
Do Women Code 
Differently to Men?



 

The story begins…..



 

Interview with the Financial Times



 

What did I say?

“My work is incredibly rewarding to me and I hate to 
think that talented young women might be missing 
out on that."

"In general, code written by women is more 
straightforward and more practical - it's clear what 
problem the functions are meant to solve and why. 
Male programmers are more likely to hide clever tricks 
behind complicated code. These differences can be 
complementary if blended correctly. “

"Where men and women work on technology projects 
together, you tend to get a far better, more balanced result,"



 

Why Did I Say That?



 

How did I get away with it?



 

…until……



 

Which got reported on Slashdot as…

"The senior vice-president of engineering for computer-database company 
Ingres-and one of Silicon Valley's highest-ranking female programmers-
insists that men and women write code differently. Women are more 
touchy-feely and considerate of those who will use the code later, she 
says. They'll intersperse their code ... with helpful comments and directions, 
explaining why they wrote the lines the way they did and exactly how they 
did it. The code becomes a type of 'roadmap' for others who might want to 
alter it or add to it later, says McGrattan, a native of Ireland who has been 
with Ingres since 1992. Men, on the other hand, have no such pretenses. 
Often, they try to show how clever they are by writing very cryptic 
code. They try to obfuscate things in the code"

http://blogs.wsj.com/biztech/2008/06/06/men-write-code-from-mars-women-write-more-helpful-code-from-venus/


 

The fallout…

§ ~1000 flames on Slashdot
– Most pointed out the idiocy of stereotypes
– ..and then went on to state that women are poor coders

§ 100s of comments posted to my blog
– Most were personal attacks
– Some were fit to publish

§ 10s of emails sent directly to me
– One of which was a death threat and one a suggestion that I 

kill myself
§ Petition to have me fired



 

Results of a Gartner Study on this topic

§ Based on extensive 
biological, psychological 
and behavioral research

§ Found that a small subset of 
general characteristics of 
men versus women have 
been demonstrated so often 
that they have become de 
facto



 

Results of a Gartner Study on this topic

§ Women demonstrate better bilateral brain involvement in listening – in 
combining left-brain thinking (logic, analysis and a concern for accuracy) 
with right-brain thinking (aesthetics, feeling and creativity) simultaneously. 
Women are generally held to be better at language skills, such as verbal 
fluency, giving them an advantage in human discourse and writing 
activities. They also score better on social skills and understanding other 
people’s viewpoints, valuable in team building and negotiation.

§ Men score higher at complex mental visualization and pattern-spotting 
tasks, which has important implications for certain aspects of engineering. 
They are also inclined to be more aggressive and risk-taking, which can 
contribute to innovation and competitiveness in a dynamic industry.



 

What I’ve learned since then…

§ ACM conducted a “scientific” survey which proved 
my original assertion invalid

§ Stay as far away from generalizations as you 
possibly can

§ There is such a thing as bad publicity
§ It is OK not to have an opinion on something



 

Who has the first question?
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