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to pay attention to these matters simply did not
exist in the IS ﬁeld, but only in the CS (Computer Science) ﬁeld! And, to carry that matter
further, any study of what caused the problem
must NOT focus on the ﬁeld of computing in
general, but on the ﬁeld of CS in particular. As
you might imagine, this should narrow the ﬁeld
of inquiry considerably for searching for a solution to this problem.
This failure to note an important fact included within the book’s covers is a bit of a
surprise, since the editor notes, early in the
book, that the aim of the book is to (a) document
the gender gap, (b) offer tools for grasping its
dynamics, and (c) examine it from an international perspective. The book does a nice job of
matter c, a somewhat nice job of matter a, but
falls considerably short in matter b.
But I pass on too quickly. Let us return to
the editor’s description of the problem. He aggregates data to show that enrolment of females
in computer science undergraduate programs
forms a steep bell curve, rising rapidly into
the 1980s to that peak of 37%, then dropping
equally rapidly to the present’s considerably

REVIEWS

REVIEWS

lower ﬁgure. He goes on to note that women
tend to work as programmers for 10 years,
then “more than half drop out ... pushed and
shoved by macho work environments, serious
isolation, and extreme job pressures.” And,
he goes on to note, once women drop out, they
rarely come back.
In speculating about the problem, he notes
several factors, including (a) the CS degree,
originally located in liberal arts or mathematics
programs, was transitioned in the 1980s in many
universities to the engineering school, perhaps a
turnoff to females, and (b) the personal computer
came on the scene in about this time frame,
perhaps transforming the ﬁeld from genderindependent to boy-toy.
Returning to the book itself, and leaving the
issue of the gender gap in female programming
for the moment, the book is interestingly diverse
– there are some political chapters (“see how
women have been discriminated against”), some
philosophical, some (most, in fact) historical,
and nearly all academic (as noted above). The
biggest fault I could ﬁnd in this diversity is that
the editor failed to keep his focus on the pro-
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gramming part of computing, and instead mixed
in lots of material about “keypunch girls” and
gender in various operations tasks and computer
usage, as if they were all the same gender-wise.
That is interesting material, of course, but it
shed little light on the most important portion
of the gender gap.
So, what’s the bottom line here? I applaud
the diverse content of the book; it certainly
covers the issue of gender in computing extremely thoroughly and well. But, in the
course of doing that, I think the editor lost
sight of the most important issue he set out
to address , that “unprecedented” and “catastrophic” subject of females in the programming profession.
Oh, and given the importance of that period
in the middle 1980s, I also wish that the book
had focused more clearly on that particular era.
The era may not have been important to the ﬁeld
of IS, but it was certainly most important to the
ﬁeld of CS. What, indeed, happened back then
to cause the crisis we have today?
That question suggests an intriguing research
issue that I hope someone will address.
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I really wanted to review this book. But
at the same time, I was apprehensive about
reviewing it. Why? The author is a friend and
colleague of mine (and a long-time Software
Practitioner subscriber), and I was afraid I would
have a problem if I didn’t like it. I have a strong
belief that a reviewer’s ﬁrst responsibility is to
be true to himself and his opinion of the book,
and only after that be true to other factors like
friendship.
Fortunately, I liked the book. It’s not a software book, but it is a fascinating collection of
life lessons written by a software person. The
lessons are presented as 37 “pearls of wisdom,”
one per chapter, each supported with one or
more anecdotes from the background of the author. The pearls are grouped into interpersonal,
personal, motivational, practical, cautionary, and
professional, a nice organizational scheme.
I want to do two things in this review. For
the ﬁrst, I will give one of my own life lessons,
written in the style of the book. This will give
you an idea of what the book is about without
stealing any of the author’s material! For the
second, I want to give you some brief but pithy
quotes from the book.
Here’s my personal life lesson. Early in my
software career, I worked in a small and tightknit group of people. As our work expanded,
we needed to expand the group. One of our new
hires was a fellow named Harold Graebner.
Now Harold seemed to be a nice guy, but at
the same time he seemed to go out of his way to
bug me. After several weeks of this behavior,

I decided I had to do something about it. So I
confronted him, and explained how I felt about
what he was doing.
What happened next astounded me, and
became a life lesson I love to share with others.
After I had my say, Harold looked at me and said
“Why don’t you and your wife come over for
dinner Friday night?” I had expected some sort
of defensive reaction, but instead what I received
was a solid overture of friendship! Harold and I
became good friends after that, a friendship that
eventually withered only because we moved on
to different geographic places in our lives.
What was the lesson, the one I have shared
so frequently with others over the years? If
you have a problem with someone, confront it
(thoughtfully and respectfully). It may turn out
to be the greatest decision you ever made! (Oh,
just in case you are wondering why Harold had
made such a point of bugging me. I chalked it
up to the “little-boy syndrome,” where a little
boy bugs a little girl because he likes her, not
because he enjoys bugging her!)
Interestingly, I failed to apply that particular
life lesson a few years later in my life. At the
time I was a national speaker for the technical
society ACM, and as a national speaker I was
paid to travel to and lecture at various student
and professional ACM chapters around the
world (mostly around the US). I was in Kansas City, I remember vividly, where a group of
my hosts, accompanied by their spouses, took
me out to dinner before the talk (that was the
normal practice). One wife seemed to delight
in bugging me, and in fact kept doing it all
evening, not only through the dinner but before
and after my talk.
I thought about applying my life lesson and
confronting her, but then – the more I thought
about it – this was a one-time event and I would

never see her again, so I decided not to bother.
I will never know, of course, whether that was
the right decision – without the confrontation,
I couldn’t ﬁnd out why she was doing what she
was doing – but in the end the confrontation
simply didn’t seem worth the risk.
I guess all of that just shows that life lessons
need to be applied selectively!
Now, for those pithy quotes:
• on exercise – Find a health club a mile
or so away. Schedule a one-hour session
three times a week. Walk/run there and
back home. There is no need to enter the
club or pay a fee!
• on perfection – “At some point, you just
have to declare victory and move on with
your life.”
• on teaching – “Dealing with three-yearolds is pretty much like dealing with PhD
scientists, except you can reason with
three-year-olds.”
• on opinion – “Everyone is entitled to his
opinion, but not his own facts.” (this one
is borrowed from the late Senator Daniel
Moynihan).
• on mistakes – “If it is true that we learn
from our mistakes, I must be a genius by
now.”
• on self-knowledge – “There are some
things I’m good at, and many I’m not.”
• on a one-person company – “I always win
the Employee of the Month award.”
So, what’s the bottom line here? I liked the
book. It is entertainingly written, contains some
worthwhile life lessons, and was an enjoyable
reading experience. I found myself wondering,
though, if I would have the personal – what’s the
word, ‘chutzpah’? – to write such a book, but
then the fact that this review consists mostly of
my own anecdotes proves that I would!
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