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ABSTRACT
The information technology field has highly fluid, rapidly-evolving workforce requirements. The nature of the profession
creates unique challenges and strains for IT workers. As a result, many IT professionals leave the field and seek alternative
careers. The purpose of this research is to provide an empirical basis for understanding the determinants of career change.
A theoretical model was developed and tested. Stress, job insecurity, and burnout are included as antecedents of intention
to leave the IT field. This model was evaluated using data from a survey of IT professionals within a public-service
organization. Data was analyzed using structural equation modeling. The determinants were all confirmed, although age
was not found to moderate any of the relationships. In total, the constructs accounted for 32.9% of the variance in intention
to leave the IT field. The theoretical implications of this study are discussed. Recommendations for decreasing workrelated stress, job security, and burnout are proposed.
Keywords: Career changes, stress, job insecurity, burnout, age, IT professionals

1. INTRODUCTION
The information technology profession is at a
crossroads. Within the next decade, a substantial
proportion of the current IT workforce is expected to retire
[1, 2]. Given the fact that the baby boom generation
currently supplies as much as a quarter of the current labor
pool, this is not surprising [3, 4]. At the same time, fewer
workers are entering the IT field [5]. Colleges and
universities are reporting smaller classes and less student
interest in careers in the computing disciplines [5-7].
Combined, these dynamics signal an impending shortage
of IT professionals. The implications of such a labor
shortage would be complex and far-reaching. Businesses
would be forced to spend more to hire replacements.
Individual contributors would be expected to work harder
and longer to make up the projected shortage. As a result
of these circumstances all parties would be dissatisfied.
Avoiding this pitfall is not an easy task. Perhaps the most
viable mitigation is to reduce workforce attrition.
In the IT field, there is little research on career
exodus. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to
understand the factors which govern IT worker intention
to leave the field. To that end, a conceptual framework is
proposed and tested. The model includes three determinant
variables. The constructs were selected following a review
of the extant literature on career change. They are stress,
job insecurity, and burnout. Furthermore, each of the paths
is expected to be moderated by age. The corresponding
hypotheses are tested using survey data from a sample of
IT workers at a medium-sized public-service organization.
The results are expected to provide guidance for further
studies of career change involving IT workers.
This article begins by reviewing the psychology
of career change, its antecedents and consequences, and its
impact in the IT field. Next, the research design and

methods utilized in the present study are described.
Following the methodology sections, the results of the
data analysis are conveyed and support for the hypotheses
is clarified. A discussion of this study and its implications
for research is conducted. Finally, the limitations are
reviewed and concluding comments are stated.

2. BACKGROUND
Unhappy IT workers seek change. Some find
greener pastures by taking positions with different
organizations, others want entirely new careers. Prior
studies focused on general turnover of IT staff, where
turnover intention was measured in terms of worker desire
to leave the firm. This research focused on identifying the
determinants of turnover intention. A recent meta-analysis
of 31 articles on turnover in the IT field identified over 40
independent predictors [8]. Among other contributions,
those studies laid the groundwork for understanding
employee unhappiness and its negative consequences for
organizations [9, 10]. While turnover research focuses on
why employees voluntarily leave their organizations, the
present study focuses on why workers leave the IT field
altogether. Career change is not the same as turnover; it
involves separate stream of [11-14]. While this topic has
garnered little attention in the IT field, it has been
addressed in professions such as healthcare [15, 16],
engineering [17, 18], accounting [19], and insurance [20].
Thus, this study focuses on the factors which lead IT
workers to make career changes.
Career change intentions are psychological
formulations made by individuals who intend to seek
alternative professions [21]. They are based on a
combination of factors, including emotion [22], workrelated attitudes [23], and perceived viability of their
current field [24]. They may also include inflexibility [25],
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low job satisfaction [26], lack of financial reward [27],
and poor opportunities for development [28].
Because little research exists on career change in
the IT field, it was necessary to review related studies
from the nursing and accounting paradigms. These
reference disciplines were chosen because they have
several characteristics in common with IT: they require
long hours, attention to technical details, and are servicebased careers [29, 30]. Based on the extant literature on
career exodus, it is expected that stress, job insecurity, and
burnout are the most likely causes of career exodus for
information technology workers [15, 31]. As a
confirmation, an ad-hoc content analysis was conducted
using IT practitioner-oriented articles which were
published within the last two years. In particular, a recent
review of turnover literature was found to confirm support
[32]. The results of the analysis support the selection of
the constructs. These proposed linkages are summarized in
Figure 1. Each of the constructs is introduced in the
following sections.

Stress
Stress is a condition which occurs when
individuals realize that the pressures or requirements
facing them may be more than they can handle [33]. Stress
can affect all facets of an individual’s life, and may stem
from any number of stimuli. At work, stress may be a
perception indicated by ambiguity, conflict, or overload
arising from the characteristics of the individual and the
work environment [34]. There are two types of stress,
eustress and distress [35].
Eustress is not necessarily negative. It may help
initiate goal-striving. Low to moderate levels of eustress
may stimulate people to excel and increase performance.
While taxing, the right combination of challenge coupled
with disruptive pleasure encourages performance [36].
The need to create alignment among these elements within
a role can reduce boredom and encourage higher work
performance [37-39].

Figure 1: Research Model

However, too much stress can have the opposite
effect. This is distress, a condition which occurs when an
individual perceives a loss, challenge, or risk [40]. When
stress levels exceed the coping abilities and resources
available to an individual, the results are detrimental to the
organization and the worker [41-43]. The negative effect
of distress on various work-related outcomes has been
widely documented [44]. Examples of negative outcomes
include increased absenteeism [45, 46], high turnover [47,
48], emotional exhaustion [49], deteriorating personal
health [50], reduced organizational commitment [51], and
lower job performance [52, 53]. Finally, stress has been
linked to career change intention in multiple studies [15,
54, 55]. A common thread among these studies is that
when workers become overwhelmed with pressures which
are common to their field, they will change careers in
order to reduce stress. Based on this evidence, it is
expected that overstressed IT workers will follow suit and
change careers. Therefore, we suggest the following:
HYPOTHESIS 1: When distress reaches a level
individuals cannot cope with, it will have a positive
influence on intention to leave the IT field.

Job Insecurity
Job insecurity has been defined as powerlessness
to maintain desired continuity in a threatened job situation
[56]. Earlier studies suggest that employees and
organizations enter into a psychological contract in which
it is clear what each party will give and expect to receive
[43]. Based on these contracts, workers develop a sense of
control and ability to predict events in their lives. Given
the importance of this empowerment in people’s lives,
changes which threaten employee perceptions of control
induce strong reactions including feelings of insecurity
[57-59]. Major events such as mergers, downsizing, new
technologies, and industry changes may be sources of
perceived threat [60, 61]. Job insecurity may also stem
from more localized threats such as job conditions, role
ambiguity, role conflict, and locus of control [56]. These
threats create uncertainty because they challenge the
conditions on which employees make future predictions.
There are many consequences of job insecurity, including
fear, anxiety, and potential loss of the job [62]. Previous
studies indicate that employees who question the longterm viability of their career will seek new professions
[63]. These findings have been substantiated for
employees in the accounting [64], retail [65], law
enforcement [66], manufacturing [67], healthcare [68],
and hospitality fields [69]. Based on the similarities
between information technology and the aforementioned
fields, it is expected that IT professionals who question the
long-term viability of their work will seek new
occupations. Following this logic, it is assumed that:
HYPOTHESIS 2: Job insecurity will have a positive
influence on intention to leave the IT field.
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Burnout
Job-related burnout is constant or repeated
emotional pressure associated with intense involvement
with people over long periods of time [70]. It may be
characterized by a combination of factors such as low
energy or exhaustion [71]. Burnout is the affective
reaction to stressors such as role conflict or role ambiguity
[72-75], lack of autonomy [74, 76], lack or rewards [70,
74], or work overload [77]. These stressors cause a
gradual depletion of individuals’ intrinsic energetic
resources over time [78]. They lead to feelings of
emotional exhaustion, physical fatigue, and cognitive
weariness [79]. Burnout is the end result of a process in
which motivated and committed individuals lose their
energy following prolonged exposure to chronic pressure.
Some of the consequences of burnout include low job
satisfaction [72, 80], reduced organizational commitment
[75, 81], and higher levels of employee turnover intention
[8, 75, 82]. Finally, burnout has been linked to career
change intentions in fields such as nursing [15], finance
and risk management [83, 84], real estate [85], and
teaching [72, 86, 87]. In these cases, career change is the
result of a determination that the nature of the work (but
not necessarily the organization) is the primary cause of
emotional and physical fatigue. It is expected that burnout
will have a similar impact on those in the computing
professions as well. IT is similar to fields such as nursing
and finance in that they are all demanding fields which
require long hours and careful attention to technical
details. Therefore the following hypothesis is proffered:
HYPOTHESIS 3: Burnout will have a positive influence
on intention to leave the IT field.

Age
Age has long remained a critical factor in
organizational research [88]. Recent studies have

investigated how younger workers differ from older
workers in terms of ethics [89], motivation [90], trust [91],
acceptance of change [92], and reaction to unfair treatment
[93]. Age differences are also related to worker turnover
(Turnley and Feldman, 1999), and willingness to change
careers [94]. Specifically, they find younger workers are
more willing to leave their current positions while older
worker are more embedded [95, 96]. Therefore, it is
expected that an IT worker’s age will moderate the
relationship between stress, insecurity, burnout, and
intention to leave the field. Thus, the following hypothesis
is suggested:
HYPOTHESIS 4: The relationship between stress, job
insecurity, burnout, and career change will strengthen
when IT worker age is lower.

3. METHODS
Sample & Procedure
The sample was comprised of IT workers in a
medium-sized public service organization in the United
States. Specifically, the organization was a public four
year university located in medium-sized town in the state
of Georgia. The university consists of approximately
19,000 students and has over 1600 faculty and staff. The
organization is funded by a combination of state, federal,
and private contributions. Of the 96 distributed surveys, 71
were returned and 65 were usable. As summarized in
Figure 2, the average IT worker in the study is 32.3 years
old, is male, and has been in his current position for 1.2
years. This profile is consistent with the state-wide
demographics of all employees of the University System
(as reported by the Office of the Chancellor). Compared
with the nationwide population of IT workers, it appears
that the sampled IT workers are more advanced in age.

Figure 2: Sample Demographics
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For instance, the Association of IT Professionals
indicates that the average age of its national membership
is approximately 29. The age ranges from 19 to 63 in this
sample, providing breadth for research regarding age.
Of all of its information technology workers,
approximately 60% are full-time, benefited employees.
The rest are classified as part-time workers, interns,
contract consultants, or short-term casual laborers. The
organization’s human resources department did not count
these employment categories as “career-track” positions.
This distinction is important and increasingly common in
the IT field. Therefore, only regular, full-time IT workers
were included in the survey. Each participant was given a
packet which contained a cover letter, a paper copy of the
survey, and a pre-addressed, stamped return envelope. The
cover letter introduced the survey and the researchers. It
also explained that the survey was confidential and that
the results would be published in an academic journal. No
inducements or gratuities were offered. Those who elected
to participate completed their surveys and returned them
by U.S. mail.

Instrumentation
The survey consisted of questions which
operationalized the constructs in the research model. The
antecedent measures were adopted from the short version
of the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire
(COPSOQ), a holistic instrument designed to provide a
complete prognosis of employee occupational health [54,
97]. This instrument was developed in multiple languages
and tested using a sample of 3,500 workers from a range
of vocations and industries. The benefits of using items
from a single instrument include improved convergent and
discriminant validity and increased assurance of proper
content coverage. Stress, job insecurity, and burnout were
each measured using 4 items. Intention to leave the IT
field was an adapted previously validated measure
consisting of 3 items [98]. It was necessary to reword the
original measure so that it was specific to the IT field. All
the items used 5 point scales with various anchors (see
Appendix A). Following established guidelines [99, 100]
the construct measures were all categorized as reflective.
Basic demographic information (age, gender, and years in
current position) was also collected.

Table 1: Psychometric Properties of Measures
Construct

Item

Construct
Insecurity
Burnout
.117
.265
.128
.247
.098
.249
.051
.363

AVE

Stress

S1
S2
S3
S4

Stress
.916
.934
.960
.917

Job
Insecurity

I1
I2
I3
I4

.021
.124
.206
.007

.906
.739
.851
.713

.399
.125
.350
.167

.367
.142
.469
.339

.650

Burnout

B1
B2
B3
B4

.353
.323
.143
.358

.062
.251
.486
.102

.707
.856
.892
.861

.046
.212
.372
.206

.692

Intention to
Leave IT

L1
L2
L3

.279
.266
.260

.446
.445
.412

.293
.320
.293

.931
.981
.963

.919

4. RESULTS
After allowing four weeks for surveys to be
returned, the data was tabulated into an electronic
spreadsheet in order to calculate demographics and purge
incomplete responses. Of the 96 distributed surveys, 71
were returned and 65 were usable. Because this is a
relatively small sample frame, extra care was taken to
ensure that multivariate statistical analysis was still
appropriate. Based on previously established guidelines

LeaveIT
.310
.241
.281
.171

.869

for small sample partial least squares analysis it was
confirmed that the data were suitable [101]. Since the
independent variables and the dependent variable were
derived from the same source of data, a test for common
methods variance (CMV) was conducted [102]. The
results of this test confirmed the suitability of the data for
further analysis.
Several tests were conducted to ensure the
validity of the measures. The components-based approach
[103] for structural equations modeling was employed via
9
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the SmartPLS software package [104]. Factor loadings
were used to assess the convergent and discriminant
validity of reflective constructs. Such loadings indicate if
items cross-load or fail to significantly load on their
respective latent variables [105]. Specifically, convergent
validity is demonstrated when items load above 0.70 on
their respective construct and when the average variance
extracted (AVE) is above 0.50 for each construct.
Discriminant validity is identified when item loadings are
greater for their respective construct than for other
constructs in the model, and when each construct’s square

rooted AVE are greater than its intercorrelation with other
constructs. As indicated in Tables 1 and 2, the conditions
for both convergent and discriminant validity are met.
Construct reliability was assessed by considering
the internal consistency measure for each construct. Those
which exceeded the .70 level of internal consistency were
judged to possess sufficient reliability [106, 107]. As
shown in Table 2, the internal consistency for each
construct was above .70, which exceeds the recommended
threshold for construct reliability.

Table 2: Correlations among Constructs
Construct
Stress

RELI
.963

Stress
.932

Insecurity

Burnout

Job Insecurity

.880

.110

.806

Burnout

.899

.292

.356

.831

Intention to Leave IT

.971

.280

.453

.316

LeaveIT

.959

Table 3: Outcome of the Hypothesis Tests
Hypothesis
H1
H2
H3
H4A-C

Path
Stress → LeaveIT
Insecurity →LeaveIT
Burnout →LeaveIT
Moderating Effect of Age

Coefficient
.335
.308
.303
---

T or F
Value
6.24
3.87
3.93
---

P-value
p<.0001
p<.0003
p<.0002
p<.0921

Supported?



X

Figure 3: Supported Paths
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After confirming the validity of the instrument,
hypothesized direct effect paths were tested using
bootstrap resampling [103]. Table 3 lists the results of the
PLS analysis. It appears that the paths between stress, job
insecurity, burnout, and the dependent variable are
significant at the .001 alpha levels. The model accounts
for 32.9% of the variance in Intention to leave the IT field
(see Figure 3). Surprisingly, moderation tests did not
support hypotheses H4A-C. The moderating role of age on
stress, job insecurity, and burnout was not confirmed at
the .05 alpha levels.
Finally, this research controlled for a number of
variables (such as job satisfaction, organizational

commitment, and perceived organizational support) that
are commonly associated with general turnover.

5. DISCUSSION
The results of this study provide a basis for
understanding the role of stress, job insecurity, and
burnout on intention to leave the IT field. This reinforces
the extant literature on work demands resulting in career
changes [108] and extends the understanding of such
dynamics within the information technology field. Some
of the major contributions to theory and practice are
depicted in Table 4.

Table 4: Key Research Contributions
Contribution Type
Theory
Theory
Theory
Theory
Methodological

Description of Scholarly Contribution
Compared with previous studies of IT worker turnover, this research focused specifically on
desire to leave the IT field.
A greater breadth of antecedents of career change exists than previously recognized.
Stress and burnout are more influential determinants than earlier studies suggest.
Age does not play a role in ending IT careers.
Elements of the COPSOQ survey instrument possess sufficient validity for research in the IT
field.

One of the primary contributions of this research
is that it involves a relatively unexplored dependent
variable – intention to leave the IT field. Previous research
has focused on the general intention to leave one’s current
position [8]. Such studies usually do not distinguish
between employees who are seeking technical positions
with other firms from those who are leaving for new
careers. The implications of general turnover studies are
generally limited to the individual and his or her current
organization. However, because this study focused on
intention to leave the IT field, it has a wider impact. When
information professionals voluntarily leave the IT
workforce, the economy suffers because talent becomes
relatively scarcer. Given the expected wave of retirements
within the next decade [1, 2], this problem becomes even
more severe. Thus, as a first step toward reversing the
trend, this research identified factors which motivate IT
workers to leave the field. Consistent with expectations,
we found that stress, job insecurity, and burnout are
positively related to the dependent variable. In other
words, IT workers who suffer from stress, burnout, or are
concerned about their job’s security are more likely to
consider a different career. Surprisingly, age was not
found to moderate the hypothesized relationships. This
contrasts previous studies and expectations regarding the
present research. It may be that time in current position is
more relevant than age for IT workers. It is recommended
that future studies examine on the role of age using semistructured interviews in order to address this question.
Managers wishing to retain IT talent should
implement changes aimed at improving the work/life
balance. Managing information technology for 99%
service uptime is very demanding, both physically and

emotionally [109]. Informal interviews indicated that this
was a primary cause of burnout and stress. Many IT
workers in small and medium sized organizations are
expected to be available on a 24/7 basis [108]. Even in
large firms employees take turns being on-call to resolve
technical issues. Often this entails leaving one’s home
during non-business hours and returning to the office to
perform emergency service or maintenance [110]. The
most feasible solution to avoiding burnout is to clarify the
boundary between work and home [111].
Organizations
should consider employee
retraining/re-equipping IT workers with skills which the
organization currently requires or which may otherwise be
in-demand [112]. This will allow current employees to
gain valuable, marketable skills. Such investment could
encourage workers to remain in the field. It would also
provide the organization with in-house talent to complete
current and future IT initiatives.

6. LIMITATIONS
Although this study was conducted in keeping
with current IS research practices, it is not completely
without limitations. Some potential limitations concern the
sample. First, the sample was comprised of IT workers
from one organization in the southeastern United States.
Because there may be differences among organizations
and among geographic regions within the United States,
this may limit the applicability of the sample. However, if
data from other organizations were included, the
homogeneity of the sample would have been significantly
reduced. Therefore, only IT workers from one
organization were included. As previously mentioned, the
11

Volume 2 No. 1, January 2012

International Journal of Information and Communication Technology Research

©2012 ICT Journal. All rights reserved
http://www.esjournals.org

organization used various non-traditional employment
agreements in order to meet its IT workforce needs. Only
60% of the IT workers were full-time, benefited
employees. These were the only employees included in the
sample, as they were from the only category classified as
“career-track professionals” by the enterprise’s human
resources department. These employment arrangements
are increasingly common within the IT field. Thus,
although the sample criteria are in keeping with previous
studies and with the organization’s employment
framework, a proportion of the IT workforce is not
included. Their inclusion could raise questions regarding
differences in long-term goals, career plans, motivation,
and various other organizational perceptions. Future
studies should provide guidance on this aspect of sample
selection and analyze the differences among populations.

[3].

Flynn, M., Who would delay retirement? A
typology of older workers. Personnel Review,
2010. 39(3): p. 308-324.

[4].

Goodman, A., The aging workforce: Preventing
the knowledge gap. Profiles in Diversity Journal,
2009. 11(3): p. 42-43.

[5].

Granger, M., et al., Information systems
enrollments: Challenges and strategies. Journal
of Information Systems Education, 2007. 18(3):
p. 303-311.

[6].

Akbulut-Bailey, A., A measurement instrument
for understanding student perspectives as
stereotypes of IS professionals. Communications
of the AIS, 2009. 25(1): p. 321-338.

[7].

Koch, H. and T. Kayworth, Partnering with
majors: A process approach to increasing IS
enrollment Journal of Information Systems
Education, 2009. 20(4): p. 439-449.

[8].

Joseph, D., et al., Turnover of information
technology professionals: A narrative review,
meta-analytic structural equation modeling, and
model development. MIS Quarterly, 2007. 31(3):
p. 547-577.

[9].

Moore, J., One road to turnover: An examination
of work exhaustion in technology professionals.
MIS Quarterly, 2000. 24(1): p. 141-168.

[10].

Rutner, P., B. Hardgrave, and D. McKnight,
Emotional dissonance and the information
technology professional. MIS Quarterly, 2008.
32(3): p. 635-652.

[11].

Chang, C., et al., Information system personnel
career anchor changes leading to career
changes. European Journal of Information
Systems, 2011. 20(1): p. 103-117.

[12].

Crepeau, R., C. Crook, and M. McMurtrey,
Career anchors of information systems
personnel. Journal of Management Information
Systems, 1992. 9(2): p. 8-24.

[13].

Dalton, G., P. Thompson, and R. Price, The four
stages of professional careers: A new look at
performance by professionals. Organizational
Dynamics, 1977. 6(1): p. 25-49.

[14].

Haynie, M. and D. Shepard, Toward a theory of
discontinuos career transition: Investigating
career transitions necessitated by traumatic life
events. Journal of Applied Psychology, 2011.
96(3): p. 501-524.

7. CONCLUSION
Given the anticipated exodus of retiring IT
workers, it would appear that a shortage of qualified
professionals is imminent. The implications of such a
labor shortage would be complex and far-reaching.
Organizations would be forced to spend more to hire
replacements. Individual contributors would be expected
to work harder and longer to make up the projected
shortage. As a result of these circumstances all parties
would be dissatisfied. Avoiding this pitfall is not an easy
task. Simply recruiting more students into the technical
fields will not solve the problem. It will take years for new
graduates to develop the skills which experienced IT
workers already possess. Perhaps the most viable
mitigation is to reduce workforce attrition. To that end,
this research provides value by identifying the major
determinants of employee intention to leave IT. Stress, job
insecurity, and burnout were verified as factors which
cause IT workers to consider alternative vocations. This
research provides a solid foundation for researchers to
further explore the negative consequences of the IT work
environment and its implications for practitioners’ careers.
Although
numerous
research
questions
remain
unanswered in this important domain, future research will
provide more clarity. A concerted effort by managers and
researchers can help solve important problems in this
domain and lead to a more stable IT workforce.
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