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Abstract

One of the greatest challenges facing information technology (IT) managers is adapting to
change. IT managers must cope with frequent changes in programming languages and technology
platforms, all the while implementing new applications within their organizations (Straub & Wat-
son, 2001). There are many indicators that this constant change is a challenge for IT professionals
and managers. Benemati and Lederer (2001) documented a series of problems that IT profession-
als experience when attempting to cope with the rapid changes of the field, namely “realizing the
potential of new IT while avoiding the associated risks.”

This study investigates one particular method for dealing with change and skill set maintenance
among IT professionals: technology discussion groups. The study also investigates gender differ-
ences in the use of discussion groups. Two hundred and fourteen IT professionals were surveyed
on what sort of IT-related activities they devote time to, how much problem-solving they attempt
via technology discussion groups with respect to those activities, and their perceived community
and organizational benefits to participating in such discussion groups. The study found significant
gender differences in perceived value of technology discussion groups.
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Background

For individual IT professionals, the demands associated with constantly learning and adjust-
ing/updating their skill sets can be stressful and compromise overall productivity in a number of
ways (Lee, Trauth, & Farwell, 1995). On the whole, changes in technology significantly affect
overall burnout in IT jobs. Sixty two percent of IT professionals claim to operate in “crisis mode”
most or all of the time (Fischer, 1998).

Given the effect of coping with change
among IT professionals, IT managers
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strategies employed by IT professionals themselves. Many authors have also focused specifically
on women in the IT workforce, but those studies typically address the problems women face in
IT, rather than exploring what makes them successful.

Research has sought to identify gender differences that may explain the low participation rate
among women in the IT profession, but consistent patterns of differences rarely emerge. Moore
(2000) was able to make a connection between low job satisfaction and gender. It was hypothe-
sized that women perceived little benefit to themselves or their organizations in the effort re-
quired of them to maintain an updated skill set that would allow them to perform adequately. Fur-
ther analysis of that data suggests, however, that when controlling for job rank, the gender effect
goes away.

While Moore’s initial hypothesis is complicated by the introduction of job rank as a variable,
there does seem to be agreement that rank is at least somewhat tied to gender, perhaps making
this a second-order effect. Many authors have identified and addressed the “glass ceiling” that
prevents women in IT (and several other professions as well) from advancing beyond a certain
point in rank and wages (Ahuja, 2002; Baroudi & Igbaria, 1995; Harris & Wilkinson, 2004; Ig-
baria & Baroudi, 1995; Kaminski & Reilly, 2004; Perrons, 2002; Ranson & Reeves, 1996; Smits,
McLean, & Tanner, 1993; Sumner & Niederman, 2003). The potential explanations for the glass
ceiling are too numerous to list here, ranging from educational interests at a young age, to gender
roles in personal lives, to blatant discrimination.

With respect to the IT field specifically, women tend to enter the professional workforce with less
training (Francis, 2000), but tend to demonstrate no significant differences in productivity among
high-performing men and women (Smits et al., 1993). This seems to indicate that, despite differ-
ent educational foundations, women in the workforce are capable of compensating for the differ-
ence in background. This may be due, in part, to women’s increased willingness to admit to a lack
of knowledge or understanding, and to seek help (Baroudi & Igbaria, 1995; Venkatesh, & Morris,
2000).

The extent to which women will utilize technology to seek help when confronted with a problem
or to meet an information need has been explored by a number of researchers studying overall IT
use. Gefen and Straub (1997) found that women and men differed in their perceptions of e-mail,
but not their use of it, because differences between genders lie in their expectations for perform-
ance. Women place more communicative value on e-mail and are more inclined to give more
time and care to composing and reading e-mails. Venkatesh and Morris (2000) were able to iden-
tify usage differences between men and women, tied to perceptions and level of adoption. Men’s
technology usage decisions were strongly influenced by their perception of the usefulness of the
technology, while women were more strongly influenced by perceived ease of use.

Venkatesh and Morris’ findings on the communicative value of e-mail for women can be ex-
tended to information and communication technologies in general, thanks to data collected by
national agencies in the United States and Japan and summarized by Ono and Zavodny (2005).
They found few gender differences in IT use and skills in the United States, but found that
women were considerably more likely than men to form relationships via computer-mediated
communication. They found that women tend to more readily perceived connections with other
users based on common interests or needs, and that those relationships could be individual (per-
ceiving a connection with a single other user) or social (perceiving a connection or sense of be-
longing to a group with common interests). Firth, Lawrence, and Clouse (2006) examined online
communities and the length of time needed to establish such communities. The authors found that
successful communities are typically fully established in less than a year. Dube, Bourhis, and
Jacob (2006) investigated virtual communities of practice and how to successfully form such
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communities. They found that successful communities continually fine-tuned their actions toward
their audience.

Methodology

A 32-question survey was developed and administered via the internet. The survey collected
background information (gender, professional responsibilities, education, career status, etc.),
technology information (time spent on specific technology tasks, resources and practices at the
organization, and problem-solving methods), and technology discussion group information (per-
sonal and organizational methods for discussing technology issues, membership in technology
groups, perceived benefits of participation in technology groups, etc.).

A total of 213 participants completed the survey. There were 116 female respondents and 97 male
respondents.

The age range of employees was somewhat evenly distributed among 18-60 year-olds. Eight par-
ticipants completing the survey were 61 or older.

Nearly all participants (172) indicated that they had attended college. Only 41 had received an
Associate’s degree, 69 held a Bachelor’s degree, and 12 had gone on to a Master’s or Ph.D.

Analysis

Participants were asked to complete a five-point Likert Scale response (Strongly Agree to
Strongly Disagree) to participation in technology discussion groups influencing community bene-
fits (skill sets, productivity, job satisfaction, personal satisfaction, personal reputation, and sense
of belonging) and organizational benefits (knowledge sharing, collaboration, consensus generat-
ing, community reputation, and trust). These responses were analyzed by the following variables:
age, gender, education, and technology-specific education.
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Figure 1: Participation in Technology Discussion Groups by Age

Figure 1 shows that participants in the 51-60 year-old age range highly value participation in
technology groups and perceive them to beneficial in all evaluated ways. Apart from that segment
of the population, respondents perceive moderate value and do not demonstrate any age-
dependent patterns.

The interest among 51-60 year-olds could be tied to their job rank and ability, leaving them with
more scheduling freedom to participate in technology discussion groups as well as more to con-
tribute to those groups.
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Figure 2: Participation in Technology Groups by Level of Education

Figure 2 also shows no demonstrated pattern of value perception among respondents based on
level of education. The exception is the largely consistent high evaluation by respondents whose
highest level of education was a high school degree.
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Figure 3: Participation in Technology Discussion Groups by Gender

Figure 3 demonstrates a difference in perceived value of participation in technology discussion
groups among women and men. While men consistently evaluate the value of participating in a
technology discussion group on all criteria other than establishing a sense of belonging within the
community, women’s evaluation of discussion groups is quite different. Women perceive more
value in discussion groups for helping with job satisfaction, personal reputation, consensus gener-
ating within the organization, building a community reputation, and establishing organizational
trust.

There were no demonstrated patterns of value perception by manner of technology education.
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Conclusion

Interestingly, women perceive a higher value in participating in discussion groups for social rea-
sons more than problem solving or skill set development. It could be that all of these factors also
contribute to their overall sense of belonging in the organization (their reputations, satisfaction,
and trust in the company), while men experience a sense of belonging for another reason. Perrons
(2002) suggested that for male IT professionals, many factors within the workplace (dominant
numbers of males, male-oriented metaphors in training material, and gender statistics at the ex-
ecutive level) already contribute to a sense of belonging within an IT organization.

Women’s use of technology as a social instrument (Gefen & Straub, 1997; Ono & Zavodny,
2005; Venkatesh & Morris, 2000) also introduces opportunities to extend the benefits of technol-
ogy discussion groups to an online medium, potentially making them more accessible, particu-
larly to larger organizations with offices in a variety of locations. Gender was the only area where
a significant difference was evident. This suggests that the results of this study could inform fu-
ture research on the need for gender considerations in the implementation of online technology
discussion groups to enhance general sense of belonging in an organization and also for technol-
ogy problem solving and general training.
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