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The challenge of recruiting enough women in to the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering & 
Mathematics) sectors is well documented.  The repercussions of not addressing the UK’s diversity 
issue are clear.  We simply will not have enough scientists, technologists, engineers or 
mathematicians, to deliver the innovations and industry of tomorrow.  Indeed, every year the UK 
produces 36,000 less engineers than it actually needs, and women make up only between 8-10% of 
the workforce, depending upon which report you read.  There is of course a huge business case to 
attract more women in to STEM to bridge the skills gap (women do make up 51% of the population), 
but more important than this it is to ensure the blend of productivity and creativity that a diverse 
workforce brings. 
 
There has been a huge increase in initiatives to tackle the gap and positively affect the number of 
women choosing a career in STEM, especially within the last 5 years.  Whilst these initiatives are 
undeniably having a positive effect, especially in awareness, they haven’t yet had the required 
impact to readdress the diversity balance, or get anywhere near.  It is clear that as an industry we 
need to do more, including increasing the initiatives and conversations around both retaining and re-
attracting female talent to the sector. 
 
Encouraging girls in to STEM at an early age, at home and at school, is obviously key to addressing 
the gender stereotypes that still exist.  Education, communication, role models and bringing 
opportunities to life are all considered highly influential to girls in choosing their future careers.  So 
once girls have chosen a career in STEM, how can we ensure that the industry is attracting them 
appropriately and providing them with the opportunities to flourish? 
 
We can’t look at attraction without addressing the impact of stereotypes and unconscious bias.  
Unfortunately this still exists and is inherent in many hiring practices.  Diversity training of the hiring 
community and recognition of some of the barriers of entry to women are an important part of 
achieving diversity.  This doesn’t mean that we should introduce quotas; I still firmly believe that the 
best person for the job should get the job regardless of gender. Playing the diversity numbers game 
to fit a guideline would be counterproductive, but we also need to ensure that women have equal 
opportunities to ‘get to the table’.  This includes spending a little more time on sourcing, and 
advertising the role in a variety of mediums to be confident that you have the most talented group 
of candidates from which to make a selection, including women.  Good for the industry and good for 
the employer! 
 
Women often have different priorities to male colleagues when choosing their next career and this 
also needs to be understood by employers.  Simple advert wording can leave females with a 
negative perception of a role or company.  This doesn’t mean that we need to change the 
fundamentals of a role; women are looking to join progressive companies, work on innovative 
projects and make a difference to their organisation and the industry, just the same as men.  
However the traditional and outdated wording of many a job advert (which are often nothing more 
than a copy and pasted job spec) can leave women cold.  Women are interested in the company 
culture, values and flexibility of an organisation, areas that often get overlooked in the technical 
description of a job advert.  This fact is backed up by research conducted by Akzo Nobel 
(http://thetim.es/1pjtvcI) which found that engineering adverts often alienate women, especially in 
the use of buzzwords more usually associated with ‘heavy’ engineering.   
 
Recent research conducted by the He Stem programme (www.hestem.ac.uk) also identified specific 
barriers to women in applying for STEM roles. These included companies that appeared ‘arrogant’ or 
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to be lacking a supportive or friendly environment, and roles that were ambiguous and didn’t make 
clear would was expected of the applicant.  Research suggests that women are less likely than men 
to apply for a role if they are not completely confident in their suitability. 
 
Employers also need to showcase that they operate a female friendly environment, and give women 
the reassurance that they adhere to a strong equal opportunities policy, that clearly lays out how 
they are supporting work-life balance and equal pay.  A great way to highlight a company’s 
commitment is to introduce a Returners programme, which will not only help to fill the current skills 
gap with talented women returning after a career break, but also allow women to ‘catch up’ to their 
male counterparts, who haven’t taken a career break, and as a result are in more senior positions.  
WES (Women’s Engineering Society) estimates that 22,000 women have failed to return to the 
engineering sector, a number which the industry can ill afford when it is dealing with such advanced 
skills gaps.  Similarly companies have an opportunity to take a lead on the new statutory parental 
leave by encouraging new fathers to share childcare within the first year, allowing those women that 
would like to, return to work earlier.  Companies can also demonstrate their commitment by having 
a transparent pay and rewards structure, an internal or external mentoring programme and a 
formalised flexible working policy, which all employees will benefit from. 
 
It is clear that there is an appetite and clear necessity for industry to encourage more women in to 
STEM.  The media attention and various initiatives to support STEM diversity gives some hope that 
we will see an increase in diversity figures over the next 5 years, but this won’t happen without 
widespread industry engagement.  There is clearly more work to do in changing outdated 
perceptions and unconscious bias and this is where employers can make a real difference, by 
showcasing the opportunities available to women in STEM, and ensuring access to the same 
opportunities for all.  Employers have an obligation to immerse themselves in these initiatives, and 
where appropriate drive them to ensure that we are creating a STEM industry that is innovative, 
creative, progressive and diverse for future generations. 
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