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Preface

A preface is, I am reliably informed, a space in which to anchor lineage, atone for potential wrongs and show appreciation for the many others who have supported this book.

This is a book primarily about the women in tech that seeks to address questions about diversity and equality of opportunity in tech companies, organisations and industry that impact any worker in tech.

This book is about attempts to redress the balance where women have found themselves trying to escape from stereotypes about competencies and appropriate roles along with attempts to progress a sense of their professional identity. Both women's and men's experience occupy these pages, though in very different ways, each continually shaping and feeding back into the other new opportunities and meanings within tech. Some workers take a dramatic turn away from a mainstream misogynistic blueprint, and the real heroes of these pages are a far cry from the popular media image of well-known women in tech – the Sheryl Sandbergs, Arianna Huffingtons and Martha Lane Foxes. They are instead the many women and men who want to work and stay in tech as an industry that flattens, rather than makes mountains out of, inequality and to support diversity.

To commence, the lineage. The research for this book started life some 15 years ago, out of an opportunity to work with the Girl Geek Network, founded by Sarah Blow in London. At that time Sarah and many other women working in the tech sector were perturbed by the repetition of high-profile male speakers at tech networking and capital raising events. My attention to inequalities and to the significant shift to online profiles (this was 2004/2005) combined with a concern about the image of tech and how far women were from being known in professional tech spaces. As a sociologist of interaction, I was struck by the different spaces and expectations of workers' achievements that were both implicit and also made explicit by gendered terms and visual symbols.

During my Masters and Doctorate theses I had studied and written extensively about the new opportunities for interaction empowered by technology in ways that allowed individuals to set themselves apart from others and embrace difference. It was a very mundane behaviour that interested me then: creating an online profile, communicating with family and friends, reaching out and introducing oneself to new people, sustaining and maintaining friendships, and the distancing and estrangement of others. Though mundane, the emergent of new forms of online and digital etiquette I believed to be reflecting significant changes to everyday life and our relationship to others.

My determined pursuit of what, in retrospect, was a very optimistic view of the positive effect of such aspects of digital lives was reinforced by the specialist communities and groups that emerged onto social media. At this stage, I was interested in the rebalance of interactions away from previous modes of gendered behaviour. I wanted the new meaning behind digital interactions, the way in which individuals felt and regarded them, the way in which women and men related their experiences online to other elements of their lives. Today, this emphasis has been well documented. But over a decade ago when I first began to talk about new forms of etiquette and gendered meanings, I found myself on a crest of a new wave concerning the potential of tech to shake up and remove previous bias and prejudices.

At this time I had set up my own consulting business, taking mostly financial clients through the potential change to client interactions and marketing as a result of social media. Attention was given to motives behind user behaviour and how this might affect the reputation of the organisation, and what new forms of work employees might occupy. I set myself to observe these changes and to know exactly what opportunities were opening up across the tech sector.

My method was opportunistic in the first instance, and involved studying workers within the emerging tech clusters in the UK, the US and East Asia. In pursuit of an in-depth contextual view I spoke to women and men in each location, wandered around the new innovative tech blocks, jointly attended large and small tech events, and simultaneously took notes about reactions to my own presence in these spaces: I was asked repeatedly whether I was someone's secretary, someone's wife, working in porn, doing PR, someone's nanny or writing a book. The last of these might have been closer to the mark than the others, but is nevertheless revealing of knee-jerk assumptions about what a woman might be doing in a place like this: probably an outside observer – not someone who actually belonged there.

I had very limited success in distancing myself from gendered stereotypes. In cooperation with women tech networks, friends and colleagues I met on these various trips, I started to observe the interest in and labelling of ‘women in tech’ (WiT).

I wanted to do more than show that the expectations about women and men's roles and responsibilities and professional identities were different. I also wanted to highlight the ways in which large tech organisations and companies had characterised women in tech as a problem to be solved by women. Specifically, I hoped to establish how women workers in tech clusters experienced this as a repressive space; the ways in which their actions fought against such repression; and how they became self-critics, were seen as rebellious and even radical.

It was not easy to sustain this position without some openly hostile reactions. In some cases there was dismissal of any ‘real’ problem concerning diversity – it was simply that there weren't any ‘properly trained’ women who could occupy an equal space in tech. Women themselves did not like being set against men where a rift was cast as a result of gender. At this stage, gender became a signpost to a set of much more complex problems. As inequality in tech received more government and media attention, I found it useful to draw out the disparities between the respective professional status and expectations of women and men in tech, along with some of the more ideological reasoning determined by the description ‘women in tech’. If women in tech did not like the classification, and could not escape the characterisation of the label, then attention needed to be returned to those who had imposed its meaning. I was keen to detect similarities between workers, such as in methods of career development and promotion, as well as the barriers and challenges in tech clusters.

The above investigations often entailed attributing gendered significance to spaces that merged professional and social interactions; here, place was important, encompassing overtly gendered and often taken-for-granted prejudice as a feature of contemporary tech culture. There is well-documented technofeminist theory to explain much of this emphasis, yet despite the ways in which women tech groups were coming together and becoming both politicised and marketised, I gradually observed a distancing from wholly gendered attributions of inequality, and an unfavourable reception of ‘feminist’ theory and activism in tech spaces. My early, overly naïve wish to impress ideological and cultural meaning into a more diverse and equal global tech culture speedily diminished. Instead I found myself increasingly aware of the ever-growing importance of and investment in the tech industry, and of the widening gap of inequality that lay within it.

Whereas I had originally believed, along with Wajcman, Turkle, Massey and Haraway, that the masculinised cultural identity of tech could be used to throw light on what was happening to women; I began to have doubts about the upsurge of attention just to the women in tech. While the meanings behind the ‘women in tech’ label is of obsessive interest to me, this did not provide an adequate critique for setting out the range of expectations, or the nature of the ways in which women and men experience tensions within the tech sector.

The danger of focussing solely on women is that this makes solid the lines around the WiT label and the ways in which women are viewed resolutely as ‘the problem’ despite their relative success and increased visibility. And when, at times, I attempted to erase the WiT label from the conversation, to talk about, for example, ways of increasing diversity, climbing the career ladder, and finding more opportunities, I found that my participants quickly resorted to the WiT shorthand and the stereotypes it entailed. What is the impact of this label? And if we were to develop a counter-narrative to WiT, what would it look like?

It was these thoughts that led me to begin research with a group of high-flying women professionals – women who occupied leadership positions and had been in post for at least five years. And unexpectedly, it was from them – the most senior and high-achieving participants – that physical space became such an issue. This I explain in Chapter 3. Gradually a whole book about work culture in the tech clusters took shape, with other sections exploring themes of empowerment, networking and digital presence, and complex accounts of success and challenges. At this time, I started to attend numerous commercial and micro women tech network events. I put on one side events about ‘revenge against men’ and focused on community action, policy change and calls for diversity. I examined in detail the myriad ways in which women and men set out to solve tech's gender problem.

The arc of evidence-gathering faced a potential interruption when in April 2016, I temporarily paused my attendance at tech events after the birth of my daughter. I necessarily shifted the study online, conducting interviews through Skype, initiating Twitter conversations and setting up Google Hangouts, as well as relying more upon phone conversations. In prompting this increasingly mixed-methods approach, this shift, while born of necessity, ultimately benefited the study. The semi-autobiographical parts of this book are self-evident: I count myself as a woman in tech, with all the messy trappings that come with that label.

In many ways, then, this book is profoundly self-reflexive (at least in terms of established sociological conventions). It has become a safe mental space through which I have been free to question, challenge and attempt resolutions to ‘the problem’. This book is, as friends have pointed out, my very own ‘unsuitable job’.

Other supporters should also be acknowledged here, and the diverse list must include at least: my daughter, zoo menagerie and dear friends.

I also wish to record my thanks to the following people who have read or heard drafts of the book and provided helpful comments: Sue Black, Andy Miah, Simon James and Luke Finley.

And, finally, I dedicate this book to the workers in tech who – in solidarity, intellectually and personally – have accompanied me on my journey to initiate and sustain interventions for diversity and equality.
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