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An empirical study about the way in which today’s media—particularly
television—portrays IT workers reflects the common perception of the

profession.

n recent years, the IT field has expanded be-
yond traditional stove-pipe organizational
systems to infiltrate companies and homes
alike. Accordingly, the current identity asso-
ciated with the IT profession is a combination of
several personality traits. Unfortunately, this frag-
mentation has led to stereotypes that aren’t par-
ticularly positive.
Professional stereotypes are a common fea-
ture in how society views different jobs. Typi-

cally, movies and television play the major role
in defining stereotypes, from gender and race
to religion and profession. Several research-
ers have addressed!™ the IT profession’s most
common characteristics as depicted in popu-
lar films and shows—the image that emerges is
someone who’s nerdy, intelligent, and skilled in
mathematics and programming but lacks social
graces,l works long hours, and tends to be bor-
ing,” solitary,? unethical,® and poorly dressed.*
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However, the literature has also identified the
importance of a labor force in the IT area that
adopts an ethics codes® and has good team
work’™ and social skills.

We can take two conclusions from these stud-
ies: on one hand, these stereotypes about the pro-
fession are generally negative, yet they're separate
from the employees” working life. Although this
last point might not seem detrimental, it funda-
mentally affects recruitment and retention efforts
for IT professionals, who have one of the high-
est employee turnover rates. Moreover, a recent
Gartner Group study'? linked the lack of avail-
able talent to slow overall growth in the I'T sector;
thus, examining the diffusion of such stereotypes
could show us a way to fight them and attract
new people to the IT profession. In this article,
we present the results of an empirical study about
the way in which IT workers are portrayed in the
media, particularly television, and consequently,
the perception of the profession that future IT
professionals could end up reflecting,.

Our Methodology

Because television significantly contributes to the
formation of public opinion in today’s society,
we conducted an experiment about stereotypes
portrayed in the British TV series The I'T Crowd,
which focuses on the small, basement-dwelling
IT support team of Reynholm Industries, a ficti-
tious corporation located in central London. Our
initial efforts centered on the first two episodes
of the series: “Yesterday’s Jam” and “Calamity
Jen,” written by Graham Linehan and produced
by Ash Atalla.

We conducted our study in Madrid (Spain),
with a sample of 40 subjects, half of whom were
IT professionals and half of whom were students
in their final year of high school, with a total of
22 men and 18 women. The average IT profes-
sional’s age was 30.6 years, and the student’s was
17.8. After the subjects viewed both episodes, we
asked them to fill out a two-question survey: the
first asked for eight adjectives describing the two
main male characters, and the second question
depended on the subjects themselves. Specifical-
ly, using a Likert scale ranging from one to four,
we asked the IT professionals to rate whether
they identified with the characters and the stu-
dents to rate whether they found the characters’
IT roles attractive.

Table 1. Adjective frequencies.

Adjective Frequency

Negligent 2

Table 2. Groups of adjectives and their
connotations.

Positive Negative Neutral
e WS Ced AR el
Physical traits 0 3.75% 0

Results

A definite pattern emerged from the 23 adjectives;
Table 1 lists them along with their frequency of
selection in the survey.

To empirically analyze the adjective classifica-
tions, we built a taxonomy of two distinct groups:
adjectives that denote personality traits versus
physical traits. To establish the adjectives’ nu-
merical weight, we made a second classification
relative to their values and associated connota-
tions (positive, negative, or neutral).

As Table 2 illustrates, we can see a greater
tendency to specify adjectives related to person-
ality traits (which represent 96.25 percent of the
descriptions) rather than physical descriptions



Table 3. Level of identification IT
professionals felt with characters on The IT
Crowd.

Number of Number of

Likert scale women men
T(owesty B e A
2 1 6

3 0 1

4 (highest) 0 0

Table 4. IT profession’s attractiveness to
students, based on watching The IT Crowd.

Number of Number of
Likert scale women men
1 (lowest) 9 7

4 (highest)

(which account for only 3.75 percent). We can
also see that 90.92 percent of the connotations
are negative, with only 6.56 percent positive and
2.5 percent neutral. Overall, these results indi-
cate that our subjects didn’t view the profession
in a positive light.

Digging Deeper

Next, we put two different questions before our
sample populations. We asked the 20 IT pro-
fessionals to indicate whether they felt that the
TV characters reflected their own personality
traits, based on a Likert scale from one to four,
with one being the least amount of identification.
Sixty percent of them responded that they felt
zero identification with the TV characters. Yet,
among those who recognized themselves in the
show, women averaged a lower level of identifica-
tion than the men.

The question we posed to the students aimed
to determine whether they considered IT work
attractive, based on what they'd seen in the show,
on a Likert scale of one to four (one being least
attractive). Table 4 summarizes the results.

The subjects” answers indicated that 80 percent
of them exhibited a very low level of interest in
the profession. Only four subjects considered the
work slightly interesting based on the show, and

all of these were men. None of the subjects con-
sidered the IT profession to be very interesting.

Discussion

Although not necessarily a definitive result, our
small survey of subjects watching two episodes
of an IT-focused television show revealed an
overall negative image of the profession—even
from the people currently working in it! Most of
the adjectives our subjects used to describe the
central characters were negative, complementing
the conclusions of a separate study conducted
on a sample of movies.!" This study also found
a proliferation of negative characteristics (both
personality and physical) in IT professionals,
although it noted that in accordance with the
generalization of I'T in society, the number of IT
professionals in leading roles was systematically
increasing. This circumstance helps “normal-
ize” the more common characteristics in real-life
IT professionals.

In our work, we found that negative descrip-
tions correspond much more closely to profes-
sional stereotypes than to the real competencies
associated with IT work. Taking description
meanings into account, we classified the de-
scriptions in our study according to typical IT
professional stereotypes: “lack of social skills”
(socially inept, isolated, introverted, unfriendly,
shy), “smart” (intelligent, know it all, capable,
highly gifted), “nerdy/geeky” (Geek, nerd, freak),
and “badly dressed” (casual dresser, tacky). Un-
fortunately, we discovered that our findings were
closer to negative professional stereotypes than
to I'T professional competence.

Based on how the IT professionals were por-
trayed by the characters on the TV show and in
real IT work, the level of identification with the
IT professionals in our study was unsurprisingly
low. We found the level of empathy was lower for
women, perhaps because the two lead characters
were men.

The answers by the students in our study sug-
gest that negative media representations are un-
likely to aid in attracting future I'T workers to
the profession—a problematic situation given
the shortage of workers currently affecting the
IT sector. From the viewpoint of attracting new
professionals to the field and students to IT de-
grees in academic institutions, it would help con-
siderably to eliminate the stereotypes described



here. One suggestion is to encourage collabora-
tion between organizations and academic insti-
tutions in attracting new people to IT roles and
for professional associations to assume a much
more active role in communicating I'T working
styles appropriately.

T professionals are often subject to negative

social stigmas. It seems that the IT commu-

nity hasn't adequately conveyed its workers’
positive professional characteristics to the public.
The increasingly broad presence of I'T workers in
the business world will certainly change social
stereotypes about the professionals working in
this sector, but so far, popular media isn't provid-
ing attractive competency descriptions. It’s more
likely that an increasingly mature and dominant
presence of IT workers in everyday life will help
define the true characteristics and professional
circumstances of I'T workers. Our work revealed
two different findings: the negative stereotypes
present in TV characters and the lack of identifi-
cation and attractiveness of these roles for both I'T
professionals and students. In this context, our
recommendations are to make the media aware
that it should present IT professionals in a bet-
ter light and to encourage professionals to change
negative stereotypes by communicating their job
activities in a positive and attractive way.
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