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Introduction

ompanies understand the value of global diversity in technical positions. However, an unprecedented financial crisis 
combined with a global recession across most industrial sectors has led to unique pressures for executives when it comes 
to technical talent. Amid the grim news, a focus on retaining technical human capital can seem like an afterthought.

Technical talent retention is critical to weathering the downturn and responding to upcoming growth. Yet, top talent is more at risk 
of disengagement now and more at risk of flight when a recovery starts. In this paper, we show that female technical talent is espe-
cially at risk and we propose strategies for companies to increase the engagement and retention of technical women. These strategies 
will help companies weather the economic downturn and gain a competitive advantage when a full recovery occurs.

This paper:

•	 reviews data about the impact of the recession on employees from high-tech companies and implications for future retention;

•	 discusses why the retention of diverse talent is a critical issue for successful companies, and

•	 examines successful strategies that allow companies to retain their female technical workforce.

The impact of the 2007-2009 recession on high-tech employment
Global spending on information and communication technology has grown tremendously since the infamous “tech bubble” of 2000 
and is expected to continue growing at least through 2012.1 However, due to a significant decrease in GDP in the US, a country 
with the largest market for information and communication technology products 2, and the ensuing global economic slowdown, 
high-technology companies have not been immune to the effects of the recession. 

2009 is the year where this recession has been most felt by technology companies. As of March 2009, Standard & Poor is forecasting 
a 3.0% decline in real GDP in 2009 for the US, the world’s largest economy (versus 1.1% growth in 2008). Globally, the forecast for 
IT spending indicates a significant decline in 2009, with predictions of a return to pre-recession levels in 2010.3 

Global technology spending is especially vulnerable to economic downturns: in the past recessions, technology spending dropped 
significantly more than GDP.4 The impact of the current recession has been especially felt on employment in the US. In the 17 
months since the start of the recession in December 2007, US employment has fallen by 4.3 percent. During the 2001 and 1990 
recessions, employment levels fell by 1.7 percent and 1.4 percent, respectively, over the same length of time.5 

C
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As a response to the recession, high-tech companies have engaged in the following measures:

•	 Refinancing and tapping into credit lines.4

•	 Cost-cutting operational expenses, including layoffs.

o	The blog TechCrunch estimated the number of layoffs in the high-tech industry between August 2008 and May 2009 to be 
somewhere around 338,000. These estimates coincide with the aggregate data of the Department of Labor, which shows 
that the number of employed individuals in the US in computer and mathematical occupations has had a net loss of 338,000 
between May 2008 and May 2009.5

•	 Other human capital cost-cutting moves include cuts in training and development, salary freezes, 6 and cuts to employee 
benefits.7

•	 Consolidation through merger and acquisitions.4

•	 Divestiture of non-core assets, potentially resulting in layoffs.4

Indeed, analysts find that “restructuring” is one of the top CEO concerns of 2009, including reduced headcount, financial restruc-
ture, and divestitures and acquisitions.8 

While the downturn and the most common corporate strategies to weather it are well publicized, there is a dearth of focus on the 
impact of these responses on companies’ human capital strategy, and on how the economic downturn is impacting a diverse set of 
technical employees. 

	 2005	 2006	 2007	 F2008	 F2009	 F2010

SPENDING (Billions $)

IT services and outsourcing	 390	 415	 463	 502	 484	 529

Software	 280	 308	 356	 388	 388	 428

Communication equipment	 269	 300	 336	 364	 353	 382

Computer equipment	 341	 368	 418	 450	 434	 465

YEAR-TO-YEAR % CHANGE

IT services and outsourcing	 7.0	 6.4	 11.6	 8.4	 (3.0)	 9.3

Software	 9.0	 10.0	 15.6	 9.0	 0.0	 10.3

Communication equipment	 6.0	 11.5	 12.0	 8.3	 (3.0)	 8.2

Computer equipment	 8.0	 7.9	 13.0	 7.7	 (3.6)	 7.1

F=Forecast   Source: Forrester Research

Global IT Spending Forecast
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Most technology executives know that diversity along multiple 
dimensions – gender, race, education, national origin, skill set, 
and personality type – fuels innovation. Indeed, diversity has 
been shown to provide the following benefits, when managed 
effectively:

•	 Enhanced group task performance.9

•	 Increased creativity and innovation.10 

•	 Enhanced problem solving ability.11

Diversity is beneficial because it leads to cognitive 

diversity, whereby a variety of opinions, backgrounds, 

and thinking styles and their integration into the 

solution contributes to better outcomes. This diversity 
is broader than gender diversity and encompasses dimen-
sions such as race, education, and functional experience. Team 
diversity leads to enhanced performance in an illustration of 
why team members are “greater than the sum of their parts”. 
Diversity is more important to tasks requiring innovation (as 
opposed to routine tasks).12

Technical women have been a particular focus of diversity 
initiatives in high-tech companies. The supply has not kept up 
with demand for talent in some technical positions, moti-
vating companies to diversify their pipeline of talent. For 
example, demand for computer software engineers in the US 
is expected to grow 38 percent from 2006 to 2016.13

“The necessary condition for making a contribution is trying 

something different. And being different, as should be 

obvious, is not the property of an individual in isolation but a 

property of an individual relative to others.” – Scott Page 11

Making diversity work for organizations is costly, and most 
large high-tech companies have invested significantly in 
building and retaining a diverse technical workforce. In an 
economic downturn, organizations risk jeopardizing their 
diverse talent investment by implementing widespread cost-
cutting and by becoming less concerned about employee 
engagement.6 A 2008 survey found that while 70% of execu-
tives were still deeply concerned about attracting and retaining 
critical-skill talent at the start of the economic downturn, 
only 20% of them were planning to address workforce issues 
stemming from layoffs and salary freezes.14 A similar survey in 
Asia found that 60% of companies do not have a long-term 
plan for talent management.15 

The retention of diverse human capital is critical to 

weathering the downturn and taking advantage of 

upcoming growth. Yet, talent is more at risk of disen-

gagement and risk of flight when a recovery starts.

“A firm’s postlayoff success is contingent upon the reactions 

of the people in its surviving workforce.” – Priti Pradhan 

Shah22

T H E  H U M A N  C A P I TA L  E Q U AT I O N  I N  T E C H N O L O G I C A L  I N N O VAT I O N
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THE HUMAN CAPITAL EQUATION IN TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION

In addition to significant resource constraints caused by the 
recession, senior executives are facing unprecedented 

scrutiny and cynicism from employees and from the 

general public in the wake of the economic meltdown and 
ongoing corporate scandals. A recent study finds that 76% of 
the public surveyed said they have less trust in senior manage-
ment of US companies than they did a year ago.16 

In the wake of widespread layoffs and cost cutting, companies 
are faced with a double-bind: they are looking for remaining 
employees to “do more with less,” and engage in applying their 
skills to leading the organization through the recession, even 
while employee loyalty and engagement drop as a result of the 
cost cutting measures. Executives are facing significant decrease 
in employee morale and trust, combined with increased stress 
pressures stemming from increased workload and increased 
perceptions of job insecurity.17 These conditions create a 

perfect storm, putting employee engagement at risk 

and increasing the likelihood of loss of technical talent 

in a recovery. 

Why is retention a top priority now?

Research has demonstrated the following effects of downsizing 
instances on remaining talent, leading to turnover when a 
recovery occurs:

•	 Decreased morale and increased stress, anger and angst,17 
combined with an increased sense of job insecurity.18

•	 Increased cynicism, anxiety, and resentment toward upper 
management and decreased trust leading to work disen-
gagement.19

•	 Lowering of organizational attachment and loyalty, a key 
predictor of future turnover.20 The lowering of organi-
zational attachment and loyalty can be long-lasting and 
especially affects top performers, as those individuals with 
the higher levels of commitment to the organization 
experience a more significant decrease in commitment 
during and after a layoff event.19 Talent may suffer from a 
perception that the organization is not committed to them, 
leading to decreased long-term commitment to the organi-
zation.21 

•	 A temporary disruption of organizational knowledge 
networks which generate innovation, resulting in lowered 
innovative productivity.22 

While companies are experiencing lower voluntary attrition 
from employees in 2009 as a result of job losses across 
economic sectors,23 the above effects puts talent at risk for 
flight as soon as a recovery in the economy happens.

“In a world driven by the twin forces of technology infra-

structure and public policy shifts, the primary source of 

value creation for companies is moving from accumu-

lating and exploiting “stocks” to participating in “flows” 

of knowledge. This activity takes place primarily through 

talented workers, who monetize the intangible assets that 

now account for the lion’s share of profits at big companies 

in the developed world. Since passionate workers have a 

greater propensity to participate in knowledge flows,  

it makes sense for companies to find ways to increase  

the amount of passion workers find in and bring to their 

jobs.” – Hagel, Seely Brown, and Davison 27

Even in companies that have not had to resort to downsizing 
as a response to the recession, the current economic climate 
fuels increased feelings of insecurity for all employees, leading 
them to engage in “pre-emptive” job searches and networking. 
Globally, employees are experiencing increased stress and 
work-life conflict23, as they are being asked to accomplish 
more with fewer resources. In a 2008 global survey of tech-
nology managers, Gartner Research found that “unrelenting 
workload and stress” was viewed as the most significant barrier 
to achieving key objectives, followed by “blurred roles and 
responsibilities” and “inadequate supply of technical skills.” 24 
An August 2009 survey finds that 47% of US companies have 
formally expanded the job definitions of employees to include 
more responsibilities as a response to the economic crisis.15

Therefore, employees are more at risk of being disen-

gaged now. Global surveys show that employee morale and 
trust in senior management have taken a turn for the worst in 
2009.25 A lack of employee engagement was already very costly 
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for companies before the full impact of the recession was felt – 
a 2008 report finds that 38% of global employees are disen-
gaged or disenchanted, and that 85% of those disengaged 

plan to leave their companies.26 Another study shows that 
only 18% of firm-employed employees are passionate about 
their work; those are the employees who bring the most value 
to a company.27 

A loss of employee engagement threatens companies’ 

ability to return to prosperity. A study of 40 companies 
over 3 years demonstrates the link between employee engage-
ment and financial returns, with over 5% more operating 
revenues and 3% more net profits for companies with high 
employee engagement.26 Disengagement is estimated to 
cost the US $350 billion annually.28 Job security is one of 
the biggest predictors of employee engagement, and wide-
spread layoffs have hurt this engagement. This is especially 

problematic in the case of computer scientists and 

engineers, who have been identified by analysts as part 

of the talent core that yields the most shareholder 

return for companies. 27 

Longitudinal analyses of voluntary turnover show that 

quit rates spike immediately after a recession, leading 

to a “resume tsunami.29

The real cost of turnover

Most of the literature estimates that the cost of turnover 

is 1.5 times the annual salary of an employee. However, 

these estimates do not measure the loss of tacit knowledge 

inherent in turnover. When technical employees leave after 

a recession where fewer employees had to do “more with 

less” and most redundancies have been eliminated, the loss 

of knowledge and experience from turnover will be more 

acutely felt by organizations.

Why technical women are 
especially at risk 
•	 Regardless of economic conditions, technical 

women are more at risk of leaving a company. One 
recent report found that 56% of women in science and 
technology positions leave their company at the mid-level 
of their careers, double the attrition rate of their male 
colleagues.30 This makes technical women more vulnerable 
for leaving when a recovery occurs, as widespread layoffs 
further erode their job satisfaction. Furthermore, technical 
women who leave now or who have lost their jobs due to 
the recession are at risk of not coming back to the industry 
when a recovery occurs. 

•	 Technical women in industry are significantly more likely 
to value retention and advancement practices such as 
mentoring, training, and career development, and gave 
low marks to companies in these areas even before the 
economic downturn.31 The recession has created 

further downsizing of existing support programs in 

many companies, increasing the probability of post-

recession retention problems for technical women.

The job insecurity caused by the economic downturn 
and layoffs has significantly increased stress and work-life 
challenges of remaining employees. Recent data shows that 
work-family conflict has reached new levels in the global 
recession:

•	 Globally, employees are currently experiencing increased 
stress and work-life conflict.23

•	 Work culture is the most significant predictor of overload.32 
Women in a work culture where family and work are 
viewed as “either-or” choices, that is, where family is 
perceived as incompatible with advancement, and where 
long hours are perceived to be associated with advance-
ment, are more likely to experience work-family conflict.32 
Previous research shows that this “either-or” culture is 
prevalent is most high-tech organizations in industry and 
particularly affects technical women. 31, 30 This culture of 
long work hours and either/or perceptions has intensified 
within the difficult economic recession. 

THE HUMAN CAPITAL EQUATION IN TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION
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•	 Employees who experience work-family conflict are three 
times more likely to consider quitting their organizations.33 
In the technology industry, this conflict is more likely to be 
experienced by technical women.31

Are women in tech more likely to suffer 
from the economic downturn? 

There has been much speculation over whether women 

in technology are losing their jobs at a greater rate than 

men. So far, there is no conclusive macroeconomic data to 

support this claim. 

A government report found that the 2001 recession (which 

initiated in the tech sector but was compounded by the 

September 11 attacks), hit women harder than men in 

terms of lost jobs because job losses were heaviest in the 

service and retail sectors, which traditionally employ more 

women. The female employment rate has still not recovered 

to pre-2001 level.34 By contrast, the 2009 recession has 

affected more men in terms of job losses, because this 

recession has particularly affected male-dominated fields: 

finance, automobile manufacturing, and construction. 

Industries where women are underrepresented need to pay 

close attention to whether women are bearing a dispropor-

tionate share of layoffs relative to their representation. This 

wouldn’t be evident in macro-economic data, but because 

women in a minority are more likely to be suffering from a 

lack of networks, visibility, and mentors, they may be more 

at risk. In the financial sector, for instance, there are allega-

tions that financial services firms laid off a greater propor-

tion of women relative to their representation before the 

economic downturn.35

THE HUMAN CAPITAL EQUATION IN TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION
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“In the 1990s, companies responded to shifting 

labor markets by launching a “war for talent.” We 

challenge this thinking. Even the best recruitment 

tactics will not suffice in the struggle ahead. Rich 

compensation packages and “hot skills” bonuses 

are easily matched by competitors. Instead, a more 

thoughtful response is required—one that lures 

critical talent, but more importantly engages them 

in ways that promote the flexibility and productivity 

you need to compete.” – Deloitte 28

Strategies for retention of 
technical women
Giving technical women a reason to stay, especially 

in the wake of workforce reductions, is critical after 

widespread cost cutting.36 Retention is paramount now for 
companies to weather the downturn and reap the rewards of a 
recovery. Following are critical practices for technical women, 
as shown by existing research.

Developing and sustaining a culture of 
employee development

“By focusing on the end points of managing 

talent (acquisition and retention) rather than on 

the middle ones (deployment and development), 

organizations ignore the things that matter most to 

employees.” – Deloitte 28

A culture of employee development is perhaps the most 
important component of a sound human capital retention 
strategy – and is a necessary component to the retention and 
advancement of a diverse workforce. In a down economy, 
companies can be tempted to stop focusing on development 
or cut these programs altogether. Eliminating such programs, 
however, is likely to contribute to a talent flight when the 
recovery happens.

A 2009 global study of executives finds that 6 out 

of 10 executives say that retention and employee 

development are top priorities in the recession and 

expect this trend to continue in the next several 

months.25

Indeed, the evidence is strong that the most competitive 
companies over the long-term have a culture of employee 
development.

•	 A systematic analysis of successful companies finds that a 
culture of employee development is one of the markers of 
visionary companies.37

•	 An analysis of companies that are most successful in 
harnessing the benefits of human capital identifies develop-
ment as one of the top 7 practices of successful organiza-
tions: “development is an essential component of high 
performance work systems because these systems rely 
on front line employee skill and initiative to identify and 
resolve problems.” 38

COUNTERING THE FLIGHT RISK – RETAINING A DIVERSE SET OF TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES
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•	 Promoting from within is a critical quality of organizations 
who are able to translate knowledge into action.39

The Anita Borg Institute and the Clayman Institute at Stan-
ford’s research on 1,795 technical employees in seven high-
technology companies found that technical women are 

more likely to put a high value on development and 

advancement practices when compared to their male peers, 
across levels. It should be no surprise that technical women 
who see the potential for advancement in their companies are 
more likely to stay. Yet, technical women were largely dissatis-
fied with the existing practices for development and career 
advancement at their high-tech companies, even prior to the 
economic downturn.31 Access to development experiences is 
critical to women’s ability to advance to high-level positions, 
especially in industries where women are under-represented.40 

Further cutbacks in those programs in the wake of the 

recession are likely to further hurt the retention and 

advancement of female technical talent. 

Leadership and technical development
Cost cutting in human capital assets, including cuts in 
employee development, leads to a downward spiral of orga-
nizational performance, where the best talent leaves and the 
organization is forced to further cut costs: “development is 
often seen as a frill in many US organizations, something 
to be reduced to make profit goals in times of economic 
contingency.” Extensive development is a central part of 

high-commitment management practices, which have 

been demonstrated to significantly increase shareholder 

return. 38 When a culture of mentoring and development is 
created, such growth also occurs through peer interaction 
beyond formal programs. In economic downturns, cutting 
back on opportunities to update technical skills, learning from 
peers, and leadership development, can lead to serious conse-
quences for organizations’ abilities to retain diverse technical 
talent once a recovery occurs. 

COUNTERING THE FLIGHT RISK – RETAINING A DIVERSE SET OF TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES



RETAINING A DIVERSE TECHNICAL PIPELINE DURING AND AFTER A RECESSION 11

COUNTERING THE FLIGHT RISK – RETAINING A DIVERSE SET OF TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES

Mentoring
One effective way for employees to develop is through peer 
interaction such as through mentoring and coaching relation-
ships, attending technical gatherings, and collaborative work. 
Since technical women are more likely to suffer from a lack of 
mentors and influential social networks,41 mentoring opportu-
nities (whether formal or informal) are especially important for 
them. Technical women are especially concerned with oppor-
tunities for mentoring in their organizations – indeed, 71% 
of technical women versus 53% of technical men perceived 
mentoring as important to them. 

Mentoring has been demonstrated to be associated with:42

•	 higher job satisfaction

•	 higher promotion rates

•	 higher future income

•	 increased work success

•	 higher retention rates

In an analysis of 830 companies over 30 years, 

researchers found that of several popular diversity 

practices, mentoring had the strongest effect on the 

advancement of women and minorities, along with 

executive diversity task forces.43 

A cornerstone of establishing a culture of employee develop-
ment is making mentoring a part of the organizational values. 
Indeed, our research shows that mentoring is generally not 
perceived as a rewarded behavior by technical employees in the 
high-tech industry, with only 18% of women and 19% of men 
perceiving mentoring as a rewarded behavior.31 

Elements of a successful mentoring culture include:

•	 Leadership engagement.44

•	 Executive accountability in the form of an executive 
diversity position or taskforces.43

•	 Broad participation, across gender and race.45

•	 Making mentoring participation part of the evaluation and 
promotion process.

•	 Commitment and partnership of Engineering and Human 
Resources.46

•	 Multiple mentors for multiple skills—one of the key 
barriers to finding a mentor to women and minorities in 
technology is finding a single mentor that is of the same 
gender, in a high level position, and embodying the specific 
scope of skills and attainment that the mentee seeks to 
attain. Having several mentors engaged with one employee 
also increases their network. 47

•	 Mentors who actively focus on building a wide network 
of connections for protégés are most effective: the network 
should include racial and gender diversity, functional 
diversity within and outside the organization, and job level 
diversity (peers and sponsors).47

The disconnect between  
policy and practice

Employee development policies are useful, but more 

important is their integration into the organization’s 

culture. No amount of mentoring or development 

can have an impact if it is not perceived as being 

rewarded by the culture. For example, developing 

and mentoring women for technical skills that do 

not translate into new opportunities will fail to 

increase retention and advancement. Talking about 

mentoring and implementing a mentoring program 

will have no impact if executives and managers do 

not actively participate.

Flexibility and work-family practices
While flexibility and work-family balance practices may feel 
like a luxury in a recession, they have a significant effect on 
employee retention and employee engagement. Employees 

experiencing work-family conflict are 3 times more 

likely to consider quitting their companies.33

A critical role of the technology leader who wishes to retain 
top talent is to model workplace sanity,48 taking into account 
diverse needs for work arrangements. 
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“Unrelenting workloads and stress are often 

symptomatic of deeper problems — poor project 

chartering, ineffective prioritization, disengaged 

leaders, insulated decision making and manage-

ment inaction. Moreover, the technological capacity 

to be connected 24/7 cloaks weak management 

practices, poor work distribution and an inability 

to adjust demand and supply.” – Diane Morello, 

Gartner 24

Dual-career technical employees represent the future of 

the workforce. Work-life programs are erroneously seen as a 
“gender issue.” While more technical women than men point 
to flexibility practices, part-time work options, and support 
for childcare, they do so because they are 4 times more likely 
to be in a dual-career couple.31 Men in dual-career situations 
are more likely to also require organizational practices around 
flexibility. 

Diversity in family configurations is here to stay. The 
proportion of men in dual-career couples is rising – in the 

US, only 19% of marriages still have the traditional model of 
a stay-at-home wife and a working husband 5 and dual-career 
families are now the largest group, representing over 40% of 
all families.49 The proportion of single-parent families has also 
grown significantly at 36% of all families.49 Organizations 

built around a culture of 24/7 availability and dispro-

portionate periods of face time based on an implicit 

assumption that high-level technical employees have 

a stay-at-home spouse will lose critical talent when a 

recovery happens. 

More than a gender issue, expectations around flex-

ibility represent a generational shift. 

•	 The younger a male executive, the more likely he is to care 
about work-life issues.33

•	 Parents and dual-career couples are especially affected by 
work-family conflict.33, 31

•	 Both technical men and women expect it from their 
companies: 78% of technical men and 83% of technical 
women consider flexibility to be important to them.

Not only is the younger generation of technical employees 
concerned about flexibility, the older generation is also 

COUNTERING THE FLIGHT RISK – RETAINING A DIVERSE SET OF TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES

The United States is lagging behind other countries in terms of the participation of college-educated women in the 
workforce. A recent report finds the US behind 20 other industrialized countries (Canada and Western Europe) in terms of 
the participation of educated women in the workforce.52

Companies and policies in the US are trailing in adapting to the new reality of dual-career families. Dual-
career couples are now the norm in the US among the workforce: “In 2008, in the US as a whole, 79% of married/
partnered employees lived in dual-earner couples—85% of women and 75% of men.” 51

The discrepancy of dual-career family configurations between technical men and women in the high-technology industry, 
where 80% of women versus only 38% of technical men are in a dual-career couple,31 reflects an antiquated way of orga-
nizing work and family and is unlikely to be sustainable. As the number of dual-career couples entering the high-tech 
industry continues to rise, organizational practices will have to adapt.

Young men entering the workforce (millennial men) are expecting to be in dual-career couples and are signifi-
cantly involved with family responsibilities – they are also more likely to experience work-family conflict than previous 
generations of men.51 Therefore, organizational cultures that have flexible mindsets and practices that support work-family 
challenges will be at an advantage to attract the next generation of technical men and women while retaining their existing 
talent. 

“Companies cannot assume that traditional attitudes or gender roles prevail. They need to assure that both women and men are helped to 
succeed at work and that both men and women are helped to succeed at home.” 51
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increasing its calls for flexible options. Indeed, the impending 
retirement of baby-boomers is one of the most pressing talent 
flight issues of our time. Retaining these workers for as long 
as possible is critical to companies’ ability to meet their need 
for crucial technical skills and experience. These employees, 
however, are looking to remain engaged in the workforce if 
flexible and part-time schedules are made available to them. A 
survey of over 3,000 employees showed that “Baby Boomers” 
and “Generation Y” are different than other generations in 
their expectations – rather than an emphasis on financial 
rewards alone, they are looking for flexible work options. 50,51

The impact of flexibility practices on retention
Our research shows that 78% of technical men and 83% of 
technical women rate flexibility as very or highly important 
to them, second only to the basics of healthcare and financial 
rewards. Companies that take flexibility seriously will thus be 
able to attract and retain technical talent. 31

In a global survey of 42,000 employees, IBM found that flex-
ibility is a top contributor to retention. Difficulties around 
work-life balance were found to be the second top reason for 
intending to leave the company (again, only second to dissatis-
faction around financial rewards).53 One study of flexible work 
practices found that the introduction of flexible schedules led 
to higher employee satisfaction and reduced absenteeism.54 
When the organization removed the flexibility schedules, 
absenteeism and satisfaction rates went back to what they were 
before.

Furthermore, globalization is putting increased demands on 
today’s workforce for shifting and unpredictable schedules, and 
an appropriate implementation of flexible practices is critical 
to companies’ ability to meet these new demands. In The 
Global Human Capital Study, CEOs defined “adaptability” as a 
critical feature of the new human capital model.55 Companies 

that can quickly deploy talent with the right skills to 

specific problems need workers who are adaptable and 

flexible – this flexibility mindset needs to be reflected 

in organizational practices.

While flexibility practices take many forms, such as shifted 
schedules, part-time options, compressed work weeks, tele-
commuting, or the newer on-ramps and off ramps, a company 

doesn’t necessarily need to implement complex changes to 
experience the benefits of flexibility. Again, more important 
is making flexibility a part of the organizational culture. Some 
critical components of fostering a flexibility mindset include:

•	 Integrate flexibility with business strategy – consider which 
projects, times, or tasks are conducive to flexibility.

•	 Understanding employee needs around flexibility is critical 
to implementing the right set of solutions.

•	 Executive buy-in and modeling – in order to send a signal 
that formal or informal flexibility is an accepted business 
practice, executives need to engage in it where possible.

•	 Evaluation and promotion practices need to be aligned 
with flexibility mindset – ensuring that there is no evalua-
tion penalty associated with flexibility and a clear focus on 
outcomes rather than time spent in the office.56

•	 Barriers to the implementation of a flexibility culture 
include excessive workloads, manager attitudes, and 
perceived cultural consequences (eg in promotion process) 
and peer repercussion.33,31

The virtual workplace: leveraging technology 
for retention
As part of a flexibility culture, telecommuting options are 
important to the retention of technical women. Given the 
prevalence of dual-career technical couples, the emergence of 
globally distributed work around incongruous time zones, and 
the push to cut travel costs in the current recession, telecom-
muting has become an important cornerstone of companies’ 
retention strategy. Our data show that 53% of technical men 
and 67% of technical women across levels view telecommuting 
as very or extremely important to them.

“The virtual workplace is not an option, nor is it a 

perk. It is the foundation of 21st century work. It will 

likely supersede face-to-face interactions and reduce both 

direct control over activities and line of sight into people’s 

time and actions. Enterprises that are skeptical of the 

virtual workplace must move forward, or they will jeopar-

dize their objectives and weaken their workforce attrac-

tion.” – Diane Morello, Gartner 24
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The emergence of cloud computing and social 

networking within organizations is creating a trend 

toward “ubiquitous collaboration”, where successful 

intra and interorganizational communication will be 

less and less dependent on face to face interactions.57 
Rather, employees are increasingly expected to successfully 
leverage technology to collaborate globally, a trend that can 
meet the needs of technical men and women for flexibility 
and remote work. Companies’ ability to meet the flex-
ibility and telework demands of a multigenerational, diverse 
workforce will be a critical source of competitive advantage in 
the future.58

•	 37% of executives say that high-potential employee 
development efforts are critical to their retention 
initiatives in the economic downturn.

•	 Even in this economy, 43% of executives are concerned 
about competitors recruiting their high-potential  
employees.25

Despite the upfront cost of implementing such 

practices, their ROI through enhanced human capital 

engagement and retention are associated with an 

increase a company’s bottom line over the long term.33

Don’t ignore the next generation 
of technical women – returning to 
recruitment
Job losses in technology, for many companies, has meant letting 
go of those with less seniority. This can create a generational 
void in the technical pipeline, as members of the youngest 
Generation (Generation “Y”, “Millenials”, or “Digital Natives” 
refer to those individuals who were born around or after 1980) 
who have been let go from early technical careers explore 
other alternatives.

Technology leaders’ focus on engaging, retaining and devel-
oping this generation of technical women and men is critical 
to long term growth – ignoring this generation amidst 

this time of crisis is likely to compound the technical 

skills shortage in the future, as these youngsters 

consider other career paths.59 The loss of innovative capa-
bility and forward-thinking ideas of this generation would also 
come at a significant cost for companies. 

Having an ongoing diversity strategy is critical to an organiza-
tions’ ability to recruit and retain this next generation. Millen-

nials are the most diverse generation in American 

history. 44% of millennial adults in 2020 will be from 

minority groups. This generation views gender and 

race equality as a fact and will seek companies that 

reflect it.60

The Role of Managers in the 21st Century 
Organization
Managers who understand the importance and benefits of 
diverse technical human capital are a significant factor in talent 
retention. Indeed, one of the most salient predictors of talent 
turnover is their relationship to their manager: 70% of top 
talent cites their manager as the primary reason for leaving.61 

Managers’ lines of responsibilities have shifted to more matrix 
arrangements, and their success is increasingly determined by 
their ability to work with people outside their direct line of 
responsibility. Managers are also increasingly directing globally 
distributed teams.62 The reality is that workforce diversity, not 
only gender but across several dimensions of race and ethnicity, 
national origin, generational, educational, etc. will continue 
to increase with ongoing globalization.62 In this landscape, 

the most valuable managers are those who understand 

the value of diversity and are prepared to deal with a 

flexible and distributed diverse workforce. Managers 
who rely on traditional command and control methods and 
are only comfortable with a homogeneous workforce where 
work is based on face time will face significant challenges.62

Managers’ understanding of diversity and flexible workforce 
arrangements will be critical to companies’ ability to retain 
technical talent.

COUNTERING THE FLIGHT RISK – RETAINING A DIVERSE SET OF TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES
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COUNTERING THE FLIGHT RISK – RETAINING A DIVERSE SET OF TECHNICAL EMPLOYEES

“From 2009 through 2013, the talent crisis will shift to 

the managers and leaders of your organization. Most 

current managers and their immediate successors are 

unequipped to manage this new workforce and new 

organization. Managers who cannot reach this higher 

level will lose their way and, very likely, their jobs by 

2013.” – Harris, Gammage, and Basso, Gartner 62

The more difficult processes in enhancing the retention 
and advancement of technical women in both good 
and hard times have to do with the challenges posed 
by organizational change, or, as Pfeffer and Sutton of 
Stanford Business School call it, the “knowing-doing 
gap.” 39

Barriers to transforming knowledge into action include:

•	 Confusing talk with action.

•	 Internal competitive dynamics which undermine 
collaboration and organizational commitment.

•	 Fear and mistrust fueled by internal competition and 
lack of reward for risk taking and aversion to failure.

•	 Lack of modeling by leaders and managers.

Developing and sustaining a culture of 
collaboration
The management practices that create a culture 
are a more important predictor of team success 
than the individual talent of team members.63 
Organizational culture is embedded in all aspects of 
an organization: formal practices, pay scale, reporting 
structure, behavioral norms, ways of communicating, 
and other artifacts.64 Reaping the rewards of diversity is 
contingent on organizational culture. 65 An organiza-

tional culture that encourages sharing different 

points of views with an emphasis on team 

members having the best interest of the organiza-

tion at heart (rather than their own self-interest) 

is a requirement to reap the financial and inno-

vation performance of gender diversity.66 Team 
members communicate more cooperatively when the 
organization emphasizes diversity and collectivism as a 
cultural value.67

Our research has shown that technical women were less 
likely to perceive their company culture as collabora-
tive.31 This is likely to harm the retention of technical 
women. Ensuring that organizational behavior 

and practices are consistent with the desired 

culture is critical to companies’ profitability.37 
For example, interviewees in our study discussed the 
disconnect between the professed values of collabora-
tion in their companies and the evaluation/promotion 
process based on individual contribution and the “stack 
ranking” of employees within a same team, which they 
perceived as encouraging competition over collabora-
tion. Corporations’ emphasis on individual performance, 
reinforced by the notion of a “war for talent,” encourages 
destructive behavior within teams, whereby “self-interest 
dictates not being very helpful or forthcoming to those 
with whom someone competes for those rewards,” and 
diminishes the potential benefits of diversity.63 A culture 
of self-interest and individual competition for rewards 
also limits the success of mentoring initiatives and the 
ability to establish a culture of organizational learning 
and innovation.
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Most technology executives are now convinced that diversity 
is beneficial to their organization, and are aware of the unique 
diversity challenges brought by globalization. Most profes-
sionals who have heard the research on the issues for technical 
women are also now aware of the specific barriers and 
solutions to their retention. 

An unprecedented economic downturn has hurt 

employee engagement and further jeopardized the 

focus on practices important to technical women. As a 
recovery occurs, companies are at risk of further losing female 
technical talent. We show that an ongoing focus on practices 
that impact retention and advancement, such as a culture of 
employee development and flexibility, will give companies 
a competitive advantage in the recovery by enhancing the 
retention of a diverse technical workforce as well as position 
them for renewed recruitment. 

Cultural change is critical to the recruitment, retention, and 
advancement of technical women in academia and industry. 
Technical executives are a large part of shifting the 

culture of technology for a strong pipeline of female 

technical talent. There is no panacea in fixing the problem 
of gender diversity in technical positions. This economic 

downturn represents a significant opportunity for 

executives to engage and retain diverse critical talent 

and cement their competitive position for the recovery. 
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