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What are the factors that lead people to information technology jobs? Once there, what keeps them there? These are the broad questions we address in this study of current IT employees. Looking at questions covering early influences and experiences, job satisfaction, work and home influences and experiences and attitudes, we compare responses by sex, age and educational experience.

Originally conceived to look at issues of women’s recruitment and retention and IT, this study explores a variety of factors pertaining to career and life choices in a sample of current IT employees.
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Methods

Data were collected from Northeastern University’s Master of Science in Information Systems alumni with a response rate of 44.7 percent (186/416), and from IT professionals in four major Massachusetts corporations. From one corporate participant, the response rate was 37.9 percent (205/541), but from the other three, the corporations participated in limited ways, sending out an undetermined number of surveys of which 41 were returned, preventing study staff from determining response rate.

The study, funded by the National Science Foundation, was conducted by the Northeastern University and  Campbell-Kibler Associates, Inc.  This summary was written by Rosa Carson   
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Copies of the full report are available from Campbell-Kibler Associates, Inc. 80 Lakeside Dr.,  Groton, Ma. 01450, campbell@campbell-kibler.com,  www.campbell-kibler.com
Five main areas were included in the survey:

· Academic Background and IT Training

· Employment History

· Demographics/Family Background

· Early Education and Career Influences

· Work-related Values and Attitudes 

The final survey consisted of 41 closed-ended and three open-ended questions. Each question had from one to 20 sub items for a total of 400 identifiable variables.

The limitations on the data are that it was impossible to make comparisons between people who left the field of IT and those who remained, or to compare people who chose never to enter the field of IT with those who did. Also, three of the four participating corporations did not provide information on fthe number of employees who were sent copies of the survey, making it impossible to compute an overall response rate or determine any information comparing those who responded and those who did not.

Routes to the IT Field

There are three educational routes that can lead to an IT career (no IT degree, undergraduate IT degree or Master’s as the first IT degree). Some of the factors related to developing an IT career had sex-based differences, but many didn’t.

More men (27%) than women (17%) had undergraduate IT degrees, while fewer men (28%) than women (48%) had a graduate degree as their first degree in IT. Of those who received as Master’s as their first degree in the field, 90% came from Northeastern’s MSIS program, which was predominantly comprised of women. More men (45%) than women (35%) had no IT degree at all.

We found no significant sex differences regarding the number of advanced math and science courses taken. Regardless of sex, those with undergraduate IT-related degrees took more advanced math and science courses than did others. Age was a more significant factor than sex, with those under 40 taking more courses than those over 40. Women respondents of all age groups took similar numbers of courses as men in their age cohort and degree group.

Men were, however, more likely to have participated in informal science and math activities (50% vs. 33%). While men’s participation was linked to their educational path, women’s participation wasn’t; whatever their degree, only about one third of women had participated in informal pre-college science and math activities.

Early Computer Experiences

Younger respondents started working with computers at earlier ages than did older respondents. Most felt their parents had no effect on their entry into IT.

Respondents with an undergraduate IT degree had the earliest exposure to computers, followed by those with no IT degree. There is a large range of ages at which respondents began working with computers.

Few respondents (eight women, ten men) felt their parents had discouraged them from entering IT fields, but a majority of respondents (61% of women and 62% of men) felt their parents had no effect on their entry into the field. The significant difference in this area was that women (18%) were more likely than men (11%) to feel their parents had strongly encouraged them toward IT and less like to think their parents had discouraged them (1% vs. 4.55% of men). Similar percentages of women (29%) and men (27%) had one or more parents in a science or engineering occupation; both percentages are higher than the general population (12.6%)

Personality, IT Employment

Sex differences appeared in the analysis of self-reported personality characteristics but only around one factor: Dynamic. There is a strong negative correlation between age and the number of advanced math, science and computer courses taken in high school.

One primary factor, Dynamic, which consisted of five variables (Decisive, Aggressive, Assertive, Entrepreneurial and Approach risk assertively), demonstrated significant sex differences, as well as significant interactions of sex and IT degree. Women and men with undergraduate IT degrees and not IT degrees rated themselves about the same on this dynamic factor of variables stereotypically considered masculine. The greatest difference was between women with graduate IT degrees, who rated themselves least dynamic, and men with graduate IT degrees, who rated themselves most dynamic. Younger women were more likely to describe themselves as having more of the dynamic personality characteristics than older women. There was no correlation for men regarding age on this personality factor.

Younger respondents were more likely to have taken more computer science, math and science courses. Those taking advanced math and science courses were also more likely to have taken computer science courses. Younger respondents of both sexes took more computer science courses than older respondents.  

Learning and Skills

Both sexes were most likely to have initially learned their IT skills by reading, but men were more likely to learn by doing while women were more likely to learn by having someone show them. There were significant differences by sex, by degree and in the interaction of sex and degree in the realm of technical skills.

Several sex differences emerged around major modes of learning. Men were more apt than women to read programming books. Women were more likely to have an employer or colleague show them. Men with graduate IT degrees were most likely to learn from reading programming books, while men with no IT degrees were the least likely to do so.

In four of the eight technical content areas, there were significant sex differences with men reporting more experience than women in non-object-oriented programming languages, operating systems, web authoring tools and networking. In the cases of web authoring tools and web languages, men with IT-related undergraduate degrees were favored. Only in the realms of databases and graphics were there minimal or no sex differences.

Despite these differences in respondent experience, there were few differences in respondents’ job tasks. In 18 of the 21 job tasks, there were no sex differences. Men were more apt to report doing programming (37.6% vs. 29.5%) and software development (36.9% vs. 29.9%), while women were more likely to report doing project management (51.3% vs. 39.0%).

Satisfaction


Overall job satisfaction was high for both men and women with significant differences by degree group but not by sex.

Women and men were equally highly satisfied in terms of the degree to which they were rewarded for their efforts, the degree to which they were stimulated and challenged, and opportunities for advancement. The most frequent reservations related to their career concerned the rapidly changing field and the amount of work necessary to keep current. In only one of the sources of job dissatisfaction was there a significant sex difference: women found failure to see much meaning in their work a more frequent source of dissatisfaction than did men.

Interestingly, there was no significant difference by sex regarding the difficulty of balancing career and family responsibilities. Women had the same level of job satisfaction regardless of whether or not they had children, while men with children had significantly higher job satisfaction than those without. Regardless of sex, parents reported more frequent difficulty balancing career and family responsibilities than non-parents. Working mothers report the most household responsibility, followed by women without children. Working fathers report the least household responsibility, followed by men without children.

Implications

There is a surprising lack of heterogeneity among IT workers in the study population. Fewer sex differences were found than have been found in the population as a whole. IT work job satisfaction is very high.

Workers were doing approximately the same tasks regardless of their educational background. Since educational background is not a good predictor of job tasks, programs to encourage students to go into IT may need to target a much broader pool of students than those in advanced math or science courses. It may mean that employers should recruit from a broader pool, as well.

Lack of sex differences may mean than women and or men in our sample were different from those in the larger population.

Job satisfaction in our sample did not reflect conventional wisdom, especially around issues of family and career-building. This may reflect a general enjoyment of their jobs by IT professionals, a fact that, if true, should be stressed in recruitment efforts.
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