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from yesterday... ...and from today

It’s been 100 years since women became regularly 
involved in the engineering industry.

So what are women doing for engineering today and 
how did we get there?

1914 -1918 The First World War 
The war transforms women’s roles in 
relation to work, and more critically, 
engineering. Previously for 100 
years there had been a ban on 
women being engineers backed 
by powerful organisations like the 
Amalgamated Engineering Union.

The Munitions Act of 1915 meant 
women were drafted in their 

thousands to make cartridges and for general labour. 

During four years of war 38,000 Voluntary Aid Detachment 
(VADs) worked in hospitals and also served as ambulance 
drivers and cooks. Women played a key role working in 
munitions factories and to fill labour shortages. By the end of the 
war women’s clinics had been established under the Maternity 
and Child Welfare Act and women could stand as MPs.  

Women played a 
particularly important role 
in aircraft wing building 
factories like this one 
in the Garlick factory 
in Chelsea, 1914 (see 
image left).

1924 “Emancipation from Drudgery”
The Electrical Association for Women (EAW), an idea from a WES 
member Mabel Matthews, is picked up by WES Secretary Dame 
Caroline Haslett. Its aim is to ensure “..the voice and interests of 
women are not neglected” as the newly developing field of electrical 
technology grows.  

The EAW grows quickly with branches springing up in Trinidad, Tobago, 
and New Zealand soon after the first branch in Glasgow is opened.

1978 Award and recognition
The IET Young Woman Engineer of the 
Year Award (YWE) (initially called the Girl 
Technician of the Year) is created for the 
first time. The award “recognises a dynamic 
young woman who represents the very best 
of our profession: engineering ability and 
competence, initiative and ability to be an 
inspirational role model”.

Later, in the year 2000 the Women’s 
Engineering Society would establish its 
own award, the WES Prize. The award 
recognises a young female engineer who is 
able to engage and inspire young people’s 
involvement in science, technology, 
engineering and maths (STEM) subjects. 

2006  
The IET is formed
The Institution of Electrical Engineers 
(IEE) and Institution of Incorporated 
Engineers (IIE) come together to create 
the Institution of Engineering and 
Technology (IET). 2016 will represent 
the IET’s 10th anniversary.

1919  
Stepping forwards...
The Sex Disqualification Act 
makes it illegal to exclude women 
from jobs on the basis of their 
gender. Also 8.5 million win the 
right to vote.

..stepping backwards
The Restoration of Pre War 
Practices Act forces women to 
leave their war time roles turning 
the clock backwards.

Forward momentum 
consolidated
The Women’s Engineering Society 
is formed “to enable technical 
women to meet and correspond...
facilitate the exchange of ideas 
...respecting the interests ...of 
technical women”. Its magazine 
“The Woman Engineer” stays in 
print for 95 years. WES holds its 
first international conference 6 
years later.

Launched in 1978 by the Institution of Electrical and Electronic Incorporated 

Engineers (IEEIE), precursor to the IIE, it was originally known as the Girl

Technician of the Year, but was changed to the Young Woman Engineer of the 

Year in 1988. 

The YWE award was originally sponsored by the IIE and the Caroline Haslett 

Memorial Trust, which provided scholarships and other educational opportunities for 

women seeking or already pursuing careers in electronic, electrical or mechanical 

engineering.

Dame Caroline Haslett (1895 - 1957)

Dame Caroline Haslett was the first Secretary of the 
Women’s Engineering Society (WES) out of which 
grew the Electrical Association for Women (EAW) 
and Dame Caroline was appointed its Director and
Secretary.  Through the Association she encouraged
the use of power in the home believing that 
electricity was the real emancipator of women.  

The Trust was formed in 1945 to commemorate the
21st anniversary of EAW and after Dame Caroline’s 
death it became a memorial to her.  The Trust funds 
are now exhausted, but the IET continues to support 
the Young Woman of the Year Award and also the
Mary George Memorial Prize for Apprentices.
Another prize – the Women’s Engineering Society 
(WES) Prize – is sponsored by WES. 

Women’s Engineering Society (WES) Prize

The Women's Engineering Society is a professional,
not-for-profit network of women engineers, scientists 
and technologists offering inspiration, support and

professional development. Working in partnership, WES campaigns to encourage

women to participate and achieve as engineers, scientists and as leaders.  

The Women’s Engineering Society Prize is awarded to a young female engineer who

is able to engage and inspire young people’s involvement in Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics (STEM). She is also interested in the challenges 

women face in maintaining their career in engineering. 

History & Background

1935  
Aviator president
The world wide famous 
aviator, Amy Johnson, 
becomes WES president.

1933 New qualifications
The EAW developed recognised qualifications so women’s 
opinions would carry more weight in the industry.  In 1945 they 
organise the Women’s First Electrical Exhibition followed by 
various university scholarships / educational openings for women 
in the electrical industry.

1939-1945 The Second World War
WES draws attention to how women may play a greater role in 
war production by “..organising a special course of instruction 
which enables suitable women to pursue a career in engineering. 
Women worked in traditionally male industries like ship building. 
By 1943 two million women worked in munitions alone.

Check out these women 
engineers who played an 
important part in the growth of 
pre/post wartime engineering.

www.wes.org.uk/magnificentwomen

Meet the 
apprentices:
http://www.theiet.org/
apprentices/meet-
apprentices/michelle-
richmond.cfm

Right: Michelle Richmond, Director and 
Fellow of the IET Winner of YWE 1990

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
the Iet WoMen’s 
netWork Is forMed
The IET is keen to support its 
women members and does so, 
via the elements that make up 
the IET Women’s Network. This 
network is dedicated to highlighting 
the achievements of women in 
engineering and technology as well 
as offering support and providing 
opportunities.

Come join us if you are not already 
a member. Join us and take a look 
at some of our fantastic female role 
models! 

the Women’s network 
online community is 
the biggest network 
of its kind, totalling 
over 1000 members 
and you don’t need to be an IET 
member to sign up!

www.theiet.org/women 

AbbIe hutty - Winner Iet young 
Woman engineer of the year Award, 
spacecraft structures engineer, esA
Abbie Hutty holds a Masters degree in 
Mechanical Engineering from Surrey having 
graduated top of her class. She is working 
on Europe’s first Rover Mars mission to Mars 
leading a team of specialists.

yAsMIn AlI - Winner, the Wes Prize, 
operations engineer, e.on
Yasmin Ali studied chemical engineering at 
Nottingham University. From 2012 Yasmin 
joined E.ON leading projects for Oil and Gas 
stations. She travels between Holland, Norway, 
London and Great Yarmouth as part of her job 
visiting platforms and service ships.

ChArlotte  JoyCe - 
Winner, Iet young Woman 
engineer of the year Award, 
Meng (hons) MIet
Charlotte Joyce studied Civil Engi-
neering after joining the British Army. 
She served in Canada, Nepal, and 
Afghanistan in various capacities. 
After a varied and interesting career 
in the army she became a STEM 
ambassador whilst pursuing a  
career in teaching at FE level.

yeWAnde AkInolA - 
Winner, Iet young Woman 
engineer of the year Award, 
environmental services engineer
Yewande Akinola has an Engineering 
Design and Appropriate Technology 
degree from Warwick University 
and a MA from Cranfield University 
in Innovation and Design for 
Sustainability. Her area of interest 
is creating innovative methods 
for sustainable water supply from 
conception to execution. In 2009 
she won the ‘Young Engineer of the 
Year’ award from the Society of Public 
Health Engineers.

ChArlotte tIngley - 
Winner, the Wes Prize, 
engineer, bAe systems
Charlotte Tingley entered engineering 
through an apprenticeship with BAE 
Systems working on some of the most 
advanced aircraft technology in the 
world. She was quickly recognised as 
being talented and promoted to working 
on FRACAS (Failure Review and 
Corrective Action System) at Rochester.

ClosIng the gAP 
The Perkins Review by the government 
investigating ways to close the engineering 
skills gap acknowledges the IETs 
contribution to the report and commitment 
to attracting 
young people, 
particularly 
girls, to 
engineering.  

see the 
video:
http://youtu.be/
QIIsmQEZhvo

HigHligHting and Supporting Women in engineering

Above: YWE and WES prize winners 2013 with Professor Alice Roberts

“your lIfe” Pledge 
“Your Life” brings together business, 
educators, civil society and 
government, to show how science and 
maths leads to exciting, successful 
careers. It aims to make the most of 
all our talents and to grow the number 
of women in science, technology and 
engineering”. The IET is a signator and 
prominent supporter of the campaign. 

Please see: your life 
http://www.yourlife.org.uk/ 

Watch the video:  
www.yourlife.org.uk/the- 
call-to-action

leAdIng lAdIes 
CAMPAIgn
IET Member and Associate Structural 
Engineer, Roma Agrawal features in 
the Marks and Spencer Leading Ladies 
campaign. Roma is an advocate for 
women in engineering and continues 
to work with the IET to support its 
members and similar organisations. 

see:  
www.marksandspencer.com/s/
britains-leading-ladies/roma-
agrawal

Arlene MCConnell - 
Winner, Iet young 
Woman engineer of the 
year Award, systems 
engineer, selex galileo
After working in the retail 
sector Arlene McConnell 
was called into active 
service in the RAF in 
2003. She later gained an 
electrical and electronic 
engineering degree from 
Glasgow University. She 
has since worked on 
cutting edge radar systems.

sArAh CurtIs - 
Winner, 
the Wes Prize 2010, 
team leader, energy 
Infrastructure, e.on 
new build and 
technology
Sarah Curtis completed 
a maths degree at Leeds 
University, successfully 
working her way through 
E.ON groups structured 
graduate engineering 
scheme. She has led a 
number of teams working 
on various projects 
and has international 
experience.

For more information visit 

www.theiet.org/ywe

roMA AgrAWAl  
Great Inspirational Engineer

Roma Agrawal is an award-winning 
structural engineer most famous for 
helping to construct the ‘Spire’ on the 
Shard building in London, the tallest 
building in Western Europe. She is a 
founder of the “Your Life” campaign 
which encourages young women to 
pursue a career in STEM.

Professor Annette hosoI 
Great Mechanical Engineer

An associate professor at MIT, one of 
the most prestigious universities in the 
world, Professor Hosoi is an expert in 
various engineering areas including 
fluid dynamics. Her work is advancing 
our ability to access difficult to reach 
places like oil wells.

hyPAtIA (c.370-412) 
Great Ancient Female 
Scientist

Born in Africa, 
Hypatia is credited 
with inventing the 
hydrometer which 
measures the 
density of liquids.

AdA lovelACe  
(1815-1852)  
Computer Pioneer

Ada Lovelace’s 
work is one of 
the foundational 
pillars upon 
which computing 
science is 
built. Born into 
aristocracy 
she displayed 
a profound 
understanding 
of mathematics 
from an early 

age. She worked very closely with so called 
father of the computer, Charles Babbage 
and her notes were critical in helping Alan 
Turing make his computing breakthroughs 
in the 20th century.  

Her achievement and genius is now 
recognised annually on Ada Lovelace Day. 
See www.findingada.com

herthA MArks Ayton 
(1854-1923) Patent Pioneer

Born in the US, 
Hertha Ayton 
was a gifted 
mathematician 
who put her 
prodigious gifts 
to use creating 
engineering 
patents. She 
has at least 26 
registered patents 
to her name.

sArAh guPPy (1770-
1852) Engineering Genius
Born in Birmingham Sarah Guppy 
developed a method of making bridges 
safer. She worked with fellow engineer 
Brunel on the Great Western Railway.

elIsA leonIdA 
ZAMfIresCu (1887-1973) 
Pioneer Engineer

Born in Romania, 
Elisa Zamfirescu is 
generally thought to 
be the first woman 
to be awarded 
an engineering 
degree in the 
world. Interested 
in sciences from 
an early age, she 
was the first female 
member of the 

General Association of Romanian Engineers 
graduating with an engineering degree in 1912.

ruth AMos  
Great Engineering Enabler

Ruth Amos showed her great engineering 
acumen very early on when she developed 
an idea to aid people with limited mobility, 
while studying for her GCSEs. Her ideas 
eventually became a product called 
StairSteady that was launched in 2008. 
She won the Young Engineer of the Year 
Award for her ideas in 2006 and is a big 
supporter of the “Your Life” campaign 
which encourages young women to 
pursue a career in STEM.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QIIsmQEZhvo&feature=youtu.be
http://www.marksandspencer.com/s/britains-leading-ladies/roma-agrawal
http://www.theiet.org/apprentices/meet-apprentices/michelle-richmond.cfm



