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Examining the historical and social context

Why women were dominant in early 
computing?

While men were drafted during World War II, women took up technical roles

Technical roles, including programming early computers like ENIAC and Colossus

Post-war, those with experience had more opportunities in technical fields

Programming was viewed as less prestigious than hardware engineering, a more traditionally masculine field

The comparison of programming to clerical work, traditionally female-dominated, contributed to the 
feminisation of programming.



Underestimating the complexity of women’s work

There was already a gender 

bias in action within the 

computing industry, which led 

to underestimating the 

complexity of women's work.



Q: When you say you programmed the machine, did that 

mean physically that you took these plugs from one place 

and plugged them into another place? 

[Ruth Lichterman]: Well, now, program means several 

things. . . . You got a problem, and you started with pencil 

and paper, and you decided how you were going to do this 

problem and which numbers went where. . . . [Y]ou drew a 

diagram of all this stuff and then you actually went on the 

machine, and we call that “plugging in” rather than 

“program.”





Betty Holberton ❤️ 

American computer scientist, one of the six 

original programmers of the first general-

purpose electronic digital computer, ENIAC

Invented a technique involving stopping the 

machine in the middle of the program to check 

intermediate results…



The software crisis

In the 1950s and became a popular business 

technology, leading to a high demand for 

skilled programmers to develop custom 

software. 



How to find good 
programmers?
The industry used aptitude tests and 

personality profiles to evaluate potential 

programmers.



Criticisms of aptitude 
tests



The “boy hacker” 
icon
The definition of the stereotype of the 

"antisocial" or "nerdy" programmer: 

a socially awkward male programmer 

obsessed with computers and coding.



Percentage of Computing Occupations Held By Women Has Been Declining Since 1991

Tech industry’s gender shift



Stereotypes and biases 
in the tech industry 
today



Unconscious bias

Can lead to unfair assumptions and missed 

opportunities. Recognising and addressing 

these hidden barriers is essential for fostering a 

diverse and inclusive tech industry



Gender stereotypes

The lingering stereotype of the "antisocial" or "nerdy" male programmer may 

discourage women and other underrepresented groups from pursuing careers 

in tech.

These stereotypes can create a perception that the tech industry is not 

welcoming or inclusive, leading to self-selection bias where individuals from 

diverse backgrounds may opt out of pursuing tech careers.



The Case of LinkedIn

Gender bias in algorithms

In 2018, a study by the University of Southern California found that 

LinkedIn's search algorithm was more likely to suggest male 

candidates for specific job titles than female candidates , especially in 

male-dominated industries.

The company has since taken steps to address gender bias. However, a 

2020 report found that its ad targeting system still showed bias towards 

male users. LinkedIn has responded by introducing new gender-based 

targeting options for advertisers.



The paradox of meritocracy

When a company emphasised meritocracy as a core value, men were offered 

higher bonuses on average compared to women with equivalent performance.

This highlights the importance of recognising and addressing hidden biases in 

organisations, as overconfidence in meritocracy can unintentionally worsen 

gender disparities. 

Therefore, company values are more than just words. They shape the 

organisation’s culture and should be carefully evaluated to prevent such 

biases. 



Negative Impacts on Innovation

What are the 
consequences?

Example: Facial recognition algorithms may be 
less accurate in identifying people with darker 
skin, leading to misidentification and 
discrimination.

Example: Health technologies, such as wearable 
fitness trackers and health apps, may be less 
effective for women and people of colour.

In general, lack of varied perspectives and 
approaches to problem-solving.

Will result in less innovation and creativity in the 
industry, which can negatively affect society.



Why we need to fix the 
gender gap

Gender diversity is essential for creating a more 

inclusive and innovative workplace. 

Companies that prioritise gender diversity reap 

significant benefits that contribute to their overall 

success.



Impact of on profitability

Why inclusion 
matters?

companies in the top quartile for gender diversity on 
their executive teams were 25% more likely to 
experience above-average profitability than 
companies in the bottom quartile

companies with more gender diversity in technical 
roles had higher levels of innovation and 
improved operational and financial performance

Women bring unique perspectives, experiences, and 
skills to the table; they can help to better 
understand and meet the needs of their diverse 
customers.



…and because 
discriminate people is 
just wrong!



The example of Daina Taimiņa and the hyperbolic plane

DainaTaimiņa
Daina Taimiņa, a Latvian mathematician, 

used her crochet skills to create a physical

model of the hyperbolic plane. This

innovative approach helped solve a long-

standing mathematical problem and

demonstrated the value of diverse

perspectives and skills in problem-

solving.



What should we actually do 
in our organisation then? 

Let's explore concrete steps we can take to 

address and interrupt these biases



Let’s fix it!

The job description

Writing inclusive job descriptions is essential to attracting a 

diverse range of candidates. 

By using gender-neutral language, focusing on essential 

qualifications, and emphasising a commitment to diversity and 

inclusion, organisations can create a more welcoming 

environment for all applicants, regardless of their gender.



Women and job requirements

Women often don't apply for jobs unless they 

meet all listed qualifications, while men will 

apply even if they only meet some.

To address this, revise job descriptions to 

include only essential qualifications rather 

than an extensive list of "nice-to-have" skills 

that may discourage qualified women from 

applying.

See @orangefreddyg’s reel



Practical Steps 

The hiring 
process

Use blind resumes: Remove personal 
information, such as name and gender, before 
they are reviewed by hiring managers

Develop a set of standardised questions that 
are asked to all candidates to help ensure 
fairness and consistency

Provide unconscious bias training to hiring 
managers to help reduce its impact during the 
hiring process

Ensure diversity on the interview panel: 
Include individuals from diverse 
backgrounds on the interview panel to help 
reduce the impact of unconscious bias.



Encourage STEM education 

Empathising that there there are multiple valid ways to be 

interested in computer science. 

Promoting diverse interest computer science by challenging 

the standard "boy hacker" icon.



https://www.youtube.com/@PythonItalia

https://www.youtube.com/live/ye2s1smuYe8?feature=share&t=625
https://www.youtube.com/@PythonItalia


Mentorship programs
Mentorship programs can be a powerful tool in 

reducing the gender gap. 

At Torchbox, we offer the Torchbox Academy 

program, which provides hands-on experience in 

our tech or digital marketing team. Accelerate 
your career
With the Torchbox Academy



Building inclusive workplaces

Preaching diversity isn't sufficient. To truly thrive, we must 

foster an environment where everyone feels heard and 

respected. Ignoring harassment or discrimination is not an 

option, even if it's uncomfortable. We must address these 

issues head-on, promote open dialogue, and create a truly 

inclusive workplace. 



https://www.youtube.com/@PythonItalia

https://www.youtube.com/@PythonItalia


Resources…

What Programming's Past Reveals About Today's 

Gender-Pay Gap – The Atlantic

 http://bit.ly/3zQ93uQ

 Ensmenger, Nathan L. (2010), The Computer Boys 

Take Over: Computers, Programmers, and the 

Politics of Technical Expertise, Cambridge MA

Layne, K., & Buys, L. (2012), Recoding gender: 

Women's changing participation in computing, 

Stanford University Press

Newitz, A. (2019, February 13), The Secret History of 
Women in Coding, The New York Times Magazine. 
https://nyti.ms/3Ku0n25

 Prechelt, L. (1999). The anatomy of a design 
problem: Gender bias in the evaluation of the 
quality of software design. http://bit.ly/3zNcKBB

National Center for Women & Information 
Technology, (2016), Women in Tech: The Facts 
(2016 Update). http://bit.ly/4006Jfh

http://bit.ly/3zQ93uQ
https://nyti.ms/3Ku0n25
http://bit.ly/3zNcKBB
http://bit.ly/4006Jfh


… and other Resources

Castilla, E. J., & Benard, S. (2010), The paradox of 
meritocracy in organizations, Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 55(4), 543-676. 
http://bit.ly/3MFQtNx

 Xaquín G.V. (2017, Oct 26). Can we talk about the 
gender pay gap? The Washington Post. 
https://wapo.st/3UyI7ZV

Williams, J. C., & Multhaup, M. (2014, October). 
Hacking tech's diversity problem. Harvard 
Business Review. http://bit.ly/412DHgh

http://bit.ly/3MFQtNx
https://wapo.st/3UyI7ZV
http://bit.ly/412DHgh


Thank you!

@esterbeltrami
https://ester.lol/breaking-the-stereotype




	Slide 1: Breaking the Stereotype: Examining the Evolution and Persistence of Gender Bias in the Tech Industry
	Slide 2: About Me
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8: Why women were dominant in early computing?
	Slide 9: Underestimating the complexity of women’s work
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: Betty Holberton ❤️ 
	Slide 13: The software crisis
	Slide 14: How to find good programmers?
	Slide 15: Criticisms of aptitude  tests
	Slide 16: The “boy hacker” icon
	Slide 17: Tech industry’s gender shift
	Slide 18: Stereotypes and biases in the tech industry today
	Slide 19: Unconscious bias
	Slide 20: Gender stereotypes
	Slide 21: Gender bias in algorithms
	Slide 22: The paradox of meritocracy
	Slide 23: What are the consequences?
	Slide 24: Why we need to fix the gender gap
	Slide 25: Why inclusion matters?
	Slide 26
	Slide 27: DainaTaimiņa
	Slide 28: What should we actually do in our organisation then? 
	Slide 29: The job description
	Slide 30: Women and job requirements
	Slide 31: The hiring process
	Slide 32: Encourage STEM education 
	Slide 33
	Slide 34: Mentorship programs
	Slide 35: Building inclusive workplaces
	Slide 36
	Slide 37: Resources…
	Slide 38: … and other Resources
	Slide 39: Thank you!
	Slide 40

