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ABSTRACT
Women's representation in Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) employment
remains low in the UK and even shows a small decrease over the last 10 years, with a similar
picture in Europe. This Perspectives article reviews an approach to bringing about changes in
organisational diversity – the so-called ‘business case approach’. The business case approach
is often contrasted with a ‘social justice approach’, and many writers argue that the business
case approach will be ineffective in the long run without social justice underpinnings. We
argue that this is a difficult judgement to make and we make the case for two approaches
that might bring about change: the systematic evaluation of existing change initiatives so that
effectiveness could be established; and a systems approach to organisational change.
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Women’s Representation in ICT Employment:
Approaches to Bringing about Organisational Change

INTRODUCTION

Women's representation in the Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)
sector remains low in the UK and even shows a small decrease over the last 10
years. In Europe as a whole the picture is similar, with some small national
variation (European Commission, 2004). In the UK women accounted for 25% of
the ‘Computing and related’ workforce in 1997, and in 2008 the figure was 23%
(Guerrier et. al., 2009). There is evidence of a particularly low representation of
women in the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Standard Occupational
Classification’s skilled professional roles, such as software engineer and strategy
and planning professional.

Furthermore the mid-career retention of those women who have entered
professional ICT jobs also appears to be an ongoing issue (Department for Trade
and Industry (DTI), 2005; Griffiths et. al., 2007; Herman and Webster, 2007).
Evidence from the United States also indicates a similar mid-career exit (Simard
and Gilmartin, 2010).

These figures show that women's low representation in the ICT sector is not going
away. Yet, over recent decades a very large number of employer and employee-led
initiatives have been set up to try to redress the issue, both in Europe and globally
(Dömsch, 2006). The final report of a European Social Fund project lists over 50
initiatives in the UK alone to encourage women into ICT, to increase their retention
and to improve their rates of return (Griffiths and Moore, 2006). These include
European Union funded projects, as well as UK government sponsored initiatives.
In addition, women's networks and women's divisions of professional associations
have been established, as well as private and public sector initiatives aimed at
supporting women to enter or to return to ICT. This review aims to provide some
new reflections on why change initiatives, aimed at increasing the representation of
women in ICT employment, may not have achieved the intended outcomes.

‘BUSINESS CASE’ VS SOCIAL JUSTICE ARGUMENTS

To persuade managers of the need to engage with diversity change, Human
Resource and Diversity Management professionals frequently draw on generic
‘business case’ arguments, including ability to attract people with different talents
and skills; better innovation and communication; enhanced service delivery,
through ensuring a workforce that ‘mirrors’ the local community, and potential to
‘tap into’ new markets (Őzbilgin and Tatli 2008).  Yet operationalizing generic 
business case outcomes appears to be a challenge (Greene and Kirton, 2009).
Furthermore preoccupations with generic business case arguments, which lack a
clear definition, and/or which do not reflect organisational specific goals are more
likely to yield a ‘best guesses’ approach to organisational change (Kalev et. al.,
2006). Business case arguments for diversity are deemed more accessible to
managers for whom productivity is the ‘bottom line’. Organisations have been
quick to adopt business case arguments for diversity that draw on generic
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performance benefits (Greene & Kirton, 2009). It is assumed that managers will
find business case arguments more engaging and more ‘do-able’, and thus more
persuasive than the social justice arguments frequently associated with the
traditional discourse of Equal Opportunities (Noon, 2007). A business case
argument appears to be a better fit with the wider discourse on Human Resource
Management which emphasises the importance of policies that address individual,
as opposed to group, needs (Kirton and Greene, 2005; Foster and Harris, 2005).

The instrumentalism of business case arguments that Noon refers to carries with it
the implicit assumption that they are contingent on healthy labour market
conditions (Bleijenbergh et. al., 2010: 416). They may also be contingent in the
sense that they may apply more to certain sorts of employees than others, for
example to professional employees rather than manual employees, particularly
where specific skills may be in short supply (Glover and Kirton, 2006; Noon, 2007;
Greene and Kirton, 2009).

In much of the employment diversity literature, there is an assumption that
measures based on business case arguments are likely to fail, particularly in a cold
economic climate – and that change will only be firmly embedded if it is
underpinned by the fairness arguments of social justice and human rights (for
example Dickens, 1999; Griffiths et. al., 2007; McGlynn, 2003; Noon, 2007). A
short-term focus on productivity goals, it is argued, will bring about change that is
also likely to be short-term and contingent. Transforming structures and cultures in
the ‘long agenda’ of equal opportunities is argued to be the only way to achieve
sustained change, unlike a liberal individualist approach that focuses on the supply
of labour within the overall context of business case reasoning (Cockburn, 1989).

One way of hypothesising whether particular measures are likely to be effective in
bringing about a sustained increase in the representation of women in ICT
employment is therefore to establish whether a measure can be identified as
‘business case’ or ‘social justice’. The implication is that a business case
justification would yield only short-term and contingent effects, whilst a social
justice one would bring about sustained effects that will contribute to long-term
transformational change.

Yet, whilst sympathising with the view that business case arguments need to be
underpinned by social justice arguments if policies are to bring about long-term
change, our conclusion is that making a clear distinction is not always possible and
indeed not useful. For example, whilst on the surface employers may be quite
candid about a particular measure in terms of its contribution to the bottom line of
performance, it is also possible that employers espouse the principle of equal
opportunities perhaps in part because this links to their Corporate Social
Responsibility banner. However, this could in turn be argued to be a business case
rationale since a reputation and employer brand that appears to focus on social
justice could be seen as having a positive effect on organisational performance
through shareholder approval. At the same time, it could be seen as a fairness
issue, since it could benefit women by improving their quality of life in the short
term - although not necessarily in the long term if a particular decision such as
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taking on flexible working led to unequal outcomes. This example points to a high
degree of complexity and an attendant difficulty in categorising measures as either
in the business case ‘camp’ or the social justice one.

ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES

Against a background of a declining representation of women in ICT employment,
we make two points relating to approaches to organisational change. Firstly we put
the case that until interventions are comprehensively evaluated there is no way of
knowing which work better than others. Secondly we argue that a better approach
to bringing about change in terms of women’s recruitment and retention in ICT may
be to adopt a systems approach. This would take the focus away from ‘single
initiatives’ and put emphasis instead on the inter-relationships and coordination
between different change initiatives. We now discuss these two approaches in
more detail, basing our arguments on research into the recruitment practices of a
sample of ICT firms in the UK (Evans et al., 2007a and 2007b).

Evaluation of Initiatives
In order to be more conclusive about the recruitment policies and practices of the
firms that we researched, there is a clear need for systematic programme
evaluation. Judging from the figures that we presented above, it could be argued
that there has been no success. However, it is at least possible that some have
gone some way to increase the representation of women at particular points: for
example recruitment could have increased, whilst retention could have decreased.
A marked feature of these initiatives is a failure to evaluate their level of success.
However, this is only speculation: evaluation is clearly lacking in almost all of the
interventions (Dömsch, 2006) and until this is addressed, we can only make a
guess about likely effectiveness. The stumbling block appears to be that evaluation
would need to be carried out over the long term and, in line with the gold standard
of evaluation research, to be built into programmes right from the start (Clark,
1999). The reality is that these are short-term initiatives that are undertaken in
the best possible spirit of wishing to bring about change, either because it is
believed that productivity will be improved, or because it is believed that a fairer
situation will be brought about. What is lacking, however, is a ‘hard-nosed’ spirit of
assessing which initiatives work longer term and which do not. A key issue here is
that evaluation of long-term effects requires a longitudinal approach underpinned
by long-term funding; yet most of these projects are financed in a short-term way.
A recent example is the way in which funding has been withdrawn from the UK’s
main initiative to bring about change in women’s position in science, engineering
and technology, the UKRC.

A Long-Term Change Model
A long-term sustainable change could be achieved by working with a different
change model and we suggest that systems approaches may be effective. Wentling
(2004) suggests that ‘single initiatives’ – typically the model used in the plethora of
initiatives described above – are unlikely to be successful due to a lack of
consideration about the inter-relationships between different change initiatives, as
well as a lack of co-ordinating structures. Other writers suggest that adopting a
systems approach would be more fruitful, given the complexities of introducing
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change in the field of diversity (Barnard et. al., 2010; Bassett-Jones et. al., 2007;
Kochan et. al., 2002). Whilst systems thinking in the field of management is not
new (see Beer, 1984; Morgan, 1986), others suggest that its application to the area
of diversity management is under-utilised (Wentling, 2004; Bassett-Jones et. al.,
2007). With particular reference to the ICT professions, a systemic approach is
argued to be key to approaching the issue of women’s low representation:

The variables that explain the gender gap in ICT work systemically.
One of these spheres would not, on its own, suffice to explain the
gap: it is the interacting whole that is at the origin of the current
situation… The gender gap can only be reduced if we align a series
of actions, which will enable us, step by step, to approach
equality...an effective, balanced system of good practices, working
together on multiple causes.
(European Commission, 2004: 97-98)

One key feature of a systems approach is that it can help surface ‘cause and effect
feedback relationships’ (Cavana et. al., 2007: 214) thus avoiding assumptions that
women will adapt to fit in with existing systems (European Commission, 2004:99).
Feedback loops are deemed critical in a systems approach as they can facilitate
learning, which then stimulates further change (Kochen et. al., 2002; Shapiro and
Allison, 2007). Positive feedback is likely to have an amplifying effect on the change
process, whereas negative feedback could have a dampening effect (Bassett-Jones
et. al., 2007). We suggest that the adoption of a systems approach could be fruitful
in that it could enable the critical evaluation of the influence of organisational
structures, highlighted by others as an issue in cultural change (Davies and
Thomas, 2000). Crucially, in view of our argument about the lack of programme
evaluation, the relationship between systems thinking and evaluation research is a
fruitful area to follow as it can help ‘enrich our understanding of interventions and
why they succeed or fail’ (Jackson, 2010:138).

CONCLUSION

The recruitment and retention of women in ICT employment continues to be low,
despite many national and international initiatives aimed at alleviating this
situation.

Frustration in the early 1990s at the slow progress of gender equality in
employment led activists in Britain and elsewhere to use business case arguments
instrumentally, favouring an approach that moved away from an explicit quest for
social justice (Noon, 2007). The belief was that if a business case for equality could
be constructed, this could prove to be more persuasive for employers since it would
be without ideology and would be seen as merely a practical step to use available
talent. The business case for organisational diversity remains to be proven and
there is a strong argument to look beyond it (Kochan et. al., 2003). Kochan et.
al.’s argument is that managers would do better to focus on building an
organizational culture and human resource practices that are more analytical. This
would involve much more sophisticated data collection than at present. This point
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takes us back to the need for programme evaluation, which needs to be
underpinned by high quality and appropriate data.

We argue that systematic evaluation has not generally been carried out, thus giving
little indication of programme effectiveness or ineffectiveness. We put the case for
a systems approach: there is a need for organisations to ensure that structures and
processes are put in place to enable critical debates to occur, and ensure that
outcomes, through feedback, are communicated and acted upon throughout a wider
organizational system.
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