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Abstract 

The computer science field has had a problem with diversity, specifically among women, 

Black, and Latinx populations. This has remained since the 1980s despite other STEM fields 

seeing improved diversity. It is important to determine why the computer science field continues 

to struggle with this so that a solution can be found. There are many proposed reasons for why 

this gap has remained, one of these being the stereotypical portrayals of computer scientists in 

popular media. Analyzing several film and television portrayals of computer scientists 

illuminated the specific facets of the stereotypes in computer science. Some of the films and 

television shows analyzed include Jurassic Park, Office Space, Kim Possible, Mr. Robot, Tron, 

and Big Bang Theory. The stereotypical portrayals of computer scientists are damaging to the 

diversity of the field. Those who consume the media may come to believe that the stereotypical 

representations are the only people that belong in the field or those who are different may not be 

accepted. Changing the way that computer scientists are portrayed in popular media is of great 

importance when encouraging those who are underrepresented in the field to pursue it.  
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Process Analysis 

As a woman in computer science, I have always found myself feeling like the odd one 

out. In a classroom of 30 students, I was often the sole woman. This often resulted in feeling 

intimidated and out of place. Because of my position as a woman in computer science, diversity 

has become of great importance to me. I took an immersive learning class my junior year of 

college that focused on teaching elementary through high school aged children computer science 

concepts. Our goal was to give them an early exposure to computer science concepts in an effort 

to spark an interest in the field. I felt like I was able to have some sort of impact and hoped that I 

was able to serve as a role model to the younger girls that I taught. Many of our discussions in 

the course were focused on diversity and the ways in which computer science has continued to 

struggle with it, despite many other STEM fields having improved diversity over the last few 

decades. This is what led me to pursue an investigation into what may be the cause of the 

diversity gap in computer science and consequently what solutions might exist.  

 My idea for my thesis changed a lot from its first iteration. Originally, I had an idea of 

doing a project with another friend in computer science interviewing students, teachers, and 

professionals in the field throughout Indiana about diversity. This became unrealistic and I 

decided to pursue a project on my own. I reflected on my own perceptions of computer science 

and the comments that had been made to me by family and friends since deciding to pursue the 

major. I had received comments like, “Where is your pocket protector?” or “Did you catch the 

last episode of Star Trek?” These comments were rooted in the stereotypical representation of a 

computer scientist that everyone has come to know. Broadly speaking, an antisocial, computer-

obsessed, nerdy white guy. I wanted to pursue this idea of a stereotypical computer scientist and 

the effects that it may have on the diversity in computer science. 
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With this new idea in mind, I planned on surveying students at Ball State about their 

ideas of computer science and how it related to media. I then planned to pair that data with my 

own research on portrayals of computer scientists in popular media and do a comparison of the 

two. In addition to this, I had a goal of collecting photographs of students who did not fit the 

stereotypical representation of a computer scientist in the computer science major at Ball State 

and put their pictures up around the school. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I was unable to 

survey people in person like I had originally planned. Additionally, due to only having a 

semester to complete my thesis, I was unable to meet the deadlines required for IRB approval to 

send out digital surveys to students. I realized that putting up images of students around the 

school would not be as impactful as I would want because most students were completing 

schooling online and everyone would be online after Thanksgiving. I considered the idea of 

instead posting them on social media, however, the logistics of collecting the photos and taking 

over the social media accounts became too complicated and time consuming given the limited 

time frame for completing my thesis.  

All these complications resulted in having to change the method of my thesis. In light of 

not being able to survey students any longer, I decided that I would pursue my popular film and 

television analysis as my primary research. Unlike my original plan, I would do a more in-depth 

analysis of the media and cover more films and television shows. My process of finding existing 

literature was straightforward as there are many articles discussing diversity in computer science, 

however very few were focusing on stereotypical representations of computer scientists in the 

media. This made me hopeful that I had found something original to investigate. The changes to 

my thesis were stressful at the time, but I ultimately ended up creating a project that I was 

excited to pursue and of interest to me. My hope is that my research can have some impact, 
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however small, on the diversity gap in the field of computer science, even if it is just changing 

the way that those who read this perceive computer science and those in the field.  

Introduction 

The diversity gap in computer science (CS) is substantial and it has been since its 

emergence as a field in the 1980 (Henn, 2014). The diversity gap in computer science pertains 

primarily to women, Latinx and Black populations. There are several reasons as to why this gap 

has emerged and then persisted, such as a person’s perceived ability as related to CS, their fit 

between their identity and CS, their enjoyment of CS, their utility of CS, and the opportunity cost 

associated with majoring in CS (Lewis et al, 2016). Of these, a person’s perceived fit between 

their identity and CS is of great importance.  

 This perceived fit stems from a person’s idea of what a computer scientist is and looks 

like. In other words, the stereotypes of the field and the people in it shape perceptions of those 

interested in pursuing it as a career. These stereotypes are most often found in and consumed 

through mainstream media, namely popular movies and television shows like Big Bang Theory. 

The stereotypes that these movies and television shows are portraying have a negative impact on 

the diversity of computer science as it causes underrepresented people to believe that they will 

not fit in with the field. Media is one of the primary sources of information for young people as 

they begin considering future occupations. Changing the portrayal of computer scientists may 

result in more women and other minorities considering computer science as a future career 

choice. Eliminating these stereotypes may result in an increase of diversity in the field as 

underrepresented people are able to envision themselves in it. As more women and people of 

color join the field, there will be more role models for younger students, resulting in a positive 

feedback loop as overall diversity in the field increases.  
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Literature Review 

 

 It is widely agreed upon that there is a problem when it comes to diversity in the 

computer science field. Women, and other groups such as Black and Latinx people especially, 

are severely underrepresented. In a study conducted by Google and Gallup, it was found that 

there are many reasons that might contribute to this, including a lack of awareness, less frequent 

use of computers at home and in school, not often seeing relatable computer scientists in the 

media, and a lack of encouragement to learn CS from adults (Google Inc & Gallup Inc, 2016). 

Observing young students (K-12), as Google and Gallup did in their study, is important as an 

early exposure to computer science correlates to a greater interest in learning in the first place 

(Google Inc & Gallup Inc, 2016). These reasons for lack of diversity are generally agreed upon, 

with the National Center for Women & Information Technology stating that most high school 

students are unaware of computing as a field of study or profession, and they have had little 

experience with or exposure to it. Girls are not typically encouraged by their parents, teachers, 

and counselors to pursue computing or engineering subjects (DuBow, 2013). This is a problem 

that carries into the post-secondary level as well. Women earn 57% of all undergraduate degrees 

but only 18% of all undergraduate computer and information sciences degrees (National Center 

for Women & Information Technology, 2012). Of the previous reasons listed by Google and 

Gallup for why there is a problem with diversity in computer science, not seeing relatable 

computer scientists in the media is commonly observed in other studies as the driving force for 

lack of diversity.  

Computer Science Stereotypes  

Stereotypes are beliefs about the characteristics, attributes, and behaviors of members of 

certain groups (Hilton, Hippel, 1996).  Stereotypes can be both negative and positive in nature 
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but affect the way someone sees another or a group of people. This can be dangerous as it may 

cause the person to overlook individualities about the subject of the stereotype. Computer 

science and the people in the field have many stereotypes attributed to them. These stereotypes 

can be found within many popular movies and television shows, especially as technology 

becomes more advanced and prevalent in our society. While technology and computer science 

have grown and changed over time, the stereotypes associated with the field have not.   

With such a low number of women earning computer science degrees, there is a large 

disparity between the number of women and men in classrooms. This can cause women to feel 

alienated, intimidated, and as though they do not belong. And consequently, with less women 

graduating with computer science degrees, there are less women working in the industry. 

Stereotyping is most likely to occur when there is a very apparent out-group member, an obvious 

outlier from the environment’s norm. The women themselves are subject to what is known as 

stereotype threat, where they perceive themselves as less than capable because the active 

stereotypes at play suggest that they are and, therefore, they do not perform as well (DuBow, 

2013). This idea of stereotype threat is very harmful to women and other minorities in the field 

as it results in a persisting feeling of being unwelcome and uncomfortableness. Stereotype threat 

can have adverse and long-term consequences as well with research suggesting that targets of 

stereotype threat have increased vulnerability to hypertension and the adoption of bad habits 

such as unhealthy eating (Spencer, 2016). The elimination of stereotype threat can prove to be 

difficult because the only way to help get rid of it is the creation of more diverse workplaces. 

This requires more women to pursue computer science in college and this, in turn, requires 

younger people to have an interest in and exposure to the field. 
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Computer scientists in the media are often portrayed in line with stereotypes that pervade 

the computer science field. These stereotypes are generally agreed upon by scientists studying 

the diversity problem in computer science. These stereotypes, broadly, are technology-oriented, 

singularly focused on computers, lacking interpersonal skills, intelligent, undesirable/unattractive 

physical features, and masculine (Cheyran, et al., 2013). (Lewis, et al., 2016) adds competitive to 

this list, but otherwise lists the same stereotypes. 

The Problem with Stereotypes in Computer Science 

 In one study by (Cheryan, et al., 2015), the stereotypes of computer science are discussed 

in a larger context of the expectations of men and women in American culture. There is a belief 

that because America expects women to act and behave a certain way, the field of computer 

science is inherently not suited for women like it is men. These cultural and academic 

stereotypes drive women away from the field and constrain their learning opportunities and 

career aspirations. The stereotypes of computer science seem to be pervasive and well known, 

even from a younger age. In a previous study done by (Cheryan et al., 2013), when high school 

students were asked to describe computer scientists, 84% of them mentioned at least one of the 

previously described stereotypes. Similarly, when asking college students the same question, 

67% mentioned at least one of the stereotypes.  

There are a few approaches on how best to solve this problem with media representation 

and stereotypes. One approach is to challenge a student’s belief that stereotypes of computer 

scientists are relevant to whether they can become a computer scientist Lewis, et al (2016). This 

approach would require a shift in one’s mindset, rather than a societal one. Encouraging women 

and underrepresented minorities to pursue computer science despite the stereotypes of the field is 

a, perhaps, easier approach than erasing past and future stereotypical representations in the 
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media. The other approach is changing the images of computer science and engineering in the 

media (Cheryan et al, 2015). This would involve removing the harmful stereotypes that are 

present in the media and adding more inclusive and diverse representations of the field and those 

in it. 

Method 

 

 To paint a more complete picture of where these stereotypes are coming from, I will 

conduct an analysis of some of the most popular portrayals of computer scientists in film and 

television. I will select these movies and television shows in a manner that will best cover a 

range of genre and age groups and are popular or well-known. I want to make sure that I am 

looking at media that both older and younger demographics know of as this will help reveal how 

portrayals of computer scientists have changed throughout the years, if at all. I plan on finding 

these shows by utilizing popular movie databases like IMDB to ensure that the movie and 

television shows I am selecting are popular and well-received. Using sources like IMDB will 

also allow me to access information about the media like casting, release dates, and genre 

categorization.  

 The movies I have chosen to analyze are Office Space, The Social Network, Ex Machina, 

Tron (1982), and Jurassic Park. These movies were selected because of their popularity, range 

of release dates, and their portrayals of computer scientists or the computer science field. The 

television shows that I will be using in my study are Silicon Valley, iCarly, Kim Possible, Mr. 

Robot, and Big Bang Theory. These shows covered a wider range of age groups than the movies, 

which is critical to ensuring I get an idea of how computer scientists are portrayed to an 

impressionable younger generation. These shows have all had widespread success as well, which 

often correlates to a wider audience.  
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 As for analyzing the movies and television shows, I will analyze the most important or 

popular scenes. For movies, this will mean watching clips where the computer scientist is on 

screen or there is important implications or interactions with the character. This will allow me to 

get an idea of what the character is like and what stereotypes, if any, are present in how the 

character looks or acts. The television shows will be analyzed in a similar manner. I will be 

examining popular clips or watching the most popular episodes. Watching the movies and 

television shows in their entirety would be very time intensive and make it impossible to 

adequately get through all the media.  

When it came to gathering and analyzing my data, I coded the data according to the 

themes that emerged. I started by taking an initial look at the data that I observed and started by 

coding the data into broad groups. Following this, I took a deeper dive into my data and broke it 

down into smaller categories. Finally, I categorized all my smaller codes and grouped them 

together. This allowed me to better see trends and patterns in my data. I noted general 

appearances of the characters, how they were treated by and interacted with other characters, and 

any other important characteristics I observed. I conducted a comparison of the data I found from 

the existing research and literature on popular stereotypes within the computer science field and 

the data I collected. 

Media Consumption and Influence 

There are many theories on the effects of media consumption. One such theory is the 

media logic theory, first coined by David Altheide and Robert Snow, which states that “common 

media formats and styles serve as a means of perceiving the world” (Lule, 2012). The shows that 

we view can change the way that we view and interpret reality. Furthermore, the cultivation 

analysis theory states that “heavy exposure to media causes individuals to develop an illusory 
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perception of reality based on the most repetitive and consistent messages of a particular 

medium” (Lule, 2012). These two theories in conjunction lead one to believe that consistent and 

heavy exposure to media can lead to a warped, biased, or unrealistic view of the world. This 

tainted lens through which reality can become separate from beliefs can have consequences 

which manifest through our interactions with other people, our opinions on politics or other 

societal issues, or big decisions we make in life such as where to live, who to marry, and what 

career to pursue.  

Influences of Media on Career Choices 

 Saleem et al (2014) have shown that television is one of the important sources of 

occupational information for youth because it regularly portrays work-related activities of 

fictional characters. Children’s responses are grounded in the media that they consume, believing 

that they too can become what they see in their favorite movie, television show, game, etc. A 

parent’s own career choice is a large factor in a child’s dream career, but so too is their parent’s 

perception of that career. A parent’s opinion of a career, positive or negative, can sway a child’s 

decision in one way or another. “Parent’s influence, approval or disapproval to certain 

professions and children’s financial dependency upon parents’ have also restricted children to 

select careers of their choices” (Noshina et al. 2014). A common example is a child wanting to 

go into something “unrealistic” like art or classical studies and facing resistance from their 

parents because of a belief that it will not be sustainable. In addition to media and parent 

influences, a child’s peers can have an impact on career choice as well. If many of a child’s 

friends enjoy or take interest in a certain career or area, then they are likely to follow suit. 

(Asma, Abeeda, 2017). The combination of media, peer, and parental factors in a child’s career 

path decision can be especially detrimental when it comes to the computer science field.  
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Computer Science Stereotypes in the Media 

 Many stereotypes about computer scientists and the computer science field can be found 

in popular culture. Despite the increasing importance of the field in a society that is becoming 

increasingly dependent on technology, the diversity gap in the field has remained wide.  

Computer science has had long standing stereotypes that are commonly known in American 

society. These stereotypes reflected on these computer scientists include being technology-

oriented, singularly focused on computers, intelligent, masculine, and lacking interpersonal skills 

(Cheryan et al, 2013). Additionally, computer scientists are most often portrayed by men. The 

negative stereotypes about diversity in computer science are causing women to believe that they 

are not suited for the field.  

 These stereotypes are most often seen in movies and television shows. These gendered 

media representations may deter women who would otherwise have interest in joining the field 

to decide against doing so. These stereotypes are portrayed in many popular and mainstream 

movies and television shows, not just traditionally “nerdy” or “geeky” shows like Star Trek. I 

investigated and analyzed ten different movies and tv shows and the ways in which the computer 

scientists or technology related characters were portrayed. These shows were selected based on 

their widespread popularity and range of release dates. 

Women as Romantic Interests 

 One of the oldest portrayals of computer scientists is in the movie Tron, a science action-

adventure film released in 1982. The film follows Kevin Flynn who is a computer programmer 

that is transported inside of a software world and his attempt to escape. The main characters of 

this show are all white men and women. Jeff Bridges plays Kevin Flynn who is a former 

programmer and game developer at ENCOM. He has received a doctorate from Caltech, and he 
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is described as a young and gifted programmer. He also spends his time developing video games 

in secret. Kevin very much represents the technology-oriented and singularly focused on 

computers stereotypes, which might cause one to infer that he is naturally inclined to excel in the 

field or that these traits are necessary to succeed. Lora Baines is another character in the film, 

and notably, she is a female computer scientist and programmer. She was a part of developing 

key technologies for ENCOM. However, she is the ex-girlfriend of the main character, Kevin, 

and the current girlfriend (future wife) of another computer programmer at ENCOM, Alan 

Bradley. This romantic tie to male characters allows her to fit into a common gender stereotype 

for women, this being that women are dependent on men and need them to be successful. 

The next movie I selected to analyze was Jurassic Park. It was chosen because it 

achieved widespread popularity not only when it was first released in 1993 but has maintained it. 

This has resulted in several age demographics having exposure to it. Jurassic Park is a science 

fiction action film by Steven Spielberg about a team of scientists that create a park of dinosaurs 

they have brought back to life. Nearly all the main characters are portrayed by white men and 

women, with the computer scientist character, Dennis Nedry, being played by Wayne Knight. 

Dennis Nedry is the park’s lead computer programmer and is bribed by the park’s competitor to 

steal dinosaur embryos. Dennis Nedry checks a lot of the boxes when it comes to the traditional 

stereotypes. He is portrayed as overweight, geeky, sweaty, wears thick glasses, and is without 

morals. His last name is literally only one letter swap away from being Nerdy. Many of these 

characteristics are presented as undesirable, especially in the context of society’s expectations for 

women. 

In a similar manner to Tron, Jurassic Park did include a female scientist in their team, 

Dr. Ellie Sattler, but she is also there as Alan Grant’s girlfriend/partner. There are several scenes 
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in the movie that show her wanting to have children and trying to convince Alan to want them 

too. This is yet another example of playing into the female stereotypes that exist still today. In 

this case, women are supposed to have a man in their life and desire a family and children.  

 

White and South Asian Representations 

Next to white men, South Asian men are commonly portrayed in the computer science 

field. One example of a movie with this stereotype is Office Space, a satirical film about what it 

is like to work at a software company in the mid-1990s. The general premise is that most of the 

employees are tired of their jobs and the poor management. Like the two previous films, Office 

Space also has a largely white cast. The main character played by Ron Livingston is Peter 

Gibbons. He is different from the previous characters as he is generally more attractive and 

personable. He is lazy, apathetic, and his motivation to complete his work is non-existent. Many 

of the other characters in the office check more of the stereotype boxes. Milton is the most 

stereotypical character. He wears thick glasses, stutters and is very socially awkward, 

overweight, and even keeps pens and pencils in his front pocket complete with a pocket 

protector. Across the office, the employees are portrayed this way. There are no visible female 

characters working as programmers. The only woman with any significant part in the office is 

listed in the cast as a “female temp”. 

The one main character that is not white is Samir Nagheenanajar played by Ajay Naidu, 

who represents another stereotypical demographic in computer science, South Asians.  In one 

particular scene, the female temp is passing out papers and attempts to pronounce his last name 

and fails. He notes, “No one in this country can ever pronounce my name right. It’s not that 

hard...”. In this scene, Samir’s foreignness and his race are marked by the dialogue in this scene. 
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The only non-white character is more so a representation of his race than a character. This 

interaction highlights just one of many struggles that people of color face in a traditionally white 

profession. Not only do these stereotypes have an adverse effect towards women joining the 

field, but anyone outside of white males.  

More key portrayals of the white and South Asian representations are found in The Big 

Bang Theory, an American television sitcom. This show achieved a lot of popularity over its 

twelve seasons. The series follows five main characters living in California. The four men, three 

of them scientists and one of them an engineer are very much the stereotypical nerdy, geeky, 

socially awkward men. All the main men portrayed in this show are white, except for Raj 

Koothrappali, who is the representative of the South Asian stereotype. It is in relation to the men 

that women appear in the sitcom (Cake, 2015). The show is strife with racial stereotypes, 

misogyny, hypermasculinity, and classism. “Their success was dependent upon the extent to 

which these vices were normalized or internalized by the receivers of entertainment…” (Cake, 

2015). While this show does not explicitly portray any computer scientist characters, the 

stereotypes that it does contain can often be attributed to computer science. Computer science is 

considered a STEM field so generalizations from STEM can be applied to computer scientists 

specifically. The difference is the diversity gap in computer science and many of the other STEM 

fields. 

Silicon Valley has grown in popularity since its initial release, but unfortunately is 

problematic when it comes to diverse portrayals of the computer science field. It is an American 

comedy television series that is intended to parody the actual Silicon Valley culture. The cast, 

like all the media that was analyzed, is primarily white with a few exceptions. Of the show’s 

recurring characters, 28 are white, 7 Asian, 2 Mixed, 1 Hispanic, and 1 Black (Lai, 2017). There 
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is a definite lack of representation for minorities in the show. Turning the attention to gender 

representation, of the 39 recurring characters, only 7 are female. Additionally, in season 4 alone, 

women only spent 6.7% of the time speaking (Lai, 2017). The blatant lack of representation 

throughout the show in gender and race is damaging. Additionally, it is worth noting that in both 

Silicon Valley and the movies previously analyzed, LGBTQ representation is nonexistent.  

Computer Scientists as Isolated Geniuses 

The Social Network is a biographical film about the founding of Facebook, a popular 

social networking website. This film differs from the other ones that were analyzed as it is based 

on real life and a real person. In this way, The Social Network is a representation of what the 

computer science and technology environment is actually like, which coincidentally lines up 

with many of the stereotypes previously discussed. Like all the previous films, the main cast is 

male and white. Mark Zuckerberg, played by Jesse Eisenberg, is portrayed as extremely 

intelligent and hyper focused, almost to the point of being obsessive. He is also very blunt and 

rude, condescending, nerdy, and a loner. These are all traits ascribed to computer scientists, but 

one characteristic that we have not necessarily seen from other characters yet, is the way in 

which Mark interacts with and treats women. The film opens with an interaction between Mark 

and his girlfriend, in which he gets dumped after insulting her. He proceeds to create a website 

called FaceSmash where men can rate their female classmates. It goes on from there, with the 

movie continually showing scenes in which women are demeaned or taken advantage of. The 

Social Network shows that in an elite environment of an ivy league school or Silicon Valley, a 

woman’s place is beneath men. There are no scenes that showcase the brilliance of a woman in a 

technological environment. In a scene where Mark holds a hacking contest with the prize being 

to join Facebook, there are only men at the table. Women are seen, but they are in the 
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background with low cut shirts cheering and refilling shots. Scenes like these are what exude the 

sentiment that women not only do not belong in a computer science or technological role, but 

that they are unwelcome in the environment.  

The next movie I analyzed was Ex Machina, a science fiction psychological thriller. The 

movie follows a programmer, Caleb Smith, who is invited by the CEO of the company he works 

for to administer a Turing test to an android. Both main characters, Caleb Smith and his CEO 

Nathan Bateman are played by white men. Caleb is portrayed as obsessed with coding and 

computer science, socially awkward, intelligent, and hardworking. Nathan is highly intelligent 

(likened to Mozart), lives a lavish but isolated lifestyle, so isolated that the only way to reach his 

house is by helicopter. He is also very narcissistic and overtly sexual towards the women in the 

movie (all of whom are androids that he created).  

Mr. Robot is an American drama thriller television series that follows Elliot Alderson. He 

is a cybersecurity engineer and hacker that suffers from several mental illnesses, including social 

anxiety disorder. The main character, Elliot Anderson, is played by Rami Malek. He is portrayed 

as a loner and introvert, a trope we have seen many times before. Elliot differs in that he is more 

traditionally attractive and does not have many of the stereotypical physical features. Mr. Robot 

does portray a woman as a programmer in the form of Darlene Anderson, Elliot’s younger sister. 

She is a malware coder and a hacker like her brother. 

Media Targeted for Younger Age Groups 

 I wanted to look at some television shows that are traditionally meant for younger age 

groups, to see what, if any, stereotypes were portrayed to younger groups. The first one was 

iCarly, an American teen sitcom that follows the story of Carly Shay who creates her own web 

show with her friends. One of her friends, Freddie Benson, is the only male in the three-person 
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group and oversees the technical side of the show. Specifically, he is listed as intellectual, calm, 

geeky, and very interested in technology. He also had “geeky” interests like video games and 

science fiction movies. Carly and Sam (the other girl on the team) do not have any interests in 

helping with the technology side of things.  

 The second show intended for younger audiences was Kim Possible, an animated action 

comedy-adventure series. It follows Kim Possible as she fights crime while dealing with 

everyday issues as a teenager. Her team, like iCarly, consists of a trio. Kim and Ronald are the 

ones that go out and fight crime while Wade handles the technical side of things. Wade is 

described as a 10-year-old computer genius that informs Kim and Ron about upcoming missions 

from his bedroom. He is awkward, overweight, nerdy, highly intelligent, and rarely leaves his 

house. He is Black which was a characteristic different from many of the shows we have looked 

at so far.   

Summarized Analysis 

 After laying out the findings of all ten movies and television shows, there are several 

common threads that arise. All the shows featured a largely white cast, with many of the main 

characters specifically being white males. When there was a main character that was not white, 

they were commonly South Asian. Of the media that I analyzed, they only character that was not 

white or South Asian was Wade Load, the 10-year-old Black technical genius in Kim Possible.  

The main computer scientist characters were always male. When there was a female computer 

scientist or programmer, she had a romantic relationship with the main male character. This 

allowed them to retain a “normal” societal role in relation to the male as well as allow the male 

character to maintain the spotlight. In nearly all the characters analyzed, they were characterized 

as both nerdy and highly intelligent/genius. This is in line with the stereotype that computer 
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scientists are very smart and need to be in order to be successful in the field. Additionally, all but 

2 characters in Tron, were socially awkward or antisocial. 

(see Figure 1) 

 Common characteristics that showed up throughout the computer scientists were nerdy, 

abnormal weight (very thin or overweight), socially awkward, isolated, highly intelligent, 

obsessive, and interested in technology. Many of these characters line up with the stereotypes 

that were discussed previously. While all professions have their stereotypes, the stereotypes of 

computer scientists may be more problematic for women because they are often attributed to 

men specifically. When investigating each of these stereotypes, one can see that they are 

particularly divergent from society’s expectation of female characteristics. As an example, the 

idea that all computer scientists are nerdy men who are obsessed with computer programming 

would lead many women to believe that they do not belong in the field, not only because they are 

not men, but also because they do not commonly have interests in nerdy topics like gaming or 

science fiction. Additionally, many women may not want to be associated with those 

characteristics. Women are more commonly expected to be social and maintain a certain look of 

femininity and concern for their appearance, which does not align with a “typical” computer 

scientist. Similarly, members of minority groups like Black and Hispanic people may find that 

they do not match with the so-called requirements to enter the field. If the stereotypes that were 

seen in the movies and television shows above continue to pervade popular media, the people 

that feel like they do not fit the criteria will choose to pursue another field. Because media is a 

big source of information for people when deciding what career they may be interested in, 

continually seeing these stereotypes will have adverse effects on the overall diversity of the field.  
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Stereotype Threat and its Effects on Diversity 

  When looking at the statistics when it comes to diversity in computer science, in 2015 

only 18% of women received bachelor’s degrees in the field (National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). This gap has stayed more or less stagnant for the past several 

years. One reason for this gap in diversity is the idea of stereotype threat. “Stereotype threat 

describes the situation in which there is a negative stereotype about a person’s group, and he or 

she is concerned about being judged or treated negatively on the basis of this stereotype” 

(Spencer et al., 2016). This puts women in a particularly difficult position as many of the 

stereotypes that computer scientists are associated with go against what society has set as a 

standard and requirement for the ways that women should act and look. Women may feel that 

they are going to be seen as geeky or masculine if they decide to join this field. Despite the 

growing field and the lucrative potential it holds, women have remained a minority. This can be 

especially true in intersectional demographics (e.g. Black females, LGBTQ Hispanics, etc.). The 

further someone feels they do not fit into the stereotypes, the less likely they will want to be 

associated with the group and believe they have the potential to succeed. It is this mindset that 

creates a negative mindset towards the computer science profession. There is a cycle of computer 

science having low diversity, stereotypes about the profession being portrayed in media and pop 

culture, people who do not fit the stereotypes deciding to enter another field, and then the 

diversity gap remains large. Because many people are informed of career possibilities through 

the media, if more diverse characters are shown in computer science roles, it will allow more 

people to believe that they can fit into the profession as well. Eliminating these harmful 

stereotypes is the key to creating a more diverse environment in computer science.  
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Conclusion 

 

 The computer science field has grown and is only going to get bigger as it is projected to 

grow 11 percent from 2019 to 2029, much faster than the average for all occupations (Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2020). With such a large projected growth, there will be an equally large need 

for more computer scientists. And yet, as the computer science field has grown, the diversity gap 

in the field has grown too since the mid-1980s (Google Inc & Gallup Inc, 2016). While many 

other STEM fields have increased their diversity, computer science has seemed incapable of 

doing the same.  

 There are many factors that can contribute to this lack in diversity, such as access to 

technology, exposure to computer science, parental exposure and knowledge of the computer 

science, and perceptions of the field. All these factors present a barrier, but the one that has the 

most impact is one’s perceptions of computer science. People are informed of possible career 

choices through the media they consume. Whether it is a someone wanting to study criminal 

justice after binge watching all of Criminal Minds, or a newfound interest in becoming a doctor 

after the 16th season of Grey’s Anatomy, media has a profound effect on the way we view 

possible careers.  

 The problem when it comes to perceptions of computer science in media is that they are 

based on stereotypes. These common computer science stereotypes have been present in movies 

and television shows for decades and their presence does not seem to be waning. From older 

movies like Jurassic Park to new television shows like Silicon Valley, the computer scientist is 

not portrayed in a generally desirable way. This has had and will have a negative impact on the 

diversity of computer science. If film and television shows continue to show computer scientists 

as the stereotype we all know: the nerdy, computer obsessive, socially awkward, white male, 
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there will continue to be a lack of women and other underrepresented minorities deciding to 

pursue the field. Consequently, the field will suffer from a lack of diversity and the 

underrepresented minorities of the field will continue to miss out on a growing, important, and 

prosperous field. Eliminating or reducing the amount of stereotypical computer scientists in 

media is necessary to diversity growth. Young women and underrepresented minorities will 

benefit immensely from being able to picture themselves in the field and from being able to look 

up to a role model that looks like them, even if it is just a fictional character in a movie.  
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Figure 1.
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