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Positive Action - Retention 
Or.....How to Retain Your Women Engineers as Employees 

This guidance has been produced in response to enquiries to the Women's Engineering Society 
(WES) asking how to retain women in their organisation. Please contact us if you would like to know 
more or work with us on ways to address this issue more specifically. 
 
Women who make it into a career in engineering are in a minority, and if you have managed to 
employ women engineers in your team you will appreciate the benefits that a diverse team of 
employees brings. In order to retain your women engineers some positive action may be required. 
 

What does Best Practice Look Like? 
Take a good look at your corporate culture - are you really a company that is a pleasure to work for 
as a woman? Latest benchmarking trends from Business in the Community’s Opportunity Now and 
Race for Opportunity campaigns highlight factors present in companies that have been more 
successful in their recruitment and progression of women. Companies in the top quartile for 
women’s representation at all levels are more likely to: 

 Set targets for gender equality in the workforce 

 Make shortlists that have at least one woman 

 Provide those involved in recruitment with training on how to overcome unconscious bias 
and make the whole process inclusive 

 Offer flexible working 

 Have a transparent talent management and promotion process based on core competencies 

 Identify training and development needs in individual staff to enable progression 

 Carry out equal pay audits, contract-type analysis and monitor turnover data with respect to 
diversity 

 Have a specific gender strategy based on a strong business case, which is communicated to 
the workforce, supply chain and other stakeholders 

 Monitor progress in gender equality and take action as necessary 
 

Family Career Breaks 
When women take time out of their careers for family reasons, they are often vulnerable at this 
stage to dropping our entirely from their engineering career. The following best practice tips could 
make the difference between retaining employees after a career break and losing them from the 
engineering profession permanently. 

 Ensure that your employees are kept informed of what’s going on in your organisation whilst 
they are away – you may like to send them a fortnightly blog or newsletter written especially 
for this purpose, with a variety of information that will keep them informed and engaged 

 Lack of confidence is sometimes common when women have an extended break from 
employment – when they return to work it may be worth offering a refresher course for 
them to catch up on developments that have occurred whilst they were away 

 Flexible working hours are key when women return to work after children – find a way to 
accommodate these requirements without making the employee feel that they are being 
sidelined or relegated to a secondary job. Consider re-branding your part time workers as 
Key Time workers, to move away from the impression that they are not fully committed. 

 Ensure that key meetings are arranged at times that are suitable for flexible as well as full 
time employees 
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 If women do not want to return immediately after a family, consider offering an extended or 
open contract which would allow them to come back to you at a later date without having to 
reapply as a new starter  

 Set up an on-site crèche if this is viable 

 Continue any mentoring activity during and after a family career break 

Other Initiatives to Consider 
 Appoint a committee or senior manager who is specifically responsible for progression of 

women in the organisation, and allocate time, budget and value to this activity 

 List Diversity as a standing agenda item at senior management meetings, and document and 
communicate the responsibilities that all managers have towards the progression of women 
in the organisation 

 Ensure that all employees know of the targets and their own responsibilities in the area of 
diversity 

 Set up an internal Mentoring scheme for your women (and men) employees, or use an 
external one such as MentorSET where mentees have the benefit of a mentor from outside 
the company. Continue the mentoring throughout any career break  

 Pro-actively review potential candidates for promotions and nominate candidates who may 
not have self-nominated, if they are suitable 

 Encourage all employees to apply for promotions when they occur  

 Use exit surveys to monitor reasons why women are leaving the business, and act on the 
results 

 Work with your local schools and colleges to promote engineering to girls, and ensure that 
you do your bit to encourage the next generation of women into the engineering sector (see 
our Guidelines on how to do this) 

 Consider setting up a Women’s Network to support your women employees (see below) 
 
The recommendations of the Athena Swan award for gender diversity in educational establishments 
are well worth considering for further specific assistance with your work in this area. 
 

Women's Networks 
Women's networks can be a fantastic way to unlock confidence in your female employees, provide 
support, training and networking opportunities, and be a forum for positive change. They can 
sometimes, however, be divisive if male staff feel that they are being excluded or discriminated 
against. Find a way to communicate these networks in a positive way, and be as inclusive as possible 
- often men will benefit from the training or networking that has been identified by women as being 
helpful, so ensure that some events are open to all employees. It is not always necessary to call 
them Women's Networks, and a more encompassing name for the group is sometimes helpful. 
Please contact WES for a copy of the Guidelines on Setting up a Women's Network. 

 
We hope these guidelines have been helpful.  
 
If you have any comments or suggestions to improve this advice, or wish to submit a case study for 
us to use to help others, we would love to hear from you. 
Please contact us at WES office on: office@wes.org.uk or Tel. 01438 765506.  
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