFT SKILLS EVALUATION:  
DECISION MAKERS GET A SEAT AT THE TABLE,  
BUT LEADERSHIP TAKES A BACK SEAT

By Casey Foss, Director of Marketing at West Monroe 

The stereotypical picture of technology and business teams 
starts with a division: Each team works on its own projects 
without any significant overlap. One side uses acronyms and 
code lingo, and the other side rattles off terms like “critical 
business drivers” and “priority road maps.” But our study 
showed this stereotype is no longer reality.  

Today, the two groups are required to work in tandem to 
drive innovation. They have to speak the same language. 

At West Monroe, we take an issues-based approach to help 

our clients achieve success. Over the course of our 15-year 

journey, we’ve learned that the best results happen when you 

team up business consultants with developers, architects, 

and engineers – what we call our Uncommon Blend. 

Our multidisciplinary teams work closely with our customers 

to help them break down longstanding departmental 

siloes and realize the true innovation that happens when 

technologists and business people work together. 

Our approach isn’t prescriptive; it’s analytical, engaged, and 

comprehensive. And through this approach, we’re seeing our 

customers change their mindset and maximize collaboration 

between technology and business.

DRIVING A BETTER 
BUSINESS/TECHNOLOGY 
DYNAMIC 
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Overall, soft skills evaluations play a pivotal role in determining 

whether a technology prospect lands a job: 95 percent of HR 

professionals say the soft skills evaluation is an important component 

of the technology hiring process. Yet when it comes to valuing 

leadership potential, HR leaders and business people aren’t on the 

same page. When given the option to rank soft skills by importance, 

roughly 4 out of 10 HR leaders (38 percent) cite leadership as the 

least important soft skill for technology candidates. This was by far 

the largest category to be ranked as the least important soft skill for 

technology professionals. 

The fact that recruiters aren’t prioritizing leadership has direct 

consequences in terms of how technology team members are 

perceived by their peers. Among the business people we surveyed, 

leadership was most often cited as the weakest soft skill (60 percent 

said this) among technology professionals. 

The fact that technologists aren’t seen as leaders is troubling since 

leadership is strongly valued on the business side – and it’s inherent 

to successful enterprise-level projects and innovation.

“From making decisions about enterprise-wide technology adoption 

to planning and executing SCRUM meetings, to strategically 

delegating work for group projects, technologists must project 

confident leadership in order to succeed in today’s more integrated 

enterprise environment,” said Kevin McCarty, West Monroe’s CEO and 

a self-professed technologist who rose to a top leadership position.

SPOTLIGHT ON 
LEADERSHIP

60%

50%

44%

CULTURAL FIT OR BEHAVIORAL INTERVIEW

PERSONALITY TEST

WRITING TEST

MOST POPULAR METHODS OF ASSESSING A 
TECHNOLOGY CANDIDATE’S SOFT SKILLS

4 OUT OF 10 
HR leaders cite leadership as 

the least important soft skill for 

technology candidates.

LEADERSHIP 
was most often cited as the weakest soft 

skill among technology professionals
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SOFT SKILLS AND CAREER ADVANCEMENT: 
EXPECTATIONS EXCEED TRAINING

WHILE IT’S IMPORTANT for companies to vet prospective 

technology candidates for soft skills, it’s even more important to 

ensure all employees continue to cultivate these abilities on the job. 

While companies factor soft skills into technologists’ performance 

reviews, they aren’t focusing as much on providing ongoing training 

for these skills. 

More than three-quarters (78 percent) of companies continue to 

evaluate technologists’ soft skills as part of their overall performance 

reviews, and certain soft skills can make or break career advancement 

within these roles. For instance, 31 percent of HR professionals say 

verbal communication skills are a requirement to progress within a 

technology role, while 26 percent consider teamwork/collaboration 

capabilities a condition of career growth. 

Despite the emphasis in performance reviews, businesses aren’t 

devoting the same degree of focus to relevant training: While 78 

percent of companies factor soft skills into performance evaluations, 

only 59 percent provide soft skills training for employees – a 

discrepancy that enterprises must address.  

“While it’s encouraging that companies factor soft skills into 

performance reviews, that needs to be matched by a commensurate 

focus on continuous soft skills training,” McCarty said. “And right now, 

that’s not happening.” 

By Greg Layok, Senior Director of Technology at West Monroe 

The rapid pace of change and innovation requires 
multidisciplinary teams where ideas can be nurtured. This 
only can be accomplished when there is tight alignment with 
business and technology leaders.

Right now, that’s not happening in most cases: As we found, 
only 40 percent of technology teams are brought in during 
the initial planning stages of a strategic business initiative.

By creating cross-disciplinary collaboration teams 
comprised of technical and non-technical leaders, 
enterprises can take a key step toward bridging any 
communicative gaps that exist. These teams should work 
to formally equip technologists with the communication 
and collaboration tools and skills to maximize cross-
departmental collaboration. 

In terms of how these teams should be structured, 
technologists need to lead the charge. To that end, 
technology leaders can benefit significantly from adopting 
a more consultative mindset – one that considers their own 
departmental objectives alongside bottom-line business goals. 

In my work with clients, the companies that strike this 
balance best are those that view technologists as a critical 
part of overall business and ensure they have a seat at the 
table at all business-critical conversations. 

INTEGRATING WITH 
BUSINESS PARTNERS
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STEPS TOWARD A RESULTS-DRIVEN,  
INTEGRATED WORKPLACE 

TODAY’S TECHNOLOGY TEAMS  play a key role in overall 

business operations, working closely with business people to carry out 

enterprise-critical functions. But there are communication challenges 

that stand in the way of an optimally integrated workplace. 

Surmounting these challenges requires a strategic approach to 

finding, cultivating, and rewarding well-rounded technologists.  

Here’s what our experts recommend: 

1 | Hire and coach for soft skills—
especially leadership potential.

In addition to technology employees not being viewed as leaders 

by their non-tech peers, we notably found that technologists have 

difficulty ascending the career ladder, with 39 percent of companies 

lacking a technologist in a leadership position (e.g., CIO, CTO or 

CSO). The absence of technology expertise in leadership roles 

exacerbates siloes between technologists and business people and 

can discourage technologists from acquiring the skills they need to 

lead and advance their careers. “It’s a big miss in the market if HR isn’t 

taking additional time to vet technologists for leadership potential 

during the hiring process,” McCarty explained. “Unfortunately, those 

hiring for technology professionals currently focus on relevant 

certifications in technical skills and experience with technologies 

specific to the role. While these are vital qualifiers for a technology 

role, past leadership experience should be prioritized as well.”

To strategically address this, companies should reevaluate their 

current hiring procedures. Specifically, they should start by expanding 

behavioral interviews to include leadership-focused hypotheticals and 

review technologist résumés with a closer eye to leadership potential.

But the emphasis on leadership shouldn’t stop with the hiring process. 

“Once technologists are hired, HR leaders should work with enterprise 

decision makers to conceive and design a leadership trajectory 

for technology workers,” McCarty said. “This trajectory should be 

based around a clear career model that provides key tenure-based 

benchmarks that technologists are expected to fulfill (e.g., “By year 

four, you should have these specific leadership experiences”).”

2 | Provide continuous training

Companies can’t expect to overcome the soft skills deficit through 

strategic hiring alone; they also need to emphasize soft skills 

development within the business. While incorporating soft skill 

benchmarks into technologists’ career models can provide them with 

a clear idea of what’s expected of them, enterprises should also assist 

technologists in fulfilling those expectations. 

That’s where continuous training comes into play. By incorporating 

regular soft skills training into career coaching and performance 

reviews for all technology employees, organizations can equip their 

technology teams with the soft skills needed to advance within 

their careers.

For technical employees, enterprises should focus on leadership, 

written communication, and conflict management since these are 

the most frequently identified as shortcomings by those who work 

with technologists.

Companies can’t expect to 
overcome the soft skills deficit 
through strategic hiring alone.
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SURVEY METHODOLOGY
In Fall 2017, West Monroe Partners conducted two industry-spanning, national surveys of HR/recruiting professionals and full-time 
employees to assess the state of America’s soft skills shortage among enterprise technology and IT professionals, and to reveal how this 
impacts businesses. Our first survey polled 600 HR/recruiting professionals. All respondents are directly involved in the recruiting/hiring 
process for technologist roles.

At the same time, we surveyed 650 full-time employees to reveal how line-of-business, non-IT employees interact with their 
technologist peers. All employees we surveyed work at companies with technology professionals or teams and directly interact with 
members of these teams.  

To ensure representative results, both surveys were strategically distributed across gender, generational, geographic, departmental, and 
industry lines. 

TECHNOLOGY

CONSTRUCTION, MANUFACTURING, 
DISTRIBUTION, LOGISTICS

HEALTHCARE

OTHER

RETAIL/WHOLESALE

FINANCIAL SERVICES, BANKING,  
PRIVATE EQUITY

HOSPITALITY

ENERGY, UTILITIES

LIFE SCIENCES: 

 

18-35 YEARS OLD

36-51 YEARS OLD

52-70 YEARS OLD

3 | Work across disciplines to 
improve soft skills. 

As long as siloes persist with technology leaders and other business 

decision makers, enterprises won’t be able to have a business model 

that successfully integrates technologists. And breaking down these 

siloes means establishing accountability on both sides. 

“Just as technology leaders need soft skills to effectively collaborate 

with the line of business, non-technical enterprise leaders also need 

fluency in terms of understanding the work of technology teams,” 

Layok said. 

To that end, companies should look to create multidisciplinary 

collaborative leadership teams, with technology leaders working 

alongside other business decision makers. 

HR/RECRUITING

HR/RECRUITING

FULL-TIME EMPLOYEES

FULL-TIME EMPLOYEES

INDUSTRY

AGE RANGE

22%
31%

16%

56% 53%

21%14%

38% 34%

6%
13%

12%

11%
11%

11% 8%

3% 3%3% 2%3% 3%

17%

9%
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CASEY FOSS 
Director, Marketing

Casey Foss is director of marketing for West Monroe and a member of the firm’s executive team. She leads West 
Monroe’s Marketing team and strategy, as well as the firm’s key accounts program, and a multifaceted brand-
building program that has produced a distinctive and highly respected marketplace reputation. 

cfoss@westmonroepartners.com

GREG LAYOK 
Senior Director, Technology

Greg Layok, a senior director with West Monroe. He is also a leader in the firm’s Technology practice 
and a key architect of its strategy to develop and apply deep technology skills to solve business issues 
and create enterprise value. He has more than 20 years of experience enabling business goals and 
performance through application of technology strategy, operational improvement, business intelligence, 
and system development. 

glayok@westmonroepartners.com

KEVIN McCARTY 
President & CEO

Kevin McCarty is the president and CEO of West Monroe, responsible for all office and shared services 
operations across the firm. He is member of the firm’s board of directors, and head of the executive leadership 
team. In addition to leading the firm nationally, Kevin continues to serve clients embarking on large-scale 
transformational initiatives.  

kmccarty@westmonroepartners.com

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

About West Monroe Partners
West Monroe is a progressive business and technology consulting firm that partners with dynamic organizations to 
reimagine, build, and operate their businesses at peak performance.  

Our team of more than 950 professionals is comprised of an uncommon blend of business consultants and deep 
technologists.  This unique combination of expertise enables us to design, develop, implement, and run strategic business 
and technology solutions that yield a dramatic commercial impact on our clients’ profitability and performance. For more 
information, please visit westmonroepartners.com.
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