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Last week the Australian Computer Society (ACS) released its second annual survey of employment in the IT industry. Though things have improved a little over the last 12 months, the figures are grim news for people planning a career in IT, or for those in the industry looking for work.

The ACS data shows the unemployment in the IT industry at over 10 per cent, around twice the national average of 5.7 per cent. The days are clearly past when computer qualifications were a passport to highly paid employment.

The report shows that the IT unemployment rate has dropped slightly in the last year (down from 12.4 per cent to 10.6 per cent). But it also shows that the rate has increased among the under-25s, which includes most IT graduates (up from 4.7 per cent to 7.4 per cent). IT is not a growth industry.

There are many reasons for the decline in IT employment. There has been a bit of an economic downturn in recent years, which has been particularly strong in the IT industry. The dot com bust reduced many employment opportunities, particularly in web design.

But that was cyclical. The real reasons are structural, and go much deeper. The nature of the IT profession has changed. Very few people do their own applications development anymore. They buy more packages and outsource more functions, so they don’t need as many programmers and project managers and support staff.

Many jobs are going offshore. There’s been a fair bit of publicity about this lately – witness the kerfuffle over Telstra and IBM and NAB sending jobs to India – and it is shaping as one of the key issues of the US presidential election. But offshoring is here to stay – technological advances now mean that white collar jobs can now be performed in low-wage countries.

Manufacturing has been moving offshore for years. Tariff protection has not saved jobs, at least not for long. It has merely propped up inefficient industries and consumer prices. The same is happening with attempts to “save” IT jobs. More and more will move to other countries.
When the ACS published the results of its first employment survey last year, the federal government criticised it as being based on an unrepresentative sample. Its own data indicated there was no problem, and it used its usual techniques of denial and bullying to belittle the ACS figures.

But on close examination it was the government’s figures that were dodgy. Its definitions are vague, and its numbers based on very small samples. Add to that the fact that this government defines as “employed” anybody who works more than two hours a week, and the reasons for the disparity become obvious.
For most of the last few years, the government has persisted with the myth that there was an IT skills shortage in Australia. It encouraged the immigration of IT professionals and loudly trumpeted its success in addressing the so-called shortage.

It was a Big Lie. There never was any shortage, and the government’s policies contributed significantly to the sorry situation we now find ourselves in. The government was, in way of governments, unable to admit that it had made a mistake, and it perpetuated the myth.
I have been writing about this subject for a couple of years now. Once, when I asked readers to send me emails, I received over 200 of them, almost all recounting how difficult it is to get jobs in IT. Many of these came from displaced programmers, who the ACS figures show have the highest unemployment rate (18 per cent) of any group of IT professionals.

After the government’s unwarranted criticisms last year, the ACS has gone to a lot of trouble this time round to demonstrate the validity of its research. The sampling methodology has been verified by Access Economics, the same company the government often uses to verify its own economic modelling.

But government ignorance, irritating though it is, is not the cause of the problem. In many ways it is actually a symptom. The government is not alone in its inability to confront the realities of the decline in IT employment. There is also a strong feeling in the IT industry that the current situation is somehow some sort of aberration, and that things will return to “normal”.
Unfortunately for people who believe that, and for those who are having trouble finding a job, it is the current situation that is “normal”. The world has changed, and changed forever. The IT profession, and that includes the ACS, is having trouble coming to terms with this fact, but it seems to me inescapable.
So what do you do if you want a career in IT, or if you have been working in the industry and are currently out of a job? The first thing to remember is that employment opportunities are not declining because the industry is declining. The IT industry is healthy, and will always offer many interesting jobs.

But the industry has changed, and it will continue to change. The key to success is adapting to those changes, not in waiting for a return to the Good Old Days. We will never see them again.
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