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W
hen bringing four people together to discuss any subject, you
obtain a wide variety of opinions. Those opinions, of course, are
often guided by personal experiences.

With this discussion focusing on women and technology
careers, roundtable participants shared the following:
• An “awful environment” in the corporate world that led one

woman to start her own company
• A spouse, who in trying to juggle a career and family responsibilities, has “gone about as far as

she can” in the business setting
• A higher education experience in which the female student was discouraged from a course of

study that included a science/technology curriculum
• At least two cases of inappropriate behavior toward participants or siblings (the companies in

both cases did respond with swift action)
Not all is doom and gloom. The participants all have successful careers, and they see some

positive signs. Yet, the overall tenure of the discussion was “things haven’t changed all that much.”
Taking part in the roundtable are:

Early struggles
Carrier spent a considerable amount of time with a Fortune 500 company before striking

out on her own. Of 69 female officers, however, she was one of only two that was married and
had children. 

“Basically, you chose one or the other, but you couldn’t be a corporate officer (as a woman
with a family). I had a long career that was quite painful,” she shares. “I think I make a better
entrepreneur than I did a corporate clone.”

When Kurtz was pursuing a master’s degree in history, she wanted to focus on the history
of science and technology. The response at that time, which she fears is still heard some today,
was: “You don’t want to do that because then you’ll have to get the equivalent of a bachelor’s in
something like a science.”

These instances are in the past. Certainly things have changed. Maybe not? Carrier says a
meeting she attended of the leading chief information officers of top Indianapolis companies
found only one female in the room.

Kurtz adds, “I think there’s still some resistance, some barriers for women entering technology
fields. Rather than head up the business units or operation units, women tend to head up the
HR or marketing – places other than the technical engineering areas.”

Martin worked at several large Indiana companies before entering the teaching profession.

Where Are All the Women?
Obstacles Remain in Pursuit of Technology Careers
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He sees some shortcomings in both places.
“The women I have worked with have all been very strong

technically,” he notes. “Many people think women are really
good with the soft side of the business – reading the situation,
understanding the customer, communicating. But when it
comes to actually doing specs and the technical side of it, I
think people are still somewhat surprised that women are just
as strong as men, and sometimes stronger.”

Various levels of education naturally include application
processes. In a perfect world, race and gender would not be
part of that process, Martin says,
“So you could just look at what
the student’s merits are, each
person’s individual skill sets and
opportunities. I don’t think having
so many numbers, quotas, really
benefits (everyone).”

Taking charge
The three female participants

all earned success by reaching
out and grabbing it.

Eakins’ background is in
public relations and journalism.
The family was beginning to be relocated for new projects
related to her husband’s computer engineering career. Instead of
trying to find a new job in her profession, the couple proposed
to her husband’s company that she be hired as a technical writer.

“It turned out that I had a knack for that, so I developed
a technical writing career when I had no intention of doing so,”
she recalls. “I could interpret what the IT (information technology)
guys were trying to say, and I could interpret what the user
community needed.” 

She went on to train herself in various IT areas, eventually
coming to the realization that her efforts would be even better
spent in trying to grow the company. The company has continued
that growth in the last five years.

Kurtz, likewise, was working in corporate communications
when her company was undergoing a change in business models.
“I had to get billable. I could write and the techy guys adopted
me. They said, ‘OK, you can write, go for it.’ ” She went on to
become IT manager after writing the request for proposal for
the company’s telecommunications project, and it was later
decided to insource the work.

Carrier doesn’t credit her good fortune to any particular
skill set, but a strong desire to control her own destiny.

“I got fed up with men determining how much I’d
make, how many stock options I got, how big my bonus
would be. There was a clear glass ceiling in my own
experience. I thought I could figure out how to make a
lot of money on my own, so I just got fed up and left,”
she states.

Eakins didn’t become involved in an entrepreneurial
company to escape previous experiences. But what has
followed has convinced her she is in the right place.

“There have been times where it might have been

really easy to throw in the towel (and head to corporate America).
That doesn’t seem like an option to me,” she contends. “Once
you have the benefit of being your own boss, managing your
own time, directing your own success, I don’t know that I could

function in a corporate environment.”

It starts in school
Despite some of the career changes

outlined above, many technical job
opportunities are shaped by a person’s
educational experiences. A major
challenge at this time is engaging
more young people, boys and girls,
in the engineering field. The United
States is rapidly losing ground to
other countries in the number of

engineers it produces.
Martin sees a particular difficulty in civil

engineering. Demand is high in this area that
combines an aging infrastructure – from
the road system to bridges, buildings and
beyond – with a large number of workers
nearing retirement age.

In current class offerings, he describes a
gap in the middle in which student interest wanes. That follows
a beginning graphics communication class – creating technical
drawings, working the graphic views and using software – that
draws students of both genders.

“When it comes down to actually doing the applied physics
and the calculations and the engineering processes, we don’t
have as many people sign up for that. There just doesn’t seem
to be the same interest,” Martin offers. “That changes again
when we get to a class called Biotechnical Engineering, when
you marry the applied sciences to the life sciences.

“So when it comes to the graphic and visual side, we seem
to have a pretty strong appeal.” The problem, though, is the
intermediate stage and the lack of instant gratification. “We’re
(the students) not interested in making any investment at all
in our future in order to get a payoff at one, two or four years
down the road.”

Martin says he probably ends up with 15% to 20% females
in the engineering principles class. Home guidance is still a
factor, he adds, and parents don’t always
think of engineering for their
daughters as much as they do for
their sons. Parental education about

“I did not want to win
work just because
we’re majority owned
by a woman. It didn’t
seem right to me. But I had to …
or we would have lost hundreds of
thousands of dollars worth of work
over the last year and a half.”

– Terri Eakins
Technology Partnership Group

“I got fed up with men determining
how much I’d make, how many
stock options I got, how big my
bonus would be. There was a
clear glass ceiling in my own
experience.”

– Kathy Carrier
Briljent
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the opportunities available is an early priority.
While noting that it is good for students to early on try and determine

their career path, the requirements and the extent of choices can be a
negative at times. He believes high school is becoming more like college
in that there are consequences for late decisions or a change of mind
about a future course of study or career.

“We have so many offerings and choices, it’s almost like you overwhelm
them and they don’t understand what the options are,” Martin continues.
“It’s very hard once you choose a path to switch gears and start over.
The students are going to have to start choosing careers almost at the
middle school level or have a big disadvantage if they get in their
sophomore year and say, ‘You know, I hate this.’ ”

Learning from others
Martin said women definitely have the aptitudes and capabilities to

excel in these fields. Other external factors for some, however, are a lack of
female role models or mentors, as well as established hiring practices.

Carrier tells about a university engineering professor who had to fight
beyond the normal means in order to gain tenure. She was the first female at

her school to do so. Carrier wonders if the male professors are providing the same encouragement
to female students as this woman.

Kurtz cites a recent study that reports a decline in the number of female professors in computer
science and engineering in both the United States and Canada. Fewer than one in 10 full professors
in those fields are women.

A lack of communication is also part of the problem. Martin reports extreme difficulty finding
female mentors for students who want to job shadow in the more technical fields. Kurtz, current
president of the Women & Hi Tech association, says the mentors are out there, but they have
not been able to find the young people to assist.

Part of the solution, according to Carrier, is for people to choose mentors based on skill
sets, not gender.

“I don’t really look for women versus men,” she offers. “Most of the true mentors that I have –
who question what I do, who beat me up, give me good advice, criticize – in my life are all men.”

The term “old boy network” surfaced and Kurtz claims, “One of the barriers for women is if
the heads of the different departments are all men, they’re going to hire someone who looks like
them and groom people who look like them.” A recent article, she adds, points to professional
jealousy of men toward women as still a factor.

Eakins, Carrier and Kurtz all give examples of women advancing in certain areas (often deputy
or subproject manager roles), but typically not at the highest levels. Kurtz had previously written

an article that included the fact that just 11% of the top 500
U.S. technology companies have female corporate officers. 

Dealing with government
For those choosing the entrepreneurial path, certification

as a woman-owned business enterprise (WBE) is a factor that
cannot be ignored. Carrier says colleagues in many other
states report that they do not have the WBE designation that
is separate from the MBE (minority business enterprise). The
designations help companies in their effort to gain contracts
for government projects.

Eakins, for one, spurned the idea at first. Eventually,
though, it became a competitive factor.

“I resisted doing that for a very long time. I did not want
to win work just because we’re majority owned by a woman.

It didn’t seem right to me,” she discloses. “But I had to put in a WBE certification request, get
certified and network with all the companies that I had already been doing business with (in
order for them to think about utilizing us as one of their WBE partners) or we would have lost

“It’s very hard once
you choose a path to
switch gears and start
over. The students are going to have
to start choosing careers almost at
the middle school level …” 

– Jeff Martin
McKenzie Career Center

“I think there’s still some
resistance, some barriers for
women entering technology
fields. Rather than head up the
business units or operation
units, women tend to head
up the HR or marketing –

places other than the technical
engineering areas.”

– Jennifer Kurtz
Purdue University
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hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of work over the last
year and a half.”

Both Briljent and Technology Partnership Group have gained
from the addition of the public sector work. Carrier says it’s
“diversified our income source.” Each also has benefited from
proven track records and good relationships with a number of the
prime contractors.

A current effort to simplify the certification process is being
greeted with enthusiasm. Being a 12-year-old business with outside

investors, Technology Partnership Group was forced to provide
a significant amount of supporting materials with its application.

“The process took way too long (an estimated 80 hours) and
was way too much time away from working on winning new
business and delivering our services,” Eakins recalls. “A strong
effort is being made to improve that.”

Looking ahead
The negatives outweighed the positives during the full

discussion. That doesn’t mean the
participants are without optimism.
Despite any frustration, they are happy
with where they’re at and hopeful of
increased levels of change.

Women & Hi Tech looks to increase
its impact beyond central Indiana. Kurtz
says the monthly programs are well
received, and the annual Leading Light
Awards are a true celebration of women’s
accomplishments in technology. 

“Getting people together who can
share the experiences, do the connecting
role. That’s huge as far as knowing what
different opportunities are available,”
she attests. “I’d like to see us do more
in the pipeline, bringing along people at
the middle school to high school levels.”

On a broad scale, Eakins agrees
that education is critical, along with
battling inaccurate perceptions that
girls should stay away from science,
engineering or math careers. Personally,
she is right where she wants to be.

“I’m very blessed to be in business
with my husband, to be able to share so
much time together, and so much common
interest and passion. It’s very exciting.”

Carrier referred earlier to the lack of
women in her previous job who were both
mothers and professionals. Martin says
his wife finds similar challenges today.

It may not work for everyone, but
Carrier has reached her goals “by
becoming a great multi-tasker.” Running
a business, sustaining a strong marriage,
caring for four children (as well as
parents who need support) and
volunteering in the community
become the norm.

“You learn how to prioritize. What
gets done each day is only really what
needs to get done because there are
so many things on our plates,” she
summarizes. It’s difficult, but the “positive
is that people like me, we have it all.”
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