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Introduction
Advocates of the use of the H1B temporary worker system as an on-going mechanism for
supplying workers for the information technology (IT) industry have asserted that the
supply is indispensable if the IT industry is to continue its success.  The Department of
Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) has projected job growth in Core IT
Technology Jobs of 110,000 a year through 2006; they also estimate that about 35,000
degrees in IT per se are earned a year.1  That sounds at first blush like the formula for a
worker shortage in IT.  A closer look at the situation, however, suggests otherwise.

The supply of IT workers is not limited to new graduates in IT fields.
If the only people who could work in Core IT Technology Jobs were those with IT
degrees, there might be a labor shortage.  But, due to the largely technical nature of the
field, many IT workers don’t need degrees and don’t have them.  In fact, only half of
those already working in Core IT Technology Jobs actually have IT degrees or minors.2

Many IT workers receive their training in other ways than four-year college degree
programs.  23 percent of computer systems analysts, engineers, and scientists had less
than a bachelor’s degree, and 32 percent of computer programmers.  Furthermore, the
number of associate (as well as masters and doctoral) degrees in IT and related
disciplines has been on the rise since the 1980s.3

If there were a shortage, unemployment rates for Core IT Professionals
would not be rising.

Increased levels of unemployment in IT fields do not suggest a shortage of IT workers.
In fact, according to the BLS, unemployment among experienced IT workers has been
rising since 1997, all the time the IT industry has been crying for increases in the number
of temporary foreign workers it can import.4

If there were a shortage, wages for Core IT Technology Jobs would be
rising unusually fast; they’re not.

According to the BLS, changes in the earnings of Core IT Professionals have been
similar to those for all professionals and only marginally higher than those for the entire
civilian labor force.5

                                                            
1 United Engineering Foundation, IT Workforce Data Project, January 1999, I-3, II-2.
2 “A common assumption is that individuals with bachelor’s degrees in computer/information sciences are the major source of IT
workers.  This supposition underlies the notion … that, in a period of rising demand, employers have faced a dwindling supply of new
qualified workers.  However … roughly one half of computer programmers, systems analysts, engineers and scientists in 1999 had
completed bachelor’s degrees regardless of field of study.”  Congressional Research Service (CRS), Information Technology Labor
Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140.
3 Department of Commerce, The Digital Workforce: Building Infotech Skills at the Speed of Innovation, as cited in Congressional
Research Service (CRS), Information Technology Labor Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140.
4 United Engineering Foundation, IT Workforce Data Project, January 1999, IV-2.
5 United Engineering Foundation, IT Workforce Data Project, January 1999, IV-2.
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There is evidence, in part, the ‘labor shortage’ has been created by the IT Industry itself
in its attempts to maximize profits:  “the supposed emergence of an IT worker shortage
— to the extent that there is one — is partly induced by the stinginess of wage offers
from 1948 to 1994.  In fact, only recently has the alleged shortage of IT workers had a
positive effect (from the workers’ perspective) on wages.  Interestingly, offers to
computer science grads have followed the same pattern as those for business majors,
indicating that there does not seem to be anything special about the situation in the
information technologies workforce.”6

In some areas of the country, computer scientists make less than secondary school
teachers.  As one expert noted, “if computer companies’ response to difficulty in hiring at
the existing wage is just to put out ads and not to raise salaries, then it is not surprising
that they perceive some sort of shortage.”7

The supply is already keeping up with demand.
The reports from the Information Technology Association of America (ITAA) implied
that one in every twelve positions (8.4 percent) in IT was vacant.8  But the BLS found
that from 1996, the number of Core IT Technology Jobs would increase by about 10
percent a year through 2006.9 So over that period you would expect one in ten jobs to be
vacant if only because it’s new.  Clearly, if the job vacancy rate is lower than the rate of
growth in an industry, then supply is more than keeping up with demand.

Potential supplies of native IT workers are being neglected.
There is large supply of experienced IT workers the IT Industry won’t trouble to recruit.
A third of those with college-level IT credentials have had to find jobs outside of the IT
field.  Even less use is being made of graduates with IT minors.   

Age discrimination in the IT Industry is a well-known commonplace.10  By insisting on
new workers whom they can pay lower wages, IT firms can maximize their profits, while
they justify not hiring experienced workers by claiming they haven’t learned that year’s
latest programming language.11  Among workers with IT degrees, less than 40 percent of
55-year-olds are in Core IT Technology Jobs, compared to 75 percent of 20-year-olds.

                                                            
6 Economic Policy Institute website (www.epinet.org), Economic Snapshots, “The decline in wage offers and recent information
technology graduates”, December 8, 1999.
7 Robert Lerman, director of the Human Resource Policy Center at the Urban Institute and professor of economics at American
University, in Is There a Shortage of Information Technology Workers?, June 12, 1998, Jerome Levy Economics Institute of Bard
College.
8 ITAA, Bridging the Gap: Information Technology Skills for a New Millennium, April 2000.  The methodology and conclusions of
the ITAA have been much criticized for inaccuracies and assumptions that favor claims of a labor shortage (GAO, March 1998,
Information Technology, GAO/HEHS-98-106R;  CRS, Information Technology Labor Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140.
9 United Engineering Foundation, IT Workforce Data Project, January 1999, IV-3.
10 Congressional Research Service (CRS), Information Technology Labor Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140, Appendix: The
Experienced Versus Older Worker Issue.  According to a recent eWEEK poll, 45 percent of IT professionals have witnessed age
discrimination in the workplace.  The National Academy of Sciences has also confirmed age discrimination in favor of foreign
workers in the IT industry (Building a Workforce for the Information Economy, October 2000).
11 “ [A]n occupation could have both a high unemployment rate (which suggests excess supply) and a high vacancy rate (which
suggests excess demand) if firms search in the labor market for … workers who already possess the hottest IT skills and
simultaneously lay off, rather than retrain, their own IT employees.” Congressional Research Service (CRS), Information Technology
Labor Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140.
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Native supply is about to increase.
Enrollment in computer-related programs in American colleges is skyrocketing.
Bachelor’s degree enrollments in the computer science/computer engineering programs
more than doubled between 1996 and 1998.12  As a result of this upswing, in a year or
two, the supply of graduates in IT fields will rise dramatically.

In addition, more and more money is being invested in training American workers for IT
fields.  In 2000, the Department of Labor will award $52.4 million in grants to train
Americans to do the jobs now being given to foreign workers.13

IT firms are addicted to the quick fix of foreign talent.
It’s easier and faster for IT firms to bring in temporary foreign workers than invest in
their own people, so that’s what they do.  “Evidence exists that companies, because of
short product-life and product development cycles in IT-intensive industries, have been
pursuing a ‘buy’ (from the external labor market) rather than a ‘make’ (by training
employees within the firm) employment strategy.”14

Foreign workers themselves are the victims of the IT Industry’s
addiction.

Even among foreign workers, the IT Industry prefers cheap, disposable temporary
workers to experienced, permanent ones.  “The whole program is out of control and
there’s a lot abuse,” reports the pseudonymous “Mr. Signh”, a software engineer who
came to the U.S. as a temporary worker in 1991.  “A lot of Indians are working for body
shops they can’t leave, and have trouble finding work once they get their green card.”15

Experts agree: “The H-1B program is not a satisfactory approach to the expansion of
supply because it brings people in on a temporary basis and ties them to their employer to
get a continuing or possibly a permanent visa.”16

Statistics support this allegation: of the employment-based permanent visas available in
the 1990s, only 7 percent were given to petitioners for work at scientific or technical jobs
(which includes all scientific and technical fields, not just IT).17

                                                            
12 Department of Commerce, The Digital Workforce: Building Infotech Skills at the Speed of Innovation, as cited in Congressional
Research Service (CRS), Information Technology Labor Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140.
13 “Some [IT] companies are looking to foreign countries to fill the gap.  We have workers here who can and should be trained for
those jobs.  These funds are designed for just that purpose.”  President Bill Clinton, Department of Labor press release, February 9,
2000.
14 Department of Commerce, The Digital Workforce: Building Infotech Skills at the Speed of Innovation, as cited in Congressional
Research Service (CRS), Information Technology Labor Shortage?, April 28, 2000, CRS RL30140.
15 “Lament of the Pocket-Protector Set”, Gail Russell Chaddock, Christian Science Monitor, June 1, 2000.
16 Robert Lerman, director of the Human Resource Policy Center at the Urban Institute and professor of economics at American University, in Is There a Shortage of
Information Technology Workers?, June 12, 1998, Jerome Levy Economics Institute of Bard College.
17

 Immigration and Naturalization Service, Statistical Yearbooks.
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Indulging the IT industry is not the answer.

It cannot be gainsaid that the IT industry has trouble acquiring and maintaining an
appropriate workforce.  But its continued addiction to foreign labor is part of the
problem, not the solution.  As the National Academy of Sciences has pointed out,
increasing H-1B issuance dampens wages growth for employees, sends the wrong
message to workers and educational establishments, and increases demand for permanent
visas.18  Our government’s policy should be directed to wean the industry off its quick fix
and accustom it to cultivating a homegrown workforce.

                                                            
18 Building a Workforce for the Information Economy, October 2000 (Table 5.2).


