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Professionals and professionalism are the subjects of numerous works. The author has drawn 
on Moore [I], Carr, Saunders and Wilson [2] and Collier's [3] for the history of profession
alism; any errors of interpretation are due to the present author. In the context of IFIP and 
information technology (IT), reference is made to Mallet and Sizer [4] and a report by the 
Los Angeles chapters of the ACM and DPMA [5]. Whilst the last work is American, it 
should be noted that the historical basis of professionalism per se is European Anglo-Saxon in 
origin, spreading world-wide in the wake of imperialism, a fact often exploited by opponents 
of the principle of professionalism. 

In the context of information technology (IT) there are the perennial problems of the lack 
of a precise definition of the 'professional' and a lack of recognition by society of the need 
for IT professionals. The latter, however, has been the case with many older professions 
where relevance to 'everyman' as the client is not apparent: people have always seen the 
need for doctors but not necessarily for surveyors! In fact, historically, the need for the pro
fessional was not viewed with universal equanimity. For example, early in the French Revolu
tion, associations based on (professional) groups were strictly forbidden. As a result, such 
associations existed clandestinely and tended to become instruments for the safe-guarding of 
privileges. Elsewhere, hostile criticism of 'the professional' was popular, a fact exploited by 
public figures of the day as, for example, in Britain by Charles Dickens in his novel Bleak 
House. His 'circumlocution office and the case of Jamdyce v Jamdyce' pilloried the legal pro
fession of the day. Parliaments began to regulate! 

It seems to be generally agreed that the modem professional body is descended, albeit tor
tuously, from the craftsmens' guilds and Inns established in medieval times. The guilds were 
responsible for standards of apprenticeship, competence and performance, with the emphasis 
on manual dexterity. The distinction between necessary manual dexterity of a guild's mem
bers and the abstract learning necessary for other groups was slow in developing. Clerics had 
formed the first identifiable intellectual professional group, membership of which required the 
achievement and maintenance of personal criteria which excluded virtually all other members 
of contemporary society for a great many years. 
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The earliest forms of professional bodies were the secular trading guilds comprised of sur
geons (14th century), apothecaries (not, then, distinguished from grocers), notaries and cer
tain types of lawyer. Interestingly, even in the 18th century, great emphasis was still placed 
on the distinction between the manual and intellectual characteristics and criteria required for 
membership of a particular group: the professions were regarded as occupations for the 
'gentleman', offering a safe social niche but not large material rewards. For example, the pro
fessions of surgeon and apothecary were not regarded as fit for gentlemen because of the rela
tively high manual content in their duties, and in Britain, surgeons were actually denied 
professional status for many years on those grounds. Compare this with the 'Society of 
Gentlemen (author's italics) Practices in the Courts of Law and Equity' founded in 1739 by a 
group of solicitors and attorneys giving rise to the present day Law Society in Britain. 

In general, however, the rise of the professional groups of today is based on the intellec
tual techniques which followed the work of engineers (largely civil engineers) who started to 
transform society in the 18th century making possible large-scale industrial organisation. 
This, in tum, created the need for accountants, secretaries, bankers, insurers and brokers. 
Concomitantly, because of the commercial pressure on land and buildings, there arose the 
need for surveyors, auctioneers and estate agents although architects were almost a century 
later than others in forming a professional body. 

Usefully, the regulated professions may be characterised by groups - one such group is 
where the service provided by the professional is based on confidence or trust (barristers, 
solicitors and patent agents ). Another group is where the service is a vital one such as in 
medicine, pharmacy, nursing and midwifery. A third group is where the service is identified 
with public safety such as by the mine manager and the officer in the merchant navy. 

It is relevant now to examine the service characteristics of an IT professional but first it is 
necessary to define the IT professional. The following traits were identified in 1979 [4]. 

An IT professional is one who: 

a) is governed by a code of conduct; 

b) has a body of systematic knowledge; 

c) is a member of an appropriate association; 

d) has met the requirements of a formal training and qualification structure; 

e) submits to a code of conduct and thus to a disciplinary procedure; 

f) is a member of a small category; 

g) maintains intellectual independence. 

The services of such a professional are usually bought, whether he is an independent prac
titioner working on his own account or an 'in-house' salaried professional. In any case, his 
work consists of giving advice to his client; advice which may differ from that of another per
son with the same qualifications, but which is honestly given and logically justifiable. 
Although IT professionals are expected to agree about facts, their employment by different 
parties as experts may require them to judge the facts according to different criteria. 

The IT professional currently has few specific legal responsibilities but, as with any pro
fessional, he owes a contractual duty to a client to possess and use the skill, experience and 
care pertinent to his profession. To the public he has to exercise a proper degree of skill and 
care. The professional will be expected to exercise that skill and care which other competent 
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persons in the same profession would bring to the work. The corollary of this is that he must 
take the responsibility for knowing whether he has the requisite standard of competence. 

At senior management level, the IT professional has to know how far he can advise his 
employer that compromise is acceptable. It is, of course, in such a situation that he needs to 
have the skill, experience, maturity and seniority without which he is unqualified to counter 
the blandishments of people from higher level in the hierarchy and to steel himself against 
high-pressure methods ('Unless you give your approval to such and such a course of action 
we will not get the contract, the company will lose money, and you will incur our displeas
ure'). 

In 1971, Parker [5] made a pertinent observation. 'Individual practitioners of the three 
professions of law, religion and medicine can do a great deal of harm, but only to one person 
at a time. Engineers can harm many people at one crack, but this is less likely because engi
neers tend to have their work checked and ... work as a team. The possibilities of information 
processing doing great harm to society are increasing rapidly, however, and it tends to be 
very difficult to check an individual's work in detail'. 

To return to the generalities of professionals and their roles, the existence of disciplinary 
powers is almost universal although there appears to be no uniformity in their purposes. In 
some cases, power of sanction is used solely to maintain a standard of technical competence; 
in others solely to secure observance of a moral standard; in others to secure observance both 
of technical and moral standards. 

The reasons why this is so are of interest. In the example of the professional groups 
connected with safety, neither the mine manager nor the officer in the merchant navy is a free
lance so the possibility of a dichotomy of interest between professional and client is consid
erably less than in other cases. Further, the main object of (state) registration of the mine 
manager and the officer in the merchant navy is a negative or preventative one, namely the 
avoidance of catastrophe by, primarily, the observance of a routine. 

Doctors, barristers and solicitors, though liable to be struck off for dishonourable conduct, 
are exempt from liability in case of technical incompetence. However, their role, in the main, 
is positive and constructive, namely, the successful treatment of a disease in the case of the 
former and the assistance of a person in the ascertainment of prosecution of his legal rights in 
the case of the latter. In both, what is needed is the exercise of judgement, an aspect which 
has legal connotations. For example, in the UK common law in an action for negligence, the 
point on which a jury tends to fasten is whether a routine has been followed or not. If it has, 
the doctor is safe. If it has not, the jury will tend to take an unfavourable view. 

Carr [1] indulges in apt speculation. 'It would be possible, no doubt, were the power to be 
given to strike a doctor off the register for technical incompetence to entrust that power to a 
tribunal composed preponderantly of doctors; but this would be open to another objection. 
The danger would not perhaps lie in too great an insistence upon the observance of a routine, 
but in the facilities it would offer to heresy hunting. The rival theories of medicine current 
among doctors are notorious. Equally notorious is the hostility shown by the upholders of one 
theory or orthodoxy towards the upholders of another, and the anxiety of each to impose his 
own pet beliefs upon the rest of the profession. ' Carr's words could be paraphrased with pre
cision in the context of today's information processing environment! 

Coming closer to IFIP, it is apparent that several countries classify their national scientific 
or technical societies as professional bodies. Close examination of the titles reveals, however, 
that there are two categories of professional body - the chartered and the non-chartered. 
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Typical of the chartered bodies are the Gesellschaft fur Informatik (German)1 and the British 
Computer Society (Britain). The issues of a charter and chartered status need further exami
nation because they are germane to the issue of a possible role for IFIP. 

As described by Collier's [3], a charter is a grant made by a government to the whole 
people, or to a portion of them, securing to them certain rights and privileges. Thus, in the 
case of a British chartered body, it operates by virtue of a charter granted to it by a higher 
body after certain criteria have been met. The higher body is the Sovereign in Council and a 
charter is issued under the Seal of the Kingdom on the Sovereign's order. In the USA, there is 
a grant to form a corporation which is an official document issued by a state certifying that a 
corporation has been formed which confers on the particular corporation designated powers 
and privileges and describes the procedure to be followed by the individuals organising the 
corporation. Provisions relating to the body's organisation, amendments, reports and dissolu
tion, together with the incorporation certificate constitute a charter. 

Thus, the first point to establish is that a charter is not granted (by the higher body) just 
for the asking. As an example, it took the British BCS almost ten years to meet the criteria 
which covered, typically, such aspects as membership structure, educational standards 
governing eligibility for the membership grades, articles of association, rules and bye-laws. 
Further, in Britain, a charter is probably more easily revoked (by the higher body) than 
granted so there is a constant need to ensure that the terms of the charter are not broken in 
any degree. The aim is one of simple principle - to maintain the standard. It then falls to the 
chartered body to ensure that its professional members meet, at all times, the membership 
criteria on the basis of which the charter has been granted. 

The result is essentially a three-level structure in that, at the lowest level, the professional 
member performs a service to a standard and is accountable to his or her peers within that 
professional group should he or she fail to meet the standard. At the second level, the relevant 
professional organisation monitors and maintains that standard whilst at the top level, the 
charter-granting body monitors and maintains the standards of all the professional organisa
tions to which a charter has been granted. As this third level embraces professional groups of 
many disciplines (for example, accountants, architects, doctors, nurses, pharmacists, general 
engineers, information systems engineers and surveyors) the potential weakness inherent in 
secular self-regulation is avoided. 

In the case of the non-chartered body, the same situation does not apply in that it is 
responsible only to itself, albeit with monitoring by its membership. Thus it is impossible to 
avoid the charge of self-regulation with the added problem that the situation described by 
Carr above may well apply. 

Should a decision be made that IFIP is to involve itself in producing guidelines for a code, 
or codes, for its member organisations or even codes themselves, then a role comparable with 
that of a charter-granting and maintaining body might be an appropriate one. 
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1 GI and BCS are not 'chartered' in the same sense. The status of GI would be better described as 'registered 
by the State'. (Note of the Editor) 


