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Abstract

As organizations face increased competitive
pressures and technological changes, their atten-
tion is focusing on how to attain strategic bene-
fits from information technology investments,
including investments in people. From a human
resources perspective, one debate centers on
how to attract and retain information technology
(IT) professionals. Somewhat paradoxically, it is
suggested that to retain IT professionals, organi-
zations must provide both technical and business
oriented career opportunities.

This paper presents a case study of one organi-
zation, The Mutual Group, in which more than
70 IT professionals permanently moved into
non-IT, business unit jobs during the 1980s and
early 1990s. Using interviews and surveys of 51

'Robert Zmud was the accepting senior editor for this
paper.

former IT professionals, this research investigat-
ed the characteristics of the individual, the orga-
nization, the first non-IT job, and the transition
period.

The conclusion from the findings is that IT pro-
fessionals who moved to non-IT jobs in the line
made the transition without the benefit of delib-
erate preparation, formal transition programs, or
safety nets to reduce the risk. Some conditions
existed at The Mutual Group that may have
assisted them, including good relations between
IT and the line, friends and mentors in line units,
and a willingness to take risks in pursuit of new
challenges.

One contribution of this paper Is that it begins to
fill a gap in the career mobility literature, based
on individuals and their stories of change. It also
attempts to understand the role of context in one
organization that is a recognized leader in the
use of IT for competitive advantage.

Keywords: Job transfers, IT careers, career
mobility

ISRL Categories: AF0403, DAO1, EBUF

For us, strength through innovation will
result from our continued use of new tech-
nologies and most important, from the tal-
ented people at the heart of our business.
Our recruitment focus has shifted; the skill
profile we look for focuses on a person’s
ability to adapt to change, think creatively,
explore new technologies and new types of
work. (President, The Mutual Group, in the
1994 Annual Address to Policyholders)
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Introduction msE————————

The competitive significance of information tech-
nology is no longer questioned. What is debated,
however, is how to attain strategic benefits from
information technology investments. From a
human resources perspective, one debate centers
on how to attract and retain information technol-
ogy (IT) professionals (Igbaria et al. 1991, 1997).
Somewhat paradoxically, it is suggested that to
retain 1T professionals, organizations must pro-
vide both technical and business oriented career
opportunities (Cash et al. 1988).

Other researchers argue that organizations need
to increase knowledge about IT among execu-
tives, general managers, and line personnel
{Henderson 1990; Kappleman and Mclean
1991; Keen 1991; Lederer and Mendelow 1988;
Nath 1989, Reich 1993; Sharratt and McMurdo
1992). For example, a 1989 survey of general
and IT managers identified “educating senior
management about IT” as one of the maost impor-
tant factors leading to aligning IT with business
goals (Nath 1989). Several vears later, Reich
(1993) found that “shared domain knowledge”
between IT and business managers was the
strongest predictor of alignment hetween busi-
ness and [T objectives.

These apparently divergent debates are finding
resolution in at least one organization. Within
The Mutual Group, numerous IT professionals
have permanently moved into business unit
jobs, thereby achieving both objectives: career
extensions for IT people and increased knowl-
edge of IT in the line. This phenomenon seemed
to us to be sufficiently understudied to merit
investigation.

Zabusky and Barley (1996) note that organiza-
tions need to prepare themselves for the shift
from “careers of advancement” to “careers of
achievement.” Hendry (1989), in talking about
ways to overcome the barriers to successful tech-
nological innovation, specifically recommends
that “job rotation programs or similar schemes, if
sufficiently widespread, can further strengthen
interdepartmental understanding, both through
shared experiences and personal linkages.”
Despite this, as of the late 1980s, he notes that
while many firms had job rotation programs for
training business unit managers, they rarely
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involved specialist areas such as IT. To date, we
have been unable to locate similar examples of a
non-technology firm that has successfully inte-
grated so many senior management who began
their careers as IT professionals.

In their survey article, Fish and Wood (1993) sug-
gest that “career theory and research needs to get
closer to the phenomenology of job change to do
justice to the interaction of individual opportuni-
ty and external influence in career decision mak-
ing.” This, in a nutshell, was our goal. We aimed
to understand the factors that were important to
these IT professionals as they moved permanent-
ly into non-IT jobs and, thereby, to fill a gap in
the IT career and job transfer literatures.

This paper reports on a group of 51 former IT
professionals at The Mutual Group (TMG) who,
over a period of two decades, moved out of IT
into non-iT business unit positions. Not only did
these non-1T jobs extend career opportunities for
individuals, this internal mobility also seeded the
business units with IT knowledge during a time
of tremendous technological change.

The next section provides a brief history of TMG
and the IT-to-business unit job transfers. The third
section contains the research questions and
research methods employed in the study. The
findings are then presented and related to prior
literature. The paper concludes with lessons
learned and discusses implications for future
research into this approach of “seeding the line”
through IT to non-IT career transitions.

The Setting: The Mutual Group
and the Job Transfers m———

Background on The Mutual Group
(TMG)

The Mutual Group is a large, multinational insur-
ance organization with over $100 billion of life
insurance policies in effect and over $30 billion
in assets under management. Located in a mid-
sized city, they are one of the larger firms in the
area. They primarily sell individual and group lite
insurance and retirement products throughout
North America and have extensive international
operations. Established over 100 years ago, they
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have an enviable reputation, receiving the high-
est rating for their industry.

We are proud to report that for the sixth year
in a row, Standard & Poor’s awarded TMG
its triple-A rating for claims-paying ability, a
“gold medal” in financial services.
(President TMG, 1994 Annual Address to
Policyholders)

Expanding into the securities industry in the
1980s, their portfolio includes mutual funds,
pension funds, and investment products. By
1995, the head office of TMG had over 2,000
employees. The company, as a whole, has a rep-
utation for commitment to employee develop-
ment and ongoing training.

At the time this research was conducted, TMG’s
IT department included over 400 IT professionals
who worked together on one floor of the head-
quarters building. Application developers within
the IT department were organized into teams
dedicated to a particular area of business opera-
tions (e.g., individual insurance operations,
group insurance operations, finance, or invest-
ments) and often spent many years supporting a
single product line or business function.
According to the former vice president of infor-
mation technology, the IT department was a clas-
sic example of a “centrally decentralized struc-
ture” (von Simson 1990), with IT development
staff working closely with business unit clients,
but with centralized control retained by IT.

In 1993, when this study began, the vice presi-
dent of IT had been with TMG for over 30 years
and had been head of IT for 12 years. Mare than
80% of the IT-to-business unit transfers had
occurred during his tenure as vice president. His
predecessors had set a pattern for movement of
senior IT individuals to the business units. At
least two of the former heads of IT had them-
selves accepted permanent business unit posi-
tions. One was currently senior vice president,
individual administration, and the other was vice
president of quality services. By 1994, several
other former IT executives were senior officers in
various business units at TMG, a trend which has
continued today (1998 Annual Report). This is
somewhat unusual as insurance management is
traditionally drawn from actuarial and marketing
departments.
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TMG is recognized in the North American insur-
ance industry as a leading competitor in their
strategic use of information technology and is
often cited as a product and process innovator as
well as a creative, first adopter of IT (Kalvaitis
1993, Underwood 1992). As an early adopter of
e-mail technology, TMG won the Microsoft
Award of Excellence for an innovative PC-based
front end for their mainframe e-mail system.
TMG was among the first to require notebook
computers for their sales forces, achieving very
high levels of mobile computing. By 1993, 75%
of insurance applications were completed elec-
tronically on PCs in the clients” homes or offices,
eliminating the delays of sending paper forms to
the head office. This result was far ahead of
industry averages.

Beginning in the mid-1980s, TMG implemented
expert systems to support a variety of functions.
They claim to have achieved best-in-class results
for productivity and quality in the underwriting
process (Underwood 1992). Expert systems also
help customer service representatives answer tax
related questions, thereby improving both ser-
vice and efficiency. Imaging technology virtually
eliminated paper processing and reduced error
rates in life claims, disability, and other areas of
TMG’s operations.

A recent IT-enabled reengineering project
(Kalvaitis 1993) helped TMG achieve their goals
of one day turnaround for defined benefit plan
quotes and withdrawals at a time when the
industry still averaged two to three weeks for
these processes.

After learning about the number of employee
moves from IT to the business units and about
TMG’s innovative IT history, we concluded that
TMG was an interesting firm to research in terms
of the understudied phenomenon of internal
mobility of IT professionals and their transition to
non-IT jobs.

History of the Job Transfers

This research began with an interview of the vice
president of IT to determine how many IT profes-
sionals had moved to business units to take non-
IT jobs. Although no records had been kept to
specifically track these moves, 70 people were
identified, 59 of whom were still employed with

MIS Quarterly Vol. 23 No. 3/September 1999 339

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

TMG. These employees became the population
under study. Data were collected from 51 of
these emplovees through a survey (n = 40) and
interviews (n = 11). For the survey respondents,
the year of their first non-IT job is shown in
Figure 1.

After the first two transters in 1971 and 1975
{these were previous heads of IT moving into line
positions), the moves were gradual and consis-
tent rather than concentrated in any one-year or
period. There were three noticeable peaks in the
number of transfers into the business units: in
1983, 1989, and 1992, when five individuals
transferred during each of these three years. This
small number, less than 2% of the total IT staif
count, was not reported to have had a significant
impact on the performance of the IT department,
nor was it reported to have caused problems with
vacancies. The attrition of more senior people in

IT created opportunities for promotion for those
remaining in IT.

In a 1995 interview, the senior vice president of
finance and administration, a relative newcom-
er to TMG, spoke very positively about the
transfers of IT professionals to the business
units. Her view was that these people offered
critical skills, both in the past and for the future
of TMG.

If you look at the skill profile that you get
within [T and you ask what is the skill pro-
file that today’s manager needs . . . it really
fits . . .. There are very few jobs where you
get the kind of project management philoso-
phy and skills that you do within IT. . . dtis
essential, especially in managing change!
(nterview with senior vice president,
Administration and Finance)

w

~

Number of People Moving
n w

1971 1975 1979 1980

19682 1983 1984

19686 1987 1968 1989 1990 1991 1992 1980 194

Year of move

Figure 1. Timing of Moves From IT to the Business Areas (n = 40)
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The Research: Questions and
Methods m———————

Research Questions
As Gunz (1990) notes,

Managerial careers can he viewed as an
intersection of two distinct phenomena: 1) at
the organizational level of analysis, careers
as the process by which organizations
renew themselves; and 2) at the individual
fevel of analysis: careers as series of choices
made by people between different opportu-
nities presented to them.

This paper uses a case approach with a combi-
nation of qualitative and quantitative data
(Kaplin and Duchon 1988; Yin 1984} to explore
internal career mobility and job transitions from
the perspective of the individuals themselves.

The investigation was guided by four broad
research questions:

1. Were there characteristics of the TMG organi-
zation that facilitated the transition of IT pro-
fessionals into the business units?

2. Were there characteristics specific to the
individuals that may have influenced their
decisions to move from [T into business unit
positions?

3. Were there characteristics specific to the first
non-IT jobs that were viewed as important by
those who decided to move from IT into busi-
ness units?

4. Were there transition characteristics that indi-
viduals felt had facilitated their success with-
in the new job?

To investigate these four areas of interest, we
drew upon prior literature and our experiences as
former IT professionals, insurance company
employees, and consultants to IT management.
Our 40 years of cumulative experience in gener-
al business and the insurance industry made us
very familiar with the language, roles, and tasks
associated with firms like TMG. Despite a grow-
ing interest in career strategies and internal
mobility, we found no prior research investigat-
ing IT to non-1T moves in firms of this type. This
research seeks to contribute to our understanding
of these issues as they apply to IT professionals.

e ———————
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Research Methods

Entry to the TMG organization was arranged
through the vice president of IT and his boss, the
senior vice president of finance and administra-
tion. Our presence and the intent of our research
was approved in advance and supported by the
CEO.

There were two overlapping stages to the
research: (1) semi-structured interviews with two
senior executives and 11 former IT professionals;
and (2) a detailed survey sent to the entire popu-
lation of former IT professionals still employed by
The Mutual Group. These two stages spanned
more than two years from mid-1993 to mid-1995,
with ongoing follow-up into 1997. The details of
each research stage are discussed below, fol-
lowed by the demographic results of the survey.

Stage 1: Interviews

The first set of interviews included the senior vice
president of finance and administration, the vice
president of IT, and a theoretical sample (Glaser
and Strauss 1967) of six former IT professionals
(referred to as ex-IT people). The six IT profes-
sionals were selected based on three criteria: (1)
they represented the dominant time periods dur-
ing which individuals were transferring from IT to
the business units; {2) they represented different
work units across different divisions; and (3) each
was willing and available to voluntarily meet
with the researchers during visits. These six indi-
viduals moved at intervals between 1982 and
1992 and represented four of the six TMG divi-
sions.

Extensive information was collected on each for-
mer IT professional’s work and educational back-
ground, the way in which the first non-IT job was
offered, and the characteristics of the first and
subsequent non-IT jobs (see Appendix A for the
Interview Guide).

A second set of interviews was generated using a
snowball technique (Bernard 1988; Miles and
Huberman 1994). Five former IT professionals,
who had been mentioned as exemplars in the
first set of interviews, were contacted. These
individuals were in senior business positions
(three vice presidents and two directors), and
data from their interviews were used to provide a
higher-level perspective on organizational con-
text at TMG.
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Table 1. Demographics of the Survey Sample

Surveyed Responses

Response Rate 59 40 (68% of population
surveyed)
Level of Respondents 32 officers 20 officers

25 managers/supervisors
2 non-management

19 managers/supervisors
1 non-management

Gender

32 males (54% of 59)
27 females (45%)

21 males (52% of 40)
19 females (48%)

Age

2 were < 30 yrs. old
13 between 30-39 yrs.
16 between 40-49 yrs,
8 between 50-59 yrs.
1 over 60 yrs,

Time with TMG

Mean: 18.2 years
Range: 6-37 years

Tenure with IT

Mean: 9.8 years
Range: 2-26 years

Time in Non-IT Jobs

Mean: 8.3 years
Range: 1-19 years

Education
(highest degree)

20 UG degrees
8 post-graduate degrees

Stage 2: The Survey

Drawing upon themes that emerged from inter-
views and the literature, the survey instrument
that was used in stage 2 was developed. The vice
president of IT reviewed drafts of the survey
instrument to ensure its consistency with organi-
zational terminology. No questions were added
or deleted. (Survey questions relevant to this
study are shown in Appendix B.)

A copy of the survey was sent to each of the 39
former IT professionals who were still employed
at TMG’s head office. The status of the 11 indi-
viduals who had moved out of IT but were not
employed at the head office was questioned. The
response was that some “retired,” some “moved
to business unit positions with other firms,” some
“returned to IT with another company,” and
some “went out into the branches at TMG.”*

‘Information taken from interviews.
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Although their stories would have been interest-
ing, we did not have the means to contact them.

The 13-page survey instrument was comprised of
closed questions (yes/no, Likert scales, lists) and
seven open-ended questions that permitted anec-
dotal responses (Jackson 1988). The surveys were
distributed by internal mail with a cover letter
from the researchers and were returned directly
to the researchers. A total of 40 completed sur-
veys were received—a 68% response rate. There
was tremendous willingness to share informa-
tion, with an average of 75% of respondents
replying to each of the open-ended questions.

Demographics of Survey Respondents

Demographic data is shown in Table 1.
Respondents were evenly split between officers
and non-officers, and between males and
females. On average, respondents were a very
experienced group of people with an average
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tenure at TMG of 18 years, half of which had
been spent in IT. They were also well educated,
as 70% held an undergraduate degree or higher.

In the next section, findings from the interviews
and surveys are presented and related back to
our expectations and prior literature.

Findings and Comparison to the
Literature m———

Findings are presented in four sections: organiza-
tional characteristics, characteristics specific to
individuals, characteristics specific to first non-1T
jobs, and transition characteristics. A final sec-
tion presents feedback from participants on their
feelings about the transition to a non-IT career
path. For each of these sections, the literature,
findings from interviews, survey results, and a
comment on the consistency between these three

Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

are presented. Quotes have been selected from
interviews and surveys to show how respondents
interpreted the context at TMG and how they
made personal career decisions within this con-
text. In most cases, these quotes were chosen to
reflect the dominant interpretation. Where some
variation in responses existed, an attempt was
made to illustrate this by selecting quotes that
reflect the multiple interpretations of partici-
pants. The discussion addresses either the
strength or variation of feedback on the different
issues.

Figure 2 summarizes findings that were consis-
tent across interviews and surveys.

Organizational Characteristics

Five contextual issues emerged during the initial
interviews. The literature also supported these
issues as having potential impact on internal
mobility. These issues were explored further in

- Strong IT — to- Line Relations.
- IT and Line jobs equal in Status.

- Few Tangible Rewards (increases in pay or
level) reported.

- IT Skills perceived important in new Job.

- No Risk Management strategies used.

- No Champion or Formal Program . .
was needed to affect the Moves. CharaCte_rlSthS
of the First Non- Permanent
Characteristics IT Job » Move
of the . From IT
Organization » Into a
Non-IT
e obina
Characteristics Pl Job |
— Business
of the Characteristics — ——— Aren
Individual of the
- Strong affiliation with TMG, perhaps Transition
stronger than with IT profession. .
- Lintle dissatisfaction with IT Job Period

- Little deliberate Preparation for Move

Eager for new Challenges - 3-18 months of adjustment, some loss

of productivity.
- Friends and mentors from business
areas were perceived important.

Figure 2. Findings From TMG
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the surveys to help in understanding the organi-
zational characteristics of TMG:

1. Corporate practices in support of internal
mobility

2. Relationships between the IT department and
the business units

3. Status differences between IT and business units

4. Desirability of IT skills in business units

5. Formal transfer program or champion for IT-to-
business unit transfers

Corporate Practices in Support of Internal
Mobility

Employment practices and compensation can be
influential contextual factors, attracting employ-
ees to different areas of the firm or crealing barri-
ers for internal mobility (Katz and Allen, 1997;
Katz et al. 1991; Quinn and Rivoli 1991; Zeira
1974). Given the higher salaries and job levels
generally attributed to technical positions (Katz
et al. 1991), the feeling was that compensation
and other human resources practices were an
important issue to explore. Did TMG have cor-
porate practices that were supportive of internal
mobility and would minimize salary or other fac-
tors that might present structural barriers to inter-
nal transfers from IT to non-IT departments?

Interviewees praised the supportive nature of
organizational practices at TMG.

We want to do absolutely everything that we
possibly can to protect our good people. So
if someone is consistently doing a good job
and working hard to keep their skills current,
our efforts will go to finding them employ-
ment within the company before they will
go anywhere else. {Interview E-3)

If we have somebody who would rather be
working somewhere else, we'll do every-
thing we can to give them the opportunities
they deserve. {Interview E-8)

This supportive environment did not mean that
salary differences were not present. Interviewees
reported that there were different salary scales
that applied to IT versus business unit positions.

I had expected to move to a job where the
midpoint was lower in the business line than
it was in IT because, in general, | knew
enough to know that the salaries are a little
higher in IT. {Interview E-6)

344 MIS Quarterly Vol. 23 No. 3/September 1999

This salary differential could have been an
inhibitor; however, TMG was reported to be flexi-
ble in their handling of internal transfers where
salary or job differences applied. In some instances
where there was a salary difference, the business
unit job was modified to reflect new responsibili-
ties that justified the higher salary paid.

One of the things that they do . . . is bring in
an overqualified person to do the job. You
are not going to be so caught up in just
learning the job . . . and they're going to be
able to improve the job. So when | moved
into that area, it was probably a job that
would have taken $15,000 less than | was
currently being paid. But that wasnt an
issue at all. And it never is. (Interview E-8)

Another approach reported in the interviews
included salary freezes until the value of the job
caught up. This flexibility in human resources
practices suggests that TMG was a firm that val-
ued its people and was willing to make adjust-
ments to accommodate internal moves.

I've always liked the fact that TMG will help
people move from division to division.
(Interview E-6)

Relationships Between IT Department and
the Business Units

One can conceptualize the movement of IT people
to business units as a transfer of IT knowledge from
the IT department to the broader organization.
Levitt and March (1988) use the metaphor of epi-
demiology to describe the process of knowledge
transfer as a “spread of disease through contact
between a member of the population who is infect-
ed andonewhoisnot.” This metaphor suggests that
job rotations may not occur without a supportive
“hostenvironment.” In other words, mobility out of
ITwouldbe influenced by the business units recep-
tivity to such transfers. To investigate this “support-
ive host environment” concept, the relationship
between IT and the business areas was explored.

Interviewees reported a history of strong relation-
ships between business areas and between busi-
ness areas and the IT department.

We work at TMG as a company. We don't
work as a “What's good for me?” because
what's good for the company is good for me.
(Interview E-8)
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| believe my role [in the business unit] is to set
the vision for where we're going for the busi-
ness in the two-three year time frame. | meet
with [an IT person] every other week., We
have kept the discussions going because it is
good to have the IT contact. (Interview E-6)

| constantly hear about IT and business areas
in other companies fighting each other
instead of working together. That's not the
answer. The answer is in understanding that
you have to work together. (Interview E-3)

A total of 77% of the survey respondents agreed
that “IT and business area managers had a very
healthy working relationship” at the time of their
move (Appendix B, Q.1}).°

| think the fact that we have a lot of former
IT people in the area has helped build that
relationship even closer and stronger than it
was before. . . . There's a strong element of
synergy. (Interview E-3)

The conclusion was that there had been a strong
positive relationship between many of the busi-
ness units and the IT department over a long time
span and that [T people at TMG enjoyed the sup-
portive environment that Levitt and March sug-
gest would be beneficial to internal moves.

Status Differences Between IT and Business
Units

Researchers have suggested that status differences
between two types of jobs or two departments
may influence the desirability of internal mobility
(Katz and Allen 1997; Katz et al. 1997; Quinn and
Rivoli 1991; Zeira 1974). Perceived status differ-
ences between two groups may attract members
to the higher status group (Katz and Allen 1997;
Zeira 1974). This literature further suggests that
technical career ladders can have lower per-
ceived status than managerial or business orient-
ed ladders. This status difference was not reported
at TMG, as illustrated in the following quotes:

'‘On questions asking the respondents to
agree/disagree, a six-point scale was used, with
1 “disagree strongly” and 6 representing “agree
strongly.” In this paper, when we say “agreed”
we mean that the respondents selected a 4, 5, or
6 on the survey question. Actual data from each
question are in Appendix B.

Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

I didn’t feel that | was either special or
looked down on. (Interview E-4)

I didn’t have any feeling that | was losing
professional status . . . maybe it’s because |
had made up my mind that | wanted to
make the move. (Interview E-3)

The pay was roughly the same. The status
level was roughly the same. {Interview E-7)

This concept of organizational status differ-
ences was explored in the survey. When asked
if the difference in status between |T and line
jobs was an important factor in their decision
to move, 90% of the ex-IT respondents report-
ed that it was unimportant (Appendix B, Q.2).*
This was explored in a different way, probing
for the importance of the factor that “IT people
were not highly regarded.” On this question,
97% of the former [T professionals said this
factor was unimportant to their decision
{Appendix B, Q.3).

Contrary to what the literature might suggest,
former IT professionals at TMG did not perceive
a status difference between IT and the business
units nor consider the issue important to their
decisions to move. This finding was highly con-
sistent between the interviews and survey and
supported the earlier finding of a strong, positive
relationship between IT and the business areas.

Desirability of IT Skills in Business Units

The need for IT skills in the business units has
increased during past decades (Henderson 1990;
Kappleman and Mclean 1991; Reich 1993).
However, Brown’s (1995) investigation of IT cul-
tures suggests that organizations differ markedly
in the value they place on IT knowledge. Indeed,
only one of five IT cultural patterns identified in
her study placed a high value on IT knowledge
within the business units.

‘On questions asking respondents to rate the
importance of a factor, a six-point scale was
used, with 1 representing “very unimportant”
and 6 representing “very important.” In this
paper, when we say that a factor was “unimpor-
tant” we mean that the respondents selected a 1,
2, or 3 on the survey question. Actual data from
each question are in Appendix B. Questions 32
to 38 are the open-ended questions.
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ALTMG, we expected to hear of an organizational
culture that placed a high value on IT knowledge,
notonlyinthe [T areabut as partofthe general skills
required for business managers and employees.

During the initial interviews, interviewees
recalled that their IT and people skills were high-
ly valued by the areas to which they moved.

The business unit was going to have to rely
heavily on systems development eiforts in
the long run. . . . They knew they needed
someone to help pull those thoughts togeth-
er and coordinate it. (Interview E-7)

However, the requirement of IT skills was not
universal. The survey asked other former IT pro-
fessionals to agree/disagree with the statement
“line managers recognized 1T as a core skill for a
management job.” Only 53% of them agreed
(Appendix B, Q.4). When asked to agree/dis-
agree to a slightly different statement, “there
were many IT champions in line management,”
72% agreed (Appendix B, Q.5)

Non-IT managers appreciated the work |
was doing more than my superiors. . . . Non-
IT management had a better appreciation for
the real world scope. (Survey E-37)

They specifically targeted me for my skills
and abilities. {Survey E-31)

The conclusion from this somewhat contradicto-
ry set of findings was that business areas within
TMG were evolving technologically at different
rates, and therefore perceived different levels of
need for [T-related skills.

Formal Transfer Program or Champion for
IT-to-Business Unit Transfers

The literature suggests that formal career plan-
ning programs and senior management support
may be necessary components of successtul job
transfers (Granrose and Portwood 1987; Quinn
and Rivoli 1991; Stevens 1992),

The study probed for the existence of a formal
program either within the IT area or the human
resources department. Most interviewees stated
that they were not aware of any formal program
within TMC.

When you are working on career progres-
sions with people in IT you talk about
“Would vou like to move to the line area?
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Do you see this as a stepping stone?” it is
something that is quite accepted and talked
about and some people see it as a natural
progression. . . . But it is not a program per
se. (Interview E-8)

in order to corroborate that there was no formal
“program” behind the moves, the survey respon-
dents were asked to agree/disagree with the fol-
lowing statement “senior management in IT had
a plan to move IT managers into non-IT roles.”
The answer was predominantly negative as 72%
disagreed with this statement (Appendix B, Q.6).

The existance of champions was also explored.
In discussions with the vice president of IT, he
expressed strong personal support for organized
career development of his people, and added
that he viewed “business unit exposure as a crit-
ical element of the development plan for talent-
ed IT people” (Interview, 1994). However, those
interviewed did not specifically identify the vice
president of IT as a champion or facilitator of
their moves.

Survey respondents were asked if any of the fol-
lowing senior managers asked them about a
move to the line: a senior HR manager (five
respondents said yes), a senior IT manager (five
respondents), a senior manager in individual
insurance {six respondents), or a senior manager
in group insurance (four respondents). Therefore,
although 50% of the respondents reported that a
senior TMG executive talked with them about a
future move to the line, there was no evidence
that one individual was any more influential than
another. This was consistent with the stories of
the interviewees.

The lack of a formal program or champion was
contrary to the literature, but an explanation
was provided by an individual during the sec-
ond set of interviews. This interviewee drew a
social network diagram that linked former IT
professionals together in the following way: the
vice president of individual insurance adminis-
tration, who had left the IT division 17 years
before, directly hired several IT people into his
area over the following years. These people, in
turn, hired others. The same process may have
occurred with two other executives who left 1T
12 and seven years ago, respectively. According
to the interviewee, no single person was direct-
ly responsible, but several separate “streams” of
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moves were set in motion by senior executives
in the organization.

Now my boss, he was the executive in IT
when | first started there and he brought me
into the line. There’s an example of when
you get the right people in the line area,
you're going to see more IT people. He
brought in two others. (Interview E-7)

Therefore, rather than a formal transition pro-
gram or specific champion, what emerges is an
informal process by which people pulled their
previous colleagues into their areas when posi-
tions became available. When the initial inter-
view data were revisited, further support was
found for this idea of an informal “pull effect.”

I don't know how many of us there are, but
... on our floor alone, my boss is ex-IT, my
peer is an ex-IT . . . and the VP, he’s also ex-
IT. The senior VP is ex-IT. . .. So on our floor

Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

there are six officers and four of them are
formerly from IT. (Interview E-8)

Summary and Relationships to Literature

A comparison of these findings to the literature
suggests that the organizational climate at TMG
was very supportive, somehow minimizing those
elements (status and practices) that might impede
internal mobility of IT professionals out into the
line. Table 2 summarizes this.

The overall conclusion from these findings was
that the TMG organization, in general, respected
IT professionals. A positive relationship between
IT and the line organization had been created
over the years, resulting in no perceived status
difference between IT and the business units.
Therefore, when job vacancies appeared, IT peo-
ple were approached by senior line managers
and asked to consider a transition out of IT. This
was not done as part of a formal program, but

Table 2. Organizational Characteristics: Findings Summarized and

Compared to Literature

Key Themes From Literature

Findings

Corporate Practices Support Internal
Mobility
(Katz and Allen 1997; Katz et al. 1991; Quinn
and Rivoli 1991, Zeira 1974)

Supported: TMG exhibited flexible strategies
to enable internal mability out of IT and into
business units.

Good Relationships Between IT and
Business Units
(Levitt and March, 1988)

Supported: Good relations between IT and
business units reported in both interviews and
the survey.

Status Differences Between IT and
Business Units
(Katz and Allen 1997; Katz et al. 1991;
Zeira 1974)

Not Supported: Status differences between
IT and business units were not reported.

Desirability of IT Skills/Knowledge
(Brown 1995; Henderson 1990; Kappleman
and MclLean 1991; Reich 1993)

Mixed Support: Management and
interviewees reported IT being important to
business strategy; survey findings noted that
IT skills were not “required” in managers at
times of most moves but were desirable in
some areas.

Formal Transfer Program or Champions
Granrose and Portwood 1987; Quinn and
Rivoli 1991; Stevens 1992)

Not Supported: No formal transition
program. No specific champion identified but
some “pull” by former IT professionals may
have occcurred.
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happened more organically and incrementally,
possibly driven by previous IT professionals who
were now in line positions.

Characteristics Specific to the
Individuals Who Transitioned From IT to
Non-IT Jobs

In today's organizations, careers are being recon-
ceptualized away from position-oriented job his-
tories and toward a set of experiences and skills
accumulated through changing roles and non-
traditional paths (Applegate and Elam 1992;
Forrest 1994; Miner and Robinson 1994;
Zabusky and Barley 1996). This shift is paving
the way for broadly based organizational learn-
ing and “boundaryless careers,” where individu-
als move within and between organizations (Bird
1994; Miner and Robinson 1994). This trend and
the rlattening of organizations is requiring that
more individuals, including IT professionals,
view their careers as opportunities for experi-
ences in many different areas rather than a pro-
gression up the traditional hierarchy.

A number of issues related to an individual’s
propensity to move out of IT emerged from the
initial interviews and literature:

1. Career expectations and motivations
2. Affiliation with the IT profession

3. Dissatisfaction with the IT job

4. Preparation for a move out of IT

Career Expectations and Motivations

You always look at your career and where
you're going to go next. And the line was
an option, but it's not one that | would
have said was foremost in my mind.
{Interview E-7)

Research on career anchors of IT professionals
indicated that “managerial, technical, lifestyle
integration and autonomy” were the four most
prevalent anchors found among 464 male and
female 1T professionals (Igbaria et al. 1991,
1997). The “management” career anchor was the
most prevalent for both genders. However,
because most respondents in this study at TMG
were already at least junior managers within the
IT organization before their move to the business
units, this research did not help to predict loca-
tional preferences.
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Another recent work on technicians’ views of
career success found that “love of work and
search for challenge” were the basis of what con-
stituted an “honorable career” (Zabusky and
Barley 1996, p. 201). Their work also suggests
that IT people will seek to stay within the IT com-
munity because their “sense of identity and self”
is attached to a technical career.

Based on this literature, the expectation was that
IT people’s career plans would be to stay within
the IT function, but that they would always be
motivated by a need for new challenges. This
expectation was supported by the data.
Responses suggested that only a few people had
anticipated a move outside of 1T,

I always saw myself as a true blue techie and
would be a lifetime 1S’er without any doubt.
But as | was taking the MBA program | was
talking to my boss about when this was over
I'd be looking for a change . . . . 1 didn'teven
think that | was necessarily looking for a
change to the line area, but | was looking for
a change. | had been working in the same
division, having the same boss, and working
on the same systems. . . . So | graduated in
October and moved to the line in
November. (Interview E-8)

Of the survey respondents, 80% indicated that
when they originally joined the IT department of
TMG, the possibility of a non-IT position was not
important (Appendix B, Q.7); 70% indicated that
their expectation when they joined TMG was to
remain in IT for their entire career (Appendix B,
Q.8). When asked if the factor “I had wanted to
be in a non-iT job for some time” was an impor-
tant personal goal, over 60% of the respondents
indicated no strong prior urge to move from [T
{(Appendix B, QQ.9). Clearly, many ex-IT people
had not harbored longstanding plans to move out
of the department.

I hadn’t considered moving to a non-IS job.
A close friend suggested a job opportunity
he felt would be good for me. (Survey E-38)

However, 40% had been thinking about it. Their
comments on the survey revealed a need for
change and new challenges. Unprompted com-
ments from 16 of the 40 respondents expressed
this sentiment. The following quotes are typical:
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I needed a change. (Survey E-10; Survey
E-27)

I need to be challenged and believe my
actions make a difference. (Survey E-21)

| felt | needed a change and wanted a
chance to be in the front line. | wanted to
drive the business rather than support.
(Survey E-13)

| had reached my potential in my current IT
position. (Survey E-8)

I had been in IT for many years and was
quite comfortable and competent in my job.
When the [non-IT| job was offered to me, |
viewed it as an opportunity to learn new
skills and bhroaden my knowledge base.
(Survey E-29)

The conclusion reached was that, although the
career literature suggested IT people might opt to
develop within the [T department and that this
was the expectation when the respondents
joined TMG, their need for new challenges and
change lured them into the business areas.

Affiliation With the IT Profession

Over four decades ago, Gouldner (1957) noted
that technical specialists are frequently found to
be oriented toward their professional roles. This
has been supported in more recent studies (Katz
and Allen 1997; Zabusky and Barley 1996).
However, there are two career options that tech-
nical personnel are known to pursue: “building”
their careers along a specific career specializa-
tion (Gunz 1990) or seeking to develop within a
specific firm (Hall 1987).

Given the supportive organizational context at
TMG, it was not surprising to find a strong affili-
ation for the company. Individuals reflected this
in their praise for the variety of career options at
TMG and their own willingness to abandon the
IT career fadder.

Part of being big means that there are differ-
ent careers that one can follow within the
organization. (Interview E-6)

I have a commitment to staying in some-
thing long enough to pay your dues. . .. The

Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

only reason I've done so many things at
TMG is because I've been here a long time.
(Interview E-8)

The sense of affiliation with TMG and a desire to
remain with the company emerged as important
to those initially interviewed. The survey results
also indicated a very strong desire to stay with
TMG and a low level of concern about being pri-
marily affiliated with the insurance industry
rather than the IT profession (Appendix B:
Q.10-13).

I was enjoying my role in IS, but wanted to
get closer to the clients we were doing all this
work for. | also decided that | enjoyed the
environment at TMG and was planning on
staying. (Survey E-11)

Research on job transfers suggests that fear about
loss of skills might be an inhibitor, but at TMG
individuals indicated a low level of concern
about losing technical skills or moving out of a
professional role. Although these comments may
represent post hoc rationalization, no contradic-
tions to this position were noticed in the qualita-
tive comments. The conclusion was that their
allegiance to TMG outweighed concerns about
leaving the IT profession.

Dissatisfaction With the IT Job

Many career moves are the result of a haphazard
process rather than careful planning and are
often precipitated by negative events {(Stevens
1992). Zeira (1974 suggested that in order for a
job rotation or transfer to be successful, an indi-
vidual should: “Feel a certain dissatisfaction with
the present situation,” “perceive its [the job rota-
tion] immediate or expected personal rewards as
being worth the effort,” and feel “ready to
maove.” "

Based on the literature, it was expected that
those who transferred out of IT were somewhat
dissatisfied with their former jobs. This expecta-
tion was not supported by the data.

I still had opportunities in IT, and | enjoyed
what | was doing. It was one of those
“Whoa”"—the whole world opened in
another area. . . . | thought “Is the door going
to open again sometime in the future or do |
take the change now?” (Interview E-7)
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Over 60% of those surveyed reported the factor
“I didn't like my current jobh” to be unimportant
and 65% reported that the factor “IT wasn't a
good place for me to work” was unimportant

{Appendix B, Q.14, 15).

I was not even thinking about leaving IT. |
was asked to provide some technical input
on a project . . . that really excited me. As
part of this project, a job was posted. |
applied and got the job. This wasn't an
escape from IT. (Survey E-22)

This finding was contrary to that expected in the
older literature, but perhaps consistent with the
more recent view of careers as collections of
experiences and knowledge.

Preparation for a Move Out of IT

Bird (1994), Zabusky and Barley (1996}, and oth-
ers suggest that individuals are coming to view
their careers in terms of lateral moves and oppor-
tunities for new knowledge—careers of achieve-
ment rather than careers of advancement
{Zabusky and Barley 1996). In addition to passive
acquisition of knowledge, this implies conscious
planning on the part of individuals in preparation
for future moves. One interview comment
explicitly supported this view:

One of my strategies from a career develop-
ment perspective, is to make myself quali-
fied to operate effectively in a number of dif-
ferent environments. You know vyou hear
these days that generalists tend to be rather
eftective. {Interview E-7)

Based on this literature, survey respondents were
asked if they had deliberately prepared for a non-
IT job, perhaps by taking insurance courses, or
taking non-1T assignments. With the exception of
two who acquired an MBA degree, few reported
doing so. When asked if they had “gained a lot of
insurance knowledge from courses,” 70% report-
ed that this was not an influencing factor
(Appendix B, Q.16}. As a group, they had not
obtained much prior experience in non-IT jobs
(78% reported this factor was unimportant,
Appendix B, Q.17). They did report a moderate
degree of people management skills, but the
conclusion from survey comments and inter-
views was that this experience came about nat-
urally through their IT project management posi-
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tions rather than from any intention to move out
of IT.

The move was a natural progression, in my
comfort zone. (Survey E-35)

Summary and Relationships to Literature

At noted below in Table 3, most of the literature
was contradicted. One explanation is found in
Zabusky and Barley’s (1996) research. They sug-
gest that technicians’ tend to have a stronger affil-
iation to their professions than to their companies
hecause of the “respect” they receive as experts
able to deal with difficult, technical situations. At
TMG, IT professionals seemed to be respected for
a wider variety of skills (as noted by the lack of
status differences), and this may have resulted in
a very strong company affiliation and a willing-
ness to forfeit their technical atfiliation.

These findings suggest that there was little delib-
erale attempt on the part of those who trans-
terred out of 1T to ready themselves for non-iT
positions, even if they expressed an openness to
a future move out of the technical realm. Many
credited their experiences working with the
business units as their only prior preparation.
This may bhe what is unique about these individ-
uals: business knowledge, business relation-
ships, and a strong sense of affiliation for the
company.

Characteristics Specific to the
First Non-IT Job

In addition o broad organizational characteris-
tics, the actual job itself may present specific
issues that affect the decision to move out of IT
and into the business units. The first non-IT jobs
were in a wide variety of departments, including
human resources, marketing, finance, pensions,
individual administration, and group administra-
tion. For the most part, these jobs were not tech-
nical IT jobs located in the line, although they
often involved liaison responsibilities with the IT
division. Only 20% reported having significant
technology management or systems analysis
responsibilities in their first non-IT job. Of
respondents, 40% had titles at the officer level,
which is director or higher.

Three issues specific to the first non-1T job
emerged from the literature and initial interviews:
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Key Themes From Literature

Table 3. Characteristics Specific to the Individuals Who Transitioned From IT to
Non-IT Jobs: Findings Summarized and Compared to Literature

Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

Findings

Career Expectations and Motivations
(Igbaria et al. 1991, 1997; Zabusky and
Barley 1996)

Mixed Support: Although former IT
professionals had not expected to leave IT
when joining TMG, they were strongly
influenced by a need for change and new
challenges.

Affiliation With the IT Profession
(Gouldner 1957; Gunz 1990; Hall 1987
Katz and Allen 1997; Quinn and Rivoli 1991;
Zabusky and Barley 1996)

Not Supported: Former IT professionals
reported a stronger affiliation to TMG than to
the IT profession.

Dissatisfaction With the IT Job
(Stevens 1992; Zeira 1974)

Not Supported: Former IT professionals
did not report dissatisfaction.

Preparation for a Move Out of IT
(Bird 1994; Zabusky and Barley 1996)

Not Supported: Most IT professionals
reported minimal or no overt preparation for a
move out of IT. Some suggested preparation
was implicit in their exposure to business unit
systems and employees.

1. Tangible benefits provided by first non-1T job
2. Existing IT skills used in first non-1T job
3. Perceived risks of the first non-IT job

Tangible Benefits Provided by
First Non-IT Job

Beyond individual motivation and career strate-
gies, Zeira (1974) suggested that in order for a
job rotation or transfer to be successful, an indi-
vidual should perceive the job rotation as pro-
viding “immediate or expected personal rewards
worth the effort.” The expectation was that the
first non-IT jobs would have offered tangible
rewards that provided some incentive for the
move. However, those initially interviewed did
not report promotions or salary incentives.

I look back occasionally and say to myself
that “1 could probably be making more
money if | had stayed in IT,” . . . but that
wasn't the motivating factor. . . . It was to get
into the business unit, to have the change
and to have the ability to move into other
areas of the company too. (Interview E-6)

Survey results were consistent (Appendix B,
Q.18-19). As one person noted, “IT is paid better

for equal jobs than line areas” (Survey E-40). In
many instances, those who moved had their
salary frozen during their first years in the busi-
ness unit. It was the intangible benefits provided
by the first non-IT job that drew people into the
business unit (Appendix B, Q.20-21).

| really wanted to get out and deal with the
products that we were selling, the services
that we were offering our clients. . . . I want-
ed to feel more like | was on the front line. . .
. And none of that came out of a dislike for
what ! was doing . . . but | really wanted that
different view of the business. (Interview E-3)

Mostly | wanted the opportunity to work for
the senior person who offered me one of my
jobs. (Survey E-11)

As noted by the above interview quotes and sup-
ported by the survey results, former IT profes-
sionals did expect intangible benefits from the
move—a more interesting job and greater oppor-
tunities for career growth.

Existing IT Skills Used in First Non-IT Job

More recent literature has proposed that firms are
looking for generalists with skills that can be
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applied in multiple areas (Bird 1994; Minor and
Robinson 1994; Osterman 1996). When former
IT protessionals discussed the skills and attribut-
es tor which their new line areas were looking,
they mentioned the confidence that came from
knowing they could continue to apply skills they
already possessed. Based on these ideas, we
explored the extent to which former 1T profes-
sionals felt the broader skills they had acquired
while in [T would help them succeed in their unit
jobs.

With my systems background, | wouldn’t be
saying, “Can you do this? Can vou do that?”
I've found tons of situations where people
had given up asking. If you didnt have a
system person there, they didn’t know what
was hard and what was easy. | guess my
knowledge of what was easy and what was
hard helped them. (Interview E-8)

Survey findings also support expectations that the
first non-1T job would draw upon existing com-
petencies. When asked to rate the factors that
might have given them the confidence to take the
first non-IT job, survey respondents reported that
knowing the area and knowing people in the
area was somewhat important to them. The
strongest factor, however, was the expectation
that their T skills would be useful 1o them in the
new position (Appendix B, (2.22-24}. Qualitative
comments made by the respondents supported
the experiences of those interviewed.

I wanted a change and my new position
took advantage of my IT skills. (Survey E-24)

The move to the business area was really an
extension of the role | had played in {T. | felt
I could help the company more by making
the decisions rather than recommending
them. (Survey E-30)

Perceived Risks of the First Non-IT Job

Change is not without risk. Drawing upon
research on the entry of senior level managers
from outside the organization, Burke and
McKeen (1994) point out that while outside
expertise can be acquired and brought into an
organization or unit, the failure of managers
appointed from outside is not uncommon.
Despite a supportive organizational culture at
TMG and prior working relationships with peo-
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ple in the business units, the vast majority of for-
mer IT professionals were at the management
level in IT and the move out of IT may have pre-
sented career risks.

During interviews, a recent transferee from [T
shared her story of negotiating special resources
and a guarantee 1o return to 1T after a specified
time period in the line.

I had always seen myself as a true blue, life-
time T person. | was going to retire there
and | did, in fact, have my boss write me a
promise that | could come back. | wanted it
in writing because | didn’t want anyone to
think that they (IT) were pushing me out the
door or anything like that. . . . I was also able
to get some support from 1T that | would not
normally have gotten. (Interview E-8)

The above story led us to believe that others may
have negotiated special deals with IT as they left
the department. However, the balance of the
interviews and the surveys suggested that this
manager was among a small minority able to
reduce the risk of leaving the IT profession. It
may have heen a deliberate strategy on the part
of the vice president of IT, or only implied, but
the respondents generally felt that they could not
return to 1T when they took their first non-IT job.
Only 23% of survey respondents indicated that
they had an agreement allowing them to return
to 1T {Appendix B, Q.25).

There was an unwritten rule that you never
come back to IT. (Survey E-21)

I didn't perceive the possibility of returning
to IT. 1 had not seen this happen before.
(Survey E-20)

Only the manager mentioned above negotiated
special IT assistance to help generate needed
changes in her new business unit (Appendix B,
.26). Most of the interviewees disagreed very
strongly with any suggestion that they were able
to reduce the risk of moving out of IT and into the
business units.

I was inexperienced in managing a large
group of people and in handling “product”
questions from staff and agents. (Survey E-27)

Since | believed | could not move back to 1T,
this was a move away from my proven tech-
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nology skills. It was also a move into a busi-
ness area in which | had no background or
demonstrated aptitude. (Survey E-18)

However, when asked to rate, in hindsight, the
overall risk that they had taken in moving to a
non-1T job, two-thirds reported either no per-
ceived risk or moderately low risk. Only one
third recalled that the risk had seemed moderate-
ly high (Appendix B, Q.27).

| was too excited by the challenge to con-
sider the risk. (Survey E-30)

I wasn’t really concerned because | knew
many former IT people who had done well
and enjoyed working outside IT. | knew
technical skills were in demand in most
business areas. (Survey E-16)

Summary and Comparison to Literature

As noted above, there were mixed findings com-
pared to the literature (Table 4). What emerges is
a perception on the part of individuals that the
first job offered a good “fit” with their personal
goals. The conclusion from these findings was
that IT professionals balanced the intangible ben-
efits against the normal risks of a career change
but did not necessarily perceive greater risks
associated with a move out of the IT area and
into a business unit. Those with greater concerns
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about their chance of success did attempt to
negotiate a return to IT even though they realized
that such a return was unlikely. As will be noted
in the next section, former IT professionals drew
upon others to assist them with their transition to
the new unit.

Transition Factors

It was expected that movement into the business

unit would require some adjustment or transition

period. Two specific issues emerged in the litera-

ture and from the interviews.

1. Adjustment initial loss  of
productivity

2. Supportive role of mentors and friends during
transition

periods and

Adjustment Periods and Initial
Loss of Productivity

Adjustment is an expected part of any new job
and is becoming an accepted challenge of new
career paths. This can include the time required
to acquire new skills, establish new relationships,
or adapt to the politics of the new environment
(Burke and McKeen 1994; Ferratt and Short
1990; Osterman 1996; Zeira 1974).

Some individuals at TMG reported a difficult
time making the transition.

Table 4. Characteristics Specific to the First Non-IT Job:

Findings Summarized and Compared to Literature

Key Themes From Literature

Findings

Tangible Benefits Provided by the
First Non-IT Job
(Zeira 1974)

Not Supported: Few tangible rewards
reported, and many had salaries frozen for a
year or more. Intangible rewards of new
challenges and opportunities were reported.

Existing IT Skills Used in First
Non-IT Job
(Bird 1994; Miner and Robinson 1994,
Osterman 1996)

Supported: Former IT professionals
believed that their IT skills would help them
be successful in the new job.

Perceived Risks of the First
Non-IT Job
(Burke and McKeen 1994)

Mixed Support: Former IT professionals did
not anticipate being able to return to the IT
area yet were not overly concerned about
taking the risk; few had explicit risk
management strategies.
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It is a different world. There’s no question
that it is a different world. It can be very hard
on you, being on the phone with an irate
client or an irate agent. You never get any of
that in IT. (Interview E-8)

When asked to estimate “the time it took you to
function well in this first non-IT job,” the survey
respondents’ answers averaged 6.6 months and
varied from three to 18 months. When asked to
explain this time frame, they described their
learning process as follows:

Decision making was something | hadn't
done before. In IT, | presented choices. In
the line, 1 had to decide. (Survey E-32)

| functioned well as a facilitator and people
manager almost immediately, but it took me
12 to 18 months before | understood the
business of my new area sufficiently to con-
tribute to decisions. (Survey E-18)

Managing the systems side was easy.
Learning how to budget and run a business
took a little while. | think | was functioning
okay after three months, but i'm still fearning
the other side today. (Survey £-30)

From this data the conclusion was made that
transitions were not totally painless and that
acquiring the knowledge for full participation in
the business units had to be pained over time.

Supportive Role of Mentors and Friends
During Transition

Mentors have long been known to play a role in
career success. Zeira (1974} suggested that indi-
viduals benefit from support in order to make a
successful transition to the new department and
that the transferred employee’s superior be avail-
able for help and advice.

Burke and McKeen (1994) concluded that
beyond mentors, organizations may need to
deliberately cultivate a more formalized “transi-
tion program” for new managers in order to
avoid resentment, communications difficulties,
and lack of business understanding.

At TMG, no formal transition support was in
place, so informal support was primarily what
individuals relied upon. Several of those inter-
viewed indicated that they had people they
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could talk to about the job opportunity and about
problems encountered after they moved. One
interviewee reflected on a particular subordinate
who was influential to his learning about the his-
tory of his new area.

! tried as much as possible to act like a
sponge when [ was around him, to try to
learn what the history was like, what had
gone on. (Interview E-6)

The survey results indicate that 75% of respon-
dents agreed that they “had a mentor or sponsor
who was helpful in their adjustment to the new
job” {(Appendix B, (3.28).

The study investigated three other types of rela-
tionships that could have helped the IT people
make the transition to their new departments
(Appendix B, Q.29-31). Based on the mean
scores, the relationships with people in other line
departments may have been more important dur-
ing the actual transition time than relationships
with IT people.

I already knew some of the people in the
area | was going to. . . . They had been my
business partners when | was in IT. | was
also very familiar with the system that was
used in the business unit since | had been
the IT systems project leader for that system.
{Survey E-29)

While not a decisive factor in accepting a partic-
ular job, the conclusion was that existing rela-
tionships were important during the transition
time. One of those interviewed spoke very high-
ly of the “edge” that knowing people provided
for him.

The big edge | had . . . is that | knew the
people that I would be working with. |
knew the type of environment that | was
getting myself into and | felt comfortable
getting into it because | worked well with
those people. | think that was a definite fac-
tor. (Interview E-7)

Summary and Comparison to Literature

Overall, there was consistent support with the lit-
erature that both mentors and friends or associ-
ates in the business units contributed to making
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Key Themes From Literature

Table 5. Characteristics Specific to the Transition to the First Non-IT Job:
Findings Summarized and Compared to Literature

Reich & Kaarst-Brown/Seeding the Line

Findings

Initial Loss of Productivity and
Adjustment Period
(Zeira 1974)

Supported: Despite a good match for their
skills, an adjustment period was reported.

Supportive Role of Mentors and
Friends During Transition
(Burke & McKeen 1994; Zeira 1974)

Supported: No formal transition program in
place: however, mentors and friends in the
new area and in other business areas helped
during the transition stage.

Table 6. Career Intentions

Career Strategy (n, out of 40 respondents) At the Time of the At Time of
Move From IT Survey
Return to IT within TMG 2 0]
Stay in a non-IT job within TMG 20 37
No preference about jobs within TMG 9 0]
Other (leave company, leave industry) 9 3

the transition easier. Those at TMG seemed to
have confidence that this type of informal social
network would assist them during the transition
period (see Table 5).

Internal Mobility for IT Professionals:
The Participants’ Report

I moved into that area and the intent was
that | would be there for 18 months to two
years and then | would go back to IT. While
I was there, however, | started looking for
other jobs within the line area. My boss’s
boss came to me one day and said, “Would
you like to go to this other area?” And that is
where | am today. (Interview E-3)

Survey respondents were asked to recall their
career strategy before they moved out of IT and
also what their strategy was at the time they filled
out the survey. As shown in Table 6, 93% expect
to stay in a non-IT position within TMG. Only
50% reported being committed to this strategy
before moving out of IT.

The conclusion was that former IT professionals
were generally content with their career transi-
tion into business unit positions. When intervie-
wees were asked if they would make the same
career decision again, afl replied in the affirma-
tive. Both interviewees and survey respondents
were asked if they would recommend “seeding
the line” as a strategy for other companies. The
most frequently voiced recommendation was
simply worded: “Do jt!”

Implications for Practice and
Research m———

This case study of former IT professionals at TMG
increases our understanding of the organization-
al, individual, job, and transition characteristics
that were viewed as important to their situation.
Although this data was taken from a single orga-
nization and over-generalizing from a limited
sample is dangerous, several important lessons
have been drawn from the findings. These
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lessons are grouped based on their relevance to
different groups in organizations: IT professionals
who might wish to move into line positions, 1T
management wishing to develop their people,
line management wishing to attract 1T profes-
sionals, and corporate human resources policy
makers. The final section offers ideas for further
research.

Implications for IT Professionals

People who left the IT area at TMG report that
jobs in the business units can provide a satistying
career alternative. There are two main lessons for
IT professionals with career plans that include
movement into non-1T positions. First, be proac-
tive in investing in your personal development. If
there is little chance to learn business skills such
as budgeting and planning, then seek them
through additional education. Although there
was little deliberate preparation, many of the
TMG employees who made the move out of 1T
felt that they had developed a good understand-
ing of the insurance business before they moved.
Others felt that the friendships and knowledge
acquired in earlier assignments were helpful in
easing their adjustment period when they moved
into the business units. The recommendation
from this study is that you make the most of
opportunities to establish good relationships and
friendships with the line.

Second, it may be beneficial for vou to investi-
gate how welcome your skills are outside of IT.
Many of the former IT professionals at TMG com-
mented that they had people to talk to or to serve
as mentors; some planted the seed of their inter-
est in a business unit job long before the first
non-IT job was offered. Having a business advi-
sor may provide you with insights into potential
job opportunities, as well as providing a picture
of the “husiness” that you may not get from your
colleagues in the IT department. Making these
contacts would also make the line aware of your
intentions and help you develop a better under-
standing of where your skills and interests fit
best.

Implications for IT Management

We believe that enabling the movement of 1T
people into line positions is a worthwhile
endeavour, not only for the individual and the
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company, but also for the IT department. In the
long run, having experienced IT “champions” in
the line can strengthen alignment between 1T and
business goals and can improve the implementa-
tion success of IT projects.

This case study supgests three questions that 1T
management should ask if they are interested in
supporting  alternative career goals of their
employees. First, are vou building good relation-
ships with the line? Second, are your people get-
ting enough exposure to the business units?
Third, are your peaple developing the skills and
knowledge that would enable them to be suc-
cessful in business departments?

Relationships between IT and the line can create
strong impressions about the status, qualifica-
tions, and interests of IT professionals. The struc-
ture of TMG's 1T department with its client-cen-
tered development teams meant many of the IT
professionals worked closely and for long peri-
ods of time with those managers who might later
offer jobs. This helped them gain extensive
knowledge of the people, processes, and systems
of the business units. TMG created a very profes-
sional IT department, ensuring their managers
had good people, project, and management
skills, skills that were easily transferable to line
areas. If your goals include seeding the line with
IT professionals, the answers to the above three
questions will help assess your ability to help IT
emplovees succeed in the line.

Another suggestion from the TMG case study is
to plant the idea of a move outside of IT during
the initial hiring and later career development
interviews, thus signaling vour willingness to
support alternative career strategies.

Also, by not providing a fallback strategy to an IT
professional who expresses interest in a move out
of 1T, you may increase the chances that the
move will be permanent and successful.

In summary, the strategies for “seeding the line”
are various—some centered on the institution
and some on the individuals in IT.

Implications for Line Management

Although the literature suggests that technical
employees are likelv to remain within technical
departments throughout their careers, many line
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executives may be surprised by the willingness
of IT professionals to move into business jobs.
The people at TMG who moved out of IT often
used their IT skills, but they did not simply move
to IT jobs in the line. They also did not move for
an increase in salary. They accepted challenging
jobs that had the potential to extend their career
opportunities. As technology diffuses through-
out organizations, there are new business chal-
fenges that many IT professionals may find very
interesting.

A second lesson for line management is the
necessity of supporting an internal hire through
the transition period. TMG did not have formal
support programs to assist [T professionals during
the adjustment period; however, they had infor-
mal networks built from many years of good rela-
tionships, senior people willing to mentor new
employees, and an apparent willingness to toler-
ate lower performance during the adjustment
period. By treating the new hire from IT as you
would someone from outside the firm, an organi-
zation can increase their chance of making a
contribution.

Implications for Corporate Policy Makers

Contrary to much of the literature, a formal job
transfer program was not necessary at TMG to
facilitate career transitions out of IT. TMG was
fortunate in having a history of good relation-
ships, flexible human resources policies that
enabled internal mobility, and a business envi-
ronment that respected the IT professional.

The final implication that we take from TMG is
that flexible compensation and job design prac-
tices may be crucial if companies are to be suc-
cessful in managing shifts from technical to busi-
ness oriented career ladders. While the literature
suggests salary and status differences can be
inhibitors to successful transitions out of techni-
cal areas, business managers at TMG had the
support of the corporate policy makers to negoti-
ate salary freezes or job redesign so that IT pro-
fessionals could make the move without penalty.

Implications for Research: Questions
That Remain

Several interesting questions remain. An impor-
tant issue outside the scope of this paper is relat-
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ed to broader organizational outcomes associat-
ed with seeding the line. What tangible or intan-
gible benefits does a firm gain beyond the IT
career and redeployment opportunities? What
are the positive and negative outcomes of having
IT professionals taking non-1T jobs? How do the
IT and business unit employees perceive “seed-
ing the line”?

In this research, we looked for evidence of a
strong line champion or formal program to sup-
port the moves. Instead, we found evidence that a
“pull strategy” might have occurred—a more nat-
ural and gradual phenomenon. Additional cases
would allow researchers to explore this possibili-
ty. Additional cases would also provide a better
understanding of the importance of contextual
factors that encouraged loyalty to the company.

For thase areas in which our findings failed to
confirm prior research (e.g., dissatisfaction with
current position, tangible benefits, affiliation with
the IT profession), we encourage further
research. While TMG’s organizational environ-
ment may provide a partial explanation why
these factors were not present, other explana-
tions may also be possible.

It was not possible to identify a subset of condi-
tions under which the moves would have
occurred. Therefore, larger factor studies are
required to reveal the necessary and sufficient
factors for successful transitions out of IT and into
the business units.

This study focused on permanent transfers out of
IT and individuals who reported considerable sat-
isfaction with their new career paths. It would be
beneficial to study temporary rotations and indi-
viduals unable to make the transition out of IT.
This might include former IT professionals who
moved to the business units and then left the firm.
Exit interviews or individual case studies could
provide additional information for those firms
seeking to develop a formal transfer program for
[T professionals seeking business careers.

It is interesting to note that, during this research,
we asked many people at TMG about the possi-
bility of moving from the business units into IT.
Most responses indicated that this was very diffi-
cult to facilitate. So, even in a company that
highly values internal mobility, moving into [T
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was considered problematic. It would be very
interesting to find a company that had completed
such moves and explore the factors enabling this
phenomenon.

This study provides a starting point for large-sam-
ple, factor-based research into the organizational
and individual characteristics required to suc-
cessfully transition 1T professionals into non-IT
jobs in the business units. The summary of find-
ings presented in Figure 2 suggests some testable
propositions. If large scale research is done, we
recommend asking more direct questions {e.g.,
“Did vou receive a raise in pay your first non-IT
job?”) in addition to asking for importance or
agreement with factors of interest.

TMC is one example of career transitions out of
IT and provides data to begin the process of the-
ory building in this important area of research.
Further research will be of practical use to both
organizations and individuals as they seek to bet-
ter manage 1T career strategies.
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APPENDIX A

Interview Guide o ———

{Note: The following questions were used to guide interviews at TMG. Depending on the interviewees’
responses, questions may have been worded differently or additional questions asked 1o elicit deeper
information. Interviews took between one and two hours,

Job History and Education

1. Please tell us about your educational background and history prior to joining TMG?

What was your first job and career goal when vou first came to TMG?

What was your history in 1T at TMG, including the job prior to vour move?

Tell us about vour history in non-IT jobs? Have you had any promotions or moves since your first
non-IT job at TMG?

Moving Out of IT

~

5. What were your reasons for moving out of 1T and into a non-IT position? What alternatives do
vou recall considering?

6. What were the incentives for a move to a non-IT position? What were the risks or disincentives?

7. What concerns do you recall having about the maove to a non-IT position?

BN i

Transition Into the Non-IT job
8. What skills or atiributes eased the transition for vou!? What made it more difficult?
9. What training or preparation did vou have ior a non-1T job? What training or preparation do you
feel vou needed?
10, How long did it take you to learn the new job well? What helped you adjust?
Organizational Characteristics
11.  How would you describe the relationship between IT and the line at the time of vour move out of
IT? Has the situation changed since you moved?
12, How do you feel about the program to move [T people into non-IT roles? Was it successful?
Wrap-Up
13, How do vou feel about yvour move now? Waould you do it again? Is this something you would rec-
ommend to other IT professionals ar other firms?

Additional questions were asked related to specific 1T practices and benefits of having 1T professionals in
the business units. These guestions are part of an expanded study of knowledge transfer and results are
not reported here.
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