Cultural Factors Affecting Women’s Representation in the High Tech Sector: Cross-Cultural Comparisons between Canada and Bangladesh
While women’s underrepresentation in the high tech sector in the Western world has been, and continues to be, of concern for both industry and academia (e.g., Ahuja, 2002; Snir, Harpaz, & Ben-Baruch, 2009; Griffiths, Moore, & Richardson, 2007; Truman & Baroudl, 1994), women’s representation in the technology sector in a number of Asian countries such as India, China, and Bangladesh is increasing (Simard, 2007). This presents a surprising contrast because Western cultures are viewed as being closer to gender equality while many Eastern cultures are viewed as “male-dominated.”  This paper examines cross-cultural comparisons between Canada and Bangladesh to better understand the factors affecting women’s representation in high tech. 

A variety of barriers may cause women to avoid high tech as a field of study or to opt out of high tech careers.  In particular, the perception of high tech being a male domain and a lack of academic mentoring are likely to influence women’s choice of technology careers.  These barriers are, however, a product of culture and thus cross-cultural comparisons can highlight ways of reducing these barriers.  
In Bangladesh’s poor economy, the high tech sector’s employment opportunities and financial rewards attract top performing students. In the cultural realm, the Bangladeshi culture places a high emphasis on social stratification.  A high tech education is considered to be a symbol of academic merit and prestige in Bangladesh, so parents, teachers and peers usually encourage meritorious students to choose science and technology as a field of study regardless of their sex. In addition, in the social realm, the media’s portrayal of the high-tech sector as a gender-neutral field has undermined the stereotype of high tech as a male-domain. We discuss these cultural differences from the perspectives of social role and social stratification theories. Based on the lesson learned from our cross-cultural comparison, we suggest policies and practices which may encourage more female students to select science and technology as a field of study and may subsequently increase women’s representation in the high tech sector in the Western world.
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