
 

A Q&A with Tarah Wheeler Van Vlack

What kind of  woman do you see getting the most out of  this book? 

Women in Tech was really meant for women of  all ages looking to get into or improve 
their careers in technology. My hope is that each woman, from high school girls to 
women in college or even mid-career professionals, can find something beneficial in 
the book that gives them the confidence and tools to carve their career path. This 
book isn’t just for women, either. Parents wondering whether their daughter should 
pursue computer science in college, spouses trying to understand a partner’s career 
change or goals, and managers who want to add women to their teams can finally 
understand what this journey is like. 

In addition to practical advice and inspiring stories, Women in Tech contains information 
on organizations, websites, educational tools, and lots of  additional resources to help 
women who want to advance their careers but don’t know where to get started. 

Why did you feel this book needed to be written? 

Women in Tech needed to be written simply because no one ever had. That’s a good 
enough reason to do anything. I also see a lack of  positive stories about women in 
technology and, in my mind, most of  the books seem to be either one woman’s 
journey through tech or an analysis of  the industry, instead of  practical advice and 
inspiration. When people try to make a good decision about their careers, they don’t 
just look at the statistics. They try to talk to people who have been in the field to see 
what they do and don’t love about it. If  you don’t personally know a woman in 
technology, this book can help you find out what we love about tech while being 
totally honest about the challenges we still face. 

Interestingly, part of  the reason I needed to write this book was for me. I didn’t realize 
it until after I’d finished the manuscript, but by the time I’d written all that advice and 
edited the stories of  inspirational women technologists, I realized that I’d helped to 
heal myself  of  some of  the impostor syndrome I feel too! The absolute best way to learn anything is to teach it, and 
by helping teach women how to be successful in tech, I have learned an unbelievable amount as well! 

What is the number one thing men can do to be allies of  women in tech? 

As simple as it may seem, the best thing men can do to be an ally of  women in tech is to listen and believe what you 
hear. It’s hard sometimes for men to understand the problems women are facing because they themselves have never 
experienced them. Realize that by the time a woman comes to you and tells you that there’s a problem, that she’s 
experienced it over and over again, and that it’s real and needs addressing. It’s no one’s fault; it’s just that if  we 
ourselves have not felt a certain kind of  pain, it’s often hard to empathize with others who have, and it’s easy to let 
fixing that problem drop in a priority list. This book provides real solutions on how to practically empathize while still 
being a strong manager and a wonderful ally.  

Men are my best friends, champions, and mentors. Men helped me write this book, men helped the women who tell 
their stories in it, and men listened to me when I said I needed help. Men are absolutely part of  this conversation and 
deeply want to be part of  the solution. My male mentors are the ones who opened doors for me and advocated for me 
even when I wasn’t there to hear it or even know about it. 



How can women help other women? 
The best way women in tech can help other women in tech is the same way we are trying to help through the 
book; tell your stories! Stories are profoundly powerful. We saw an increase in the number of  women in 
forensic science and law enforcement as the number of  fictional female detectives increased on television 
because people were able to start envisioning themselves in the roles they saw. 

Stories give us the ability to empathize and to put ourselves in the place of  others. Reading Women in Tech gives 
people the ability to imagine themselves as Kamilah, learning to program in Jamaica, or Katie, young and 
pregnant and holding down a programming job, or Brianna, finding out that people loved the games she made. 
The more stories we hear of  women in technology loving and creating solutions, the more likely we are to be 
able to envision women in tech, creating an amazing positive cycle! 

What inspires you to help give women in tech a voice and the tools to succeed? 

I’m inspired to help give women in tech a voice and tools to succeed because I hate waste and inefficiency. 
Giving women hope and the skills to succeed in tech, and then failing to prepare them for the obstacles of  
sexism and institutional problems with maternity leave is wasteful.  

My job as a startup CEO lets me see in real time how women interview, make career choices, and succeed or 
fail. There have been so many times when it wouldn’t have been appropriate (interviewing someone, seeing 
someone communicate on social media, seeing personal presentation choices) that I’ve wanted to reach out, say 
“There’s a better way to do that, and I can help you!” This book is my answer to sometimes knowing I can 
help people, and being unable in that moment to reach out and find a way to say it. 

What do you see being the major gaps between women’s careers in tech and men’s? 

The gaps between women’s careers in tech and men’s begin to become obvious at the mid-career level. It’s 
there that women start to see that there are no real opportunities at the director, senior, and VP levels, and that 
childcare will be a burden on them that many of  their male colleagues do not have to bear. This is also the 
career point where networking, mentorship, opportunities for speaking, and clearly welcoming women into 
senior levels will make the biggest difference to increasing gender diversity throughout the industry. 

What do you love about working in tech? 

I love working in tech because it gives me an opportunity to create new solutions to problems no one has even 
defined yet. I also love being a leader and stretching my skills. What I love most is what is left when you strip away 
all the other politics and human aspects that muddy the field: I love the spirit and joy and creativity in tech. 

What is the most common career mistake you see women making? 

To ask what the most common career mistake women make is, in itself, a form of  victim blaming. Women 
aren’t making the mistake–at least not any mistakes that are categorically applicable to women only. The 
industry itself  is blind to the potential and abilities of  women and thoughtlessly excludes them. This isn’t the 
fault of  women, and yet often they’re the ones having to bear the cost of  it. Instead, I’d say that the most 
common mistake the managers of  women in tech make is to assume that those women know they are good at 
what they do and are welcome and encouraged to apply for promotions and take on new responsibilities. 


