
The Gender Agenda: 
STEMing the

gap
an adecco group
UK & ireland report

adeccogroupuk.co.uk#genderagenda



The Gender Agenda: STEMing the gap An Adecco Group UK & Ireland report

2 3

In a world of increasing global competitiveness, 
economies can only hope to survive - let alone thrive - 

if they leverage the resources at their disposal

Despite significant improvements in 
female workforce participation and 
pay, women in the UK continue to 
lag behind men in the workplace - 
especially when it comes to earnings 
and inclusion at the most senior level. 
This is particularly true with regard to 
participation in Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), 
which are fields still dominated largely 
by men. With a growing gender skills 
imbalance across these positions, the 
UK and Ireland are in real danger of 
being left behind in a rapidly evolving 
global marketplace. 

This is a problem that Adecco Group 
UK & Ireland identified back in 2012, 
in our ‘Unlocking Britain’s Potential’ 
campaign. Despite efforts to bring this 
challenge to the notice of government 
and industry leaders through a 
comprehensive report and high profile 
seminar in Central London, there is still 
much work to be done. 

But what if half 
of those resources 
remain untapped, 
underdeveloped 
and underutilised?
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2014 saw the UK 
join the long road to 
recovery. There lies a 
challenging journey 
ahead, and economic 

competitiveness must be founded 
on access to skills. Adecco Group’s 
Global Talent Competitiveness Index 
(GTCI) highlighted the potential; the 
UK is a hub for many forward-thinking 
companies, attracting bright young 
talent from across the world.

However, while women make up 
nearly half of Britain’s workforce, 
only one in ten have a position in  
Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics (STEM) fields.1 
Those choosing a career in STEM 
often find the male-dominated culture 
difficult, in addition to maintaining a 
healthy work-life balance. Much of 
this is true for Ireland too.

Breaking the mould

Adecco Group UK & Ireland embarked 
on this independent research to 
understand why this ‘leaky pipeline’ 
persists and establish how we can 
encourage young girls to study STEM 
and ensure they go onto pursuing 
a career in the sector. Our previous 
research, Unlocking Britain’s Potential, 
told us what immediate actions should 
be taken to tap into the great potential 
of the UK workforce. But we wanted 
to understand how to mine a wider 
talent pool for STEM roles and above 
all challenge gender bias perceptions, 
like STEM being ‘just for boys’. We 
spoke with people in the industry, 
and gathered first-hand insight 
from schoolchildren, teachers and 
professionals. 

Our findings show we can only be 
successful in getting girls, and women, 
into STEM if government, parents and 
teachers work together to engage and 
motivate girls. Equally crucial is for 
STEM employers to invest in developing 
a more inclusive culture where women 
feel welcomed and supported.

Breaking the mould and bridging the 
gender skills gap by encouraging girls 
and young women in STEM is critical to 
achieving economic competitiveness and 
in creating a workforce fit for the future.

Greet Brosens
Group Sales Director
Adecco Group UK & Ireland

a STEM workforce

future

and bridging the
skills gap:

fit for the
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Gender divide poses severe 
The Global Talent Competitiveness Index 
(GTCI) - a report from Adecco Group 
ranking countries according to their ability 
to retain and develop talent - placed the 
UK 57th for the number of women in 
professional and technical roles.2 This is 
significantly lower than a number of other 
European countries, including Ireland and 
the Nordic countries. 

Often referred to as the ‘leaky pipeline’, 
the continuous loss of women from 
STEM is recognised by policymakers and 
industry as an issue that needs to be 
addressed. A parliamentary report by 
the Science and Technology Committee 
in February 20143 found that less than 
a fifth (17%) of STEM professors are 

women, and acknowledged that UK 
companies are missing out on a huge 
talent pool - with many women finding 
it too difficult to progress, or those that 
are successful offered more attractive 
positions overseas. 

While women make up nearly half 
(46%) of Britain’s workforce,4 only one 
in ten (13%)5 have jobs in a science, 
technology, engineering or maths 
related field. With the advancement of 
STEM skills fundamental to economic 
success, encouraging more women to 
pursue a career in STEM needs to be 
part of the solution.

To gain a greater understanding of 

why so few girls choose STEM subjects 
at school, college and university, or 
pursue a career in a related field, 
Adecco Group UK & Ireland embarked 
on an ambitious 360-degree research 
project to understand why women are 
not studying STEM subjects in the first 
place and pursue different careers 
after completing STEM degrees. We 
also wanted to understand why many 
women leave STEM careers and don’t 
come back, in order to help inform 
what action businesses in the UK 
and Ireland might take to unlock the 
potential of this untapped talent pool.

We commissioned independent 
research company Opinion Matters to 

survey 1,000 school children aged 14 
to 16, 1,000 female undergraduates/
graduates and 1,000 female STEM 
employees. Respondents were from 
the UK and Ireland. This research was 
carried out between 19 December 2014 
and 19 January 2015. 

To explore the challenges from varying 
perspectives and standpoints, we also 
partnered with a number of key stake-
holders in developing this research, 
including Women into Science and 
Engineering (WISE), the British Science 
Association, educational partner Ark 
Academies, Siemens, and a number 
of Adecco Group UK & Ireland’s clients 
with a role in the STEM sector. 

threat to UK economy

While women make up nearly half (46%) of Britain’s 
workforce...

...only one in ten (13%) have jobs in a science, technology, 
engineering or maths related field.

46% 54% Science Technology Engineering Maths
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This research builds on an earlier 
project carried out by Adecco Group 
UK & Ireland in 2012, where we 
examined the challenges facing the 
UK in its access to and development 
of viable home-grown talent. One of 
the most significant findings to emerge 
from ‘Unlocking Britain’s Potential’ (UBP) 
was the apparent failings of the UK’s 
education system in equipping young 
people with the skills they need to 
succeed in the workplace. Our research 
into women in STEM has found that this 

unlocking britain’s

potential
is a failing that continues to impact and 
obstruct the UK’s competitive standing. 

Following the preliminary work of 
‘Unlocking Britain’s Potential’, and 
with skills shortages continuing to 
threaten the UK&I economy, Adecco 
Group believes even more strongly 
that schools have a key role to play in 
supporting the uptake of STEM subjects, 
and a duty to increase awareness of 
the myriad career opportunities open 
to STEM students.

To address and counter this deficit, UBP set out its own plan 
for action, which included the following:

• The need for a structured collaboration between 
employers, education, government and other stakeholders 
to define precisely what we need our education sector to 
deliver

• Increased engagement from employers with education to 
help schools, colleges and universities deliver against an 
‘employability’ agenda

• Enhanced support and training for teachers to help them 
understand the needs of employers and the norms of the 
workplace, which can be passed onto students; regular 
secondments into business would be a logical step 
forward, as well as regular employer engagement in the 
classroom

• The formalisation of work experience in schools, combined 
with careers advice, to create an ‘employment experience’ 
programme.
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What struck us most notably from 
our findings was the realisation that 
many girls do have an interest in STEM 
subjects, they’re just not encouraged to 
pursue these avenues in the same way 
that boys are. But we also found that 
parents have the greatest influence on 
children in terms of their career choice, 
which gives us a promising starting 
point from which to encourage those 
with a potential flair. 

Our research shows that many school 
children are simply unaware of viable 
routes into STEM professions, with 
many believing university to be the 
only access point - meaning that more 
needs to be done to promote the value 
of apprenticeships to those who may 
be put off by the cost or academia 
associated with higher education.

findings
key

But even for those who follow STEM 
subjects to undergraduate level, the 
path isn’t clear. Many graduates 
and undergraduates cite interest 
in their chosen subject area as the 
key motivator for pursuing a STEM 
degree, but far too few continue into 
the profession. A lack of meaningful 
career advice was traced to the root 
of the problem, but we also found 
that students with a parent working in 
the STEM sector were far less likely to 
deviate from their subject of choice - 
highlighting the importance of industry 
exposure from an early age.

However, the industry itself was 
found to pose its own problems: 
many of the female STEM 
professionals we surveyed believe 
that greater opportunities are given 
to their male counterparts, while a lack 
of work-life balance makes it difficult 
to balance a career with the demands 
of a family. For the industry to attract 
more women then, an evaluation of 
employee needs is essential. 

...unaware of viable routes into STEM 
professions, with many believing university to 
be the only access point...
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SCHOOL CHILDREN The Gender Agenda: 
STEMing the

gap
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Seeking to influence women at the 
age of 16 is too late. The key to getting 
more women into STEM is to make it 
an attractive option for girls from an 
early age, and to keep repeating this 
message throughout their education 
and in their lives outside of school. The 
Government, teachers, parents and 
employers all have a role to play to 
ensure an interest in STEM among girls 
is fostered and nurtured from an early 
age, and throughout their lifetime.  

It is simply a myth that girls are not 
interested in a career in STEM; our 
research of 1,000 school children 
aged 14-16 found that an encouraging 
70% of girls would be interested in 
a career in the STEM sector. There is 
however a notable disparity between 
interest in the various STEM subjects, 
suggesting that more needs to be done 
to demonstrate both the breadth and 
diversity of STEM sector jobs, and to 
reduce gender barriers to particular 
STEM subjects. 

Girls are

Nearly two-thirds (62%) of girls 
expressed an interest in studying 
Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT), compared to just 
over a third (37%) who demonstrated 
any inclination towards studying 
physics in school - perceived to be 
one of the most difficult STEM subjects. 
This figure stood out when compared 
to the 55% of boys who were keen to 
pursue physics. 

In fact, with the exception of biology 
(a subject that appealed to 51% of 
boys compared to 58% of girls), boys 
showed more of an interest in every 
STEM subject. However, what really 
stands out is that more girls than boys 
recognise the inherent benefits of a 
career in STEM roles (48% against 
34% respectively). 

So girls know it’s a wise 
move; it’s just not a move 
for them. But why? 

interested
in a STEM career

62%
Information & Communication (ICT) Physics

55%

Benefits of stem roles

48% 34%
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Our research 
found that 
teachers may 
be applying 
gender 
stereotypes to 
STEM subjects 
at school: 60% 
of the boys that 
we surveyed 
said they felt 
encouraged to 
study physics, 
in comparison with half of girls; 70% 
of boys also felt supported by their 
teachers in the take up of ICT, with just 
60% of girls sharing this experience. 
If children are being driven to make 
decisions about different STEM subjects 
- consciously or otherwise - it is not 
surprising that they follow the same 
line of thinking when going on to 
choose what to study in university, 
or what job to take. 

When considering their choice of 
career, school children rated interest in 
the subject as the most important factor 
(55%), ahead of ability (48%), career 
prospects (46%) and earning potential 

follow the leader

Baroness Warwick of Undercliffe, 
advocate of STEM and life peer 

in the House of Lords, knows 
first-hand the damage that 

gender stereotypes can inflict.

I don’t think there is any doubt that society’s 

stereotypes influence the way girls approach 

their education and careers. The idea of 

scientists often portrayed in the media as 

weird, eccentric boffins, does not appeal 

to young people, and particularly to young 

women...my own personal 

experience is that many academics 

believe this myth to the point of 

active discouragement of women 

students…I am sure that if there were more 

women teaching science, especially physical 

science and mathematics, it wouldn’t be 

perceived in quite the same masculine way...it is 

important that women in [science, engineering 

and technology] come together to produce active 

encouragement and role models.6

“
“

48% 46% 31%
Ability Career prospect Earning potential

(31%). In Scotland, nearly three-quarters 
(70%) of children lack any awareness 
of the earning potential of a career in 
STEM; teachers have a pivotal role in 
educating young people about life after 
school, and increasing awareness of 
previously unexplored professional 
avenues (and the related fiscal benefits) 
should be central to this.

But the responsibility doesn’t just lie 
with the teachers. Our research found 
that teachers are not the only figures 
responsible for encouraging and 
developing a passion in STEM, with 
influence extending far beyond the 
classroom.
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A third (33%) of school children say they 
are most likely to turn to their parent 
for careers advice ahead of any other 
outlet for careers information. As the 
most influential factor in a child’s career 
decision-making process then, we 
need to ensure that parents are given 
the right support to help their children 
make informed decisions about a 
career in STEM. 

The role of a parent working in STEM 
cannot be underestimated either: 90% 
of the school children that we surveyed 
with a parent in STEM would consider 
a career in the sector. Forty one percent 
of school children with a parent 
working in STEM felt encouraged to 
study STEM related subjects, compared 
with 26% of those whose parents 
worked in a non-STEM related field.

With parents as the biggest driving 
force behind career choices, only 3% 
of school children cite an industry role 
model as their 
greatest source 
of influence, 5% a 
friend, and 25% a 
careers website or 
the internet. School 

the power lies with

parents
90%

of the school children we 
surveyed with a parent in 

STEM would consider a career 
in the sector

40%

26%

of school children with a 
parent working in STEM felt 

encouraged to study STEM related subjects

of school children with a 
parent not working in STEM 

felt encouraged to study STEM related subjects

children in London are the least likely 
to seek advice online, with just over a 
fifth (22%) saying they would turn to a 
careers website as their first port of call, 
in comparison to nearly two-fifths of 
school children (39%) in Northern Ireland.

Our research shows that parents are 
in the strongest position to encourage 
their children in their choice of career, 
but without first-hand knowledge of 
STEM roles, many parents are ill-
equipped to furnish their children with 
meaningful advice about this particular 
professional avenue. 

It is clear that there is also considerable 
scope for industry role models to take a 
greater role in promoting STEM careers. 
If schoolchildren, and in particular 
schoolgirls, had increased exposure to 
inspirational women who are pursuing a 
career in a related field, they would have 
a greater understanding of what a STEM 
career involves and how to get there.

What is needed is a coordinated approach; one in which 
employers work closely with schools and parents to 
impart the necessary knowledge to position them as 
viable careers advisors.

vs
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In addition to encouraging girls to 
consider non-traditional jobs, we also 
need to do much more to communicate 
the importance of vocational routes - 
such as apprenticeships - into the STEM 
sector. Our research demonstrates 
that this is more crucial now than ever, 
almost 9 in 10 (89%) schoolchildren 
are unaware of the true value of an 
apprenticeship as a route into STEM, 

a foot in the door
and over half (53%) believe the only 
way to attain a STEM position is through 
a university degree. 

Scottish school children place the 
highest value on a STEM degree, with 
over two-thirds (68%) believing this to 
be the main route into STEM, compared 
to a half (50%) in the South West of 
England and Ulster (ROI) (47%). 

It is important to acknowledge that 
higher education isn’t for everyone. 
If we are to encourage girls from all 
backgrounds into STEM professions, 
we need to promote every avenue 
available to them and demonstrate 
that non-vocational routes such as 
apprenticeships and work experience 

65%
Computer app

44%
Building a 

bridge/road/
tunnel

40%
Building an 
aeroplane/

train/car

Computer app

Building a 
bridge/road/

tunnel

Building an 
aeroplane/

train/car

42%

26%

18%

are a viable way onto the careers 
ladder. 

Industry, government and teachers 
need to do more to communicate the 
importance of vocational routes. But 
more than that, we need to break 
down gender stereotypes that continue 
to dictate - at least in the minds of 
many school children - which roles 
are ‘male’ and which are ‘female’. 

The Rt Hon Dr Vince Cable MP, 
Secretary of State for Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS), expressed 
his concern over the UK’s performance 
in the STEM sector: “There is a real 
problem here. I think Britain is the 
weakest of all the countries of the 
EU in terms of getting women into 
engineering and I think it starts quite 
early in life…we’ve got to try and 
break down those stereotypes.”7  

Our research found that the jobs 
that are most visibly STEM - such 
as engineering and software design - 
are far more attractive to boys than 
girls. Boys are more interested in 
designing the latest computer app 
(65% of boys compared to 42% of 
girls), designing or building a bridge, 
road or tunnel (44% of boys compared 
to 26% of girls), or modelling and 
building an aeroplane, train or car 
(40% of boys compared to 18% of girls).

These jobs epitomise 
creativity: it’s our 
collective job to help 
girls realise just that.
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Fostering a long-term interest in STEM could help to reduce the ‘leaky pipeline’ of 
talent among women. Students, and girls in particular, need to be influenced and 
encouraged as early as possible - before A Level decisions are made, and before 
the age of 16.

Teachers have a vital role to play at this stage, but the effort needs to be consistent 
and cohesive: at present, there are significant differences in the STEM subject mix 
offered by schools, along with major discrepancies in the attitude of various school 
leadership teams towards the promotion of STEM. 

Schools that support career-related learning are more successful in maintaining 
interest in STEM subjects across the board, which could lead to a greater uptake of 
STEM-related apprenticeships or degrees, and consequently, a greater STEM talent 
pool. 

As part of ‘The Gender Agenda: STEMing the gap’ research project, Adecco Group 
UK & Ireland engaged with a number of education partners to understand where 
such approaches are working and what we can learn from them. 

grass-roots

encouragement
St. Alban’s Academy, Birmingham

Ark is an education charity 
and one of the country’s 
top-performing academy 
providers aiming to create 
outstanding schools 
that give every Ark pupil 
the opportunity to go to 
university or pursue a 
career of their choice.

In 2008, St. Alban’s Academy 
in Birmingham had a poor 
attainment record, with less 
than a third of students achieving 
five A*-C grades at GCSE; 
after becoming part of the 
Ark academy expectations 
were raised across the school 
and by 2013, St. Alban’s had 
seen a 25% rise in GCSE passes.

Amina Akter completed her 
GCSE’s at St. Alban’s Academy, 
and plans to become a 
mechanical engineer - a 
profession that is nearly 95% 
male dominated.

“The UK currently has less than 
half the amount of engineers 
it needs and I think that it is 
important for women to take 

advantage of this opportunity. 
If women follow careers in 
science and mathematics it can 
help them get into professions 
that lead to success.

Engineering is mainly targeted 
at men due to the mechanical 
nature and industrial side of it, 
but there are many other options 
for engineers. Environmental 
engineering allows people to 
help improve and protect the 
environment.” 

Susan Smith, responsible for 
managing CEIAG at the school: 
“When possible I take groups of 
students to STEM events. This year 
a large group of Year 9s attended 
an event about STEM careers and 
met a number of employers; last 
summer, I took a group of girls to 
a WISE (women into science and 
engineering) event.”

“Ark’s science curriculum is 
designed to respond to children’s 
desire for knowledge and moves 
further and faster than the national 
curriculum, with a greater focus on 
rigorous and cutting edge science 
topics, such as particle physics and 

genetics. More pupils than ever 
are studying triple science at Ark 
schools. 

Through regular face-to-face 
meetings, students discuss and 
develop their skills and strengths, 
explore career options and 
learn more about the corporate 
environment. Quality, meaningful 
work experience is key to our 
students gaining entry into 
university or the workplace. 
During their placements, they 
take part in a range of projects 
and challenges designed 
to develop and hone their 
employability skills. In addition 
to this, Ark coordinates career 
insight days, along with subject 
specific taster days at university.” 

“Employer partners, whether 
offering work placements or 
not, have had the opportunity to 
work with Ark and OCR to design 
projects based on real business 
problems, situations and 
data - providing a meaningful 
connection between classroom 
learning and the challenges 
faced by businesses operating in 
their pathway’s sector focus.”8  

Case study
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female undergraduates/ 

graduates 
The Gender Agenda: 
STEMing the

gap
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From our research of 1,000 female 
graduates and undergraduates, we 
found that there is a lack of meaningful 
careers advice available to young 
women, with nearly a fifth (19%) of 
students feeling they lacked support 
and guidance on how to gain a job in 
the STEM arena. 

What’s more, the Universities and 
Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) 
recently published figures on university 
admissions which show that last year, 
more than 85% of candidates accepted 
on engineering or computer science 
courses were men, despite the fact that 
out of 512,370 university acceptances 
last year, women outnumbered men 
by 57,800.9 

Boys were far more likely than girls 
to study maths (outnumbering them 
by 4,890 to 2,880), physics (3,850 to 
1,045), and chemistry (3,045 to 2,225); 
in fact, biology was the only science 
with more female undergraduates 
than male (3,715 women against 
2,720 men).10 And the problem is 
even more pronounced in Ireland. 

Emma McGuigan, Managing Director 
at Accenture - a company that this year 

launched its future technology leaders 
initiative - recognises the need for a 

collaborative effort between employers 
and educators.

Businesses need to collaborate 

with the education sector to tackle 

the technology skills gap. There 

is a shortage of women joining 

the technology sector, but if we 

can work together to 

ignite girls’ interest in 

technology from an early 

age, we can help to address this 

challenge and ensure that the UK is 

equipped with the skills we need to 

compete in the digital economy.11

“
“

communicating stem prospects is

vital
Female students in the Republic of 
Ireland are least interested in a career 
in STEM (58% compared to 87% of UK 
students), while nearly half (47%) of Irish 
students do not see long-term career 
prospects in STEM, compared to less 
than a third (19%) of UK students. 

From the female STEM undergraduates 
and graduates that we surveyed, nearly 
three-quarters (71%) chose their degree 
based on interest in their subject area. 
If we can increase awareness of routes 
into STEM from an early age, along with 
career prospects and earning potential, 
we can capture talented young women 
before they’re lost to other industries.

Despite the impressive earning and 
progression potential inherent in many 
STEM positions, four in ten (41%) of all 
female students, regardless of degree, 
said that a career in STEM would not 
meet their financial and career goals, 
and over a third (36%) do not see the 
long-term prospects in STEM. 

Contrary to this, the Annual Survey of 
Hours and Earnings 2014 compiled by 

the Office for National Statistics (ONS), 
revealed the earning potential of many 
STEM careers. Aircraft Pilots and Flight 
Engineers, for example, place third in 
the rankings of all jobs in the UK with an 
average salary of £90,146. Information 
Technology and Telecoms directors 

similarly rank very highly at number five, 
with an average salary of £80,215.12 

It seems clear then that STEM careers 
are not being accurately represented 
to what should be the next generation 
of STEM professionals. 
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Parents working in STEM industries can help to drive uptake among females in the 
sector, but they need support to encourage their daughters to pursue the breadth 
of opportunities available to them. 

A third (32%) of all female students whose parents work in STEM felt encouraged 
to follow a STEM career path, in comparison to a fifth (20%) of those whose 
parents lack first-hand experience of the STEM arena. What’s more, just 7% of 
STEM students with a parent working in STEM would like to change career path, 
compared to a third (34%) of those without a parent working in the field.

It is evident that exposure to and education in STEM careers plays a pivotal role in 
generating interest in the sector. A sense of familiarity is important to many people 
and those with a family connection to STEM know the industry better than those 
without. 

Interestingly, over two-thirds (69%) of students felt that they were encouraged at 
school and by their parents to study maths, compared to two-fifths (41%) who felt 
encouraged to study engineering - a subject commonly perceived as ‘more for 
boys’. Parents can tackle these perceptions long before stereotypes are formed, 
but it’s up to government, business and educational bodies to first alter the 
perceptions of parents. Without their buy-in, we’ll continue to struggle to attract 
women into the industry and fuel the burgeoning skills gap that threatens to halt 
our economic growth. 

parents in stem can... ...spark a
change

41%
Engineering Maths

69%

Encouraged at 
school and by their 
parents to study...
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female stem 
employees

Aglaja Schneider

Finance and Commercial Executive, Sales
Siemens Mobility

After graduating from university, I looked into a range 

of different options. Siemens had a lot of interesting 

things on offer, and allowed me to work on something 

really tangible. Supporting and improving the 

infrastructure of tomorrow’s sustainable megacities 

and urban spaces is very meaningful to me, as it can 

have a real impact on society; almost everyone uses a 

train every day.

I regularly work as part of teams of 20, give or take a 

few, and am usually the only woman on the team – and 

often also the youngest. I have a female mentor within 

the business, and I am trying to get more young girls 

into engineering and studying STEM subjects. Even 

though I’m not an engineer and therefore not from a 

traditional STEM background, I know how relevant 

these skills can be to lots of roles. I have, for example, 

gone into schools to talk to students about engineering 

career paths but also why women should get into it.13

“
“

The Gender Agenda: 
STEMing the

gap
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From our research of 1,000 female 
STEM employees, we found that 
women working in STEM industries feel 
they are not being offered the same 
opportunities as their male colleagues; 
four in ten (43%) female STEM workers 
believe men have greater opportunities 
than women (while 61% of Irish women 
in the STEM sector believe they have 
equal opportunities to their male 
counterparts), and just over a fifth (21%) 
think that jobs in the STEM sector are 
male dominated.  
 
If this is how women working in the 
industry perceive STEM, giving young 
girls real industry experience isn’t a 
standalone solution: for the industry 
to become appealing, a change 
needs to come from within. 

Aware of the perception that the 
industry is largely male dominated; 
a major player in the rail industry is 
already taking steps to change this 
long held opinion:

“To attract more young women into the 
industry, we’ve changed the way that 
we recruit - profiling the varying roles 
that we offer to show there’s more to 

gender bias in uk stem sector remains a

challenge
working for a rail operator than driving 
trains or selling tickets.

Women play a vital role in the success 
of our business. Increasing the 
amount of women in our workplace 
will promote an environment where 
challenging the status quo is not only 
accepted but encouraged. We also 
view our business as an employer of 
choice in the local area, and women 
need to be confident that by joining us, 
they will have opportunities to progress 
and further their career. We recognise 
that to grow the business we need to 
make ourselves attractive to the very 
next talent, and that includes women.”14 

Education does however have a major 
role to play: over half (52%) of women 
who studied STEM and work in a STEM 
job feel they have equal opportunities, 
in comparison to two-fifths (40%) of 
those who studied something else. It’s 
clear then that studying STEM can help 
to empower women in the workplace 
by giving them a solid grounding in 
the industry, and equipping them with 
the skills and knowledge they need to 
succeed.

However, more support is needed to 
ensure women and girls make the 
decision to study STEM in the first 
place and that they are given the best 
possible opportunities when they enter 
the workplace.  

Concerns around work-life balance 
and a lack of clear career progression 
opportunities still present the biggest 
challenges for women in STEM: half 
of women (51%) working in STEM 
believe there are barriers to the 
career progression and professional 
development of women, a third (30%) 
do not think there is enough support 
for employees with a family, and a fifth 
(21%) feel STEM jobs lack a good work/
life balance. 

It’s hardly surprising then that over 
half (51%) of female STEM workers 
have considered leaving their job for 
a completely different career - a figure 
that rises to 60% of STEM workers who 
studied something else. Interestingly 
though, only 1% of Irish women working 
in STEM have considered leaving their 

job for a completely different sector.

If more women are to enter STEM 
professions, they need to be catered 
for accordingly. Whilst not all female 
STEM professionals will require 
maternity leave or flexible hours to 
accommodate the evolving needs of 
family life, the reality is that many do. 
We must be careful to not alienate 
such a large section of society through 
the continuation of rigid practices, 
especially when we’re in the midst 
of a skills crisis. 

The industry as a whole needs to 
change perceptions: careers in STEM 
can be vibrant, creative and fun. They 
can offer the sort of experiences and 
opportunities that no other sector can, 
so we need to educate children about 
these myriad possibilities before they 
have the chance to write off the STEM 
arena as stale, unapproachable, and 
uncomfortably male-dominated. But 
for that to be possible, we need to 
make sure that the industry doesn’t 
reinforce these preconceptions. 

51%
Barriers to career 
progression and 

professional 
development

30%
Not enough support 
for employees with a 

family

21%
STEM jobs lack 

a good work/life 
balance
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What is fundamentally clear from our 
findings is that the ‘leaky pipeline’ of 
women in STEM doesn’t start mid-
career; it starts during childhood, at 
school and at home.

By 2022, the UK will need at least 1.82 
million new engineering, science and 
technology professionals,15 which is 
why we need to communicate the 
benefits of a career in STEM to girls at 
a much younger age - be that the clear 
job potential, ‘intellectual stimulation’, 
or the draw of a good salary. Whilst 

stem:

a plan for
action!

A teacher at Ark, one of the country’s 
top performing academies based in 

Birmingham

Parents, teachers and 

students all have an 

influence on students’ 

decision making. 

Parents’ mind-set still 

needs to be altered 

if they 

are to be 

convinced that STEM 

related careers are 

suitable for their 

children, especially 

girls.16

“

“

inspirational teachers are key to this, 
we will only be successful if these 
efforts extend beyond the classroom. 
This is where we need the buy-in of the 
industry itself.  

If schools, colleges and universities 
were to forge relationships with local 
employers in the STEM arena and invite 
them into the classroom to offer up an 
accurate snapshot of life in the industry, 
we could be looking at a very real and 
achievable solution to skills shortages. 
This ‘hands-on’ approach to motivation 
and encouragement could level the 
current playing field - particularly for 
girls whose perception of science 
as being for ‘brainy boys’ remains 
unchallenged.

As the existence of role models of the 
same gender may have an impact on 
girls’ willingness to study STEM subjects, 
inviting female STEM professionals to 
deliver talks and take part in workshops 
could significantly revolutionise the 
recruitment potential of the industry 
at large. But this also needs parental 
backing: we’ve established the role that 
parents play in influencing the future 
career goals of their children, making 
their support and involvement essential. 
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Whilst we don’t claim to have all of the answers, we do 
believe that there are practical steps that could be taken to 
tap into the minds of school girls and their parents:

Setting high educational standards and learning 
objectives 

Preparing well-trained teachers who are able to 
inspire interest in STEM

Assessing and evaluating STEM curricula and 
programmes 

Designing a coherent curriculum which includes the 
whole range of STEM subjects 

Learning about popular approaches used in teaching 
STEM concepts 

Achieving STEM integration by promoting “systems 
thinking” - demonstrating the way that concepts, 
principles and techniques of different disciplines are 
used and connected in the development of products, 
processes and systems 

Inviting outside input from experienced and 
motivational industry professionals

So what of the 

future? 
But we also believe that employers can make a real 
difference. As experts in the needs of the industry at 
large, today’s business leaders are perfectly placed 
to help influence the future; here’s a few things to 
consider:

Parental packs explaining the different STEM career 
paths and how to encourage children into this sector

Workshops between employers and schools

A mentoring framework by industry professionals to 
engage and inspire school girls 

Support for the Government on their ‘Your Life’ 
campaign

We strongly believe that a cohesive approach from 
government, businesses, educational bodies and families 
throughout the UK and Ireland can help to counter the skills 
deficit threatening our global standing. But every party 
could benefit from shared knowledge and a degree of 
education from other viewpoints.

Over the coming months, we’ll be facilitating discussions 
with industry leaders in the STEM sector - to further 
explore issues and solutions both common and unique 
across the board. From this, we intend to produce a 
second installment to this research report to offer 
well-researched guidance and practical steps on 
taking action, before it’s too late.
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