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Agenda

1 Welcome 12:00 5 mins

2 Retaining talent: 
Keeping engineering careers moving 
forward through change and challenge

12:05 20 mins

3 Strategic planning 
to support value and impact

12:25 15 mins

4 Questions and close 12:40 5 mins

ellie@chillipepper.online
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Keeping 
careers moving 
forward – 
retention of 
women in 
engineering
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Engineering UK data signalled that women were leaving engineering,
and evidence was plentiful but anecdotal

Women stay 
when they have 

connection, 
clarity and 
confidence

Women leave engineering at higher rates — especially mid-career
• Exit is rarely a single moment; it’s a slow drift driven by friction points
• Life-changing events (parental leave, caring, health) are trigger risks
• Career stagnation and systemic bias accelerate disengagement
• Employers often intervene too late, after withdrawal has already begun

Three forces shape mid-career retention
• Career stagnation: stalled progression, lack of sponsorship, unclear 

pathways
• Systemic barriers: bias in evaluation, exclusion from networks, inflexible 

cultures
• Life transitions: leave, caring, health, bereavement, burnout

Structural and systemic barriers compound over time
• Unequal access to stretch roles and high-visibility projects
• “Motherhood penalty” and assumptions about ambition
• Inconsistent manager support
• Isolation as “the only one”
• Rigid working patterns and presenteeism norms

The 
Retention 
Problem

What the 
research 

shows

Why 
women 

leave



2023 © Copyright Women’s Engineering Society

The literature research showed that the UK economy is losing women at 
scale because of systemic career barriers, not personal circumstances

The UK is losing tens of thousands of 
experienced women every year

Women leave technical roles, either exiting the 
sector entirely or moving to new employers, 
because their current workplace blocks 
progression. 

This talent drain costs the UK £2–3.5 billion per 
year. 

Women are not leaving because of childcare

Only 3% of women cite caregiving as the reason 
for leaving technical roles which directly 
challenges one of the most persistent myths in 
the sector. 

Women leave because the system is broken, 
not because their personal circumstances 
change. 

The real drivers of attrition are structural and systemic
a. Lack of career advancement

• 25% of women leave due to stalled progression.

• Women report fewer opportunities for stretch roles, 
sponsorship, and visibility. 

b. Inadequate recognition
• 17% leave because their contributions are undervalued. 

c. Pay inequity

• 15% cite unfair pay as a key reason for leaving. 

d. A broken career framework
• The report describes a system where:

– career paths are unclear,

– advancement is inconsistent,

– and opportunities are unevenly distributed. 
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The career narrative interview findings were not surprising, 
but now provide a credible and validating data set for solutioning

Work cultures that manifest as macho 
Work design that rewards long working 
hours and  presenteeism, whilst lacking 
flexibility 
Lack of progression opportunities that 
result in engineers getting stuck where 
progression slows or halts

Supportive, inclusive work cultures 
that include zero tolerance policies on 
harassment, commitment from 
leadership, and evaluation of 
interventions
Flexible working and effective return to 
work support and normalised 
flexibility
Transparency around progression 
opportunities and pathways that 
signal intent around long-term futures

Pu
sh

 fa
ct

or
s

Pull factors
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As part of our WES strategy to 2030, we identified an opportunity for 
WES to create a value intervention for our members and partners 

A sector-wide prevention tool does not currently exist

• Women lack continuity, community and confidence during leave or stagnation
• Employers lack structured early-intervention support

• WES is uniquely positioned to convene, guide and set standards

Career stagnation 
interventions

Pre-leave 
preparation During-leave connection Return-ready 

support

Based on the analysis, WES will focus on four pillars of support as a framework for retention

NB: importantly this does not overlap the offering from STEM Returners, which is aimed at supporting talent which has been out of engineering come back to engineering. STEM Returners 
is a complementary offering for women and industry
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The value proposition delivers for our three key stakeholders

For Engineers:
Support that protects identity, 
confidence and connection

For Employers:
Practical tools to retain talent and 
reduce disruption

For the Sector:
A resilient engineering workforce 
that drives UK growth and innovation

• Transition planning and 
confidence-building

• Optional touchpoints and peer 
networks

• Light-touch CPD and skills 
refreshers

• Mentoring and progression 
mapping

• Tools to navigate bias and systemic 
barriers

• Manager guidance for pre-leave 
and during-leave support

• Continuity planning templates

• Inclusive leadership micro-training

• Bias-aware performance and 
progression practices

• Retention dashboards and 
check-ins

• Strengthens national engineering 
capability

• Protects critical skills pipelines 

• Reduces systemic talent loss

• Supports a more innovative, 
future-ready workforce

• Enhances sector resilience by 
stabilising mid-career expertise

• Accelerates progress toward 
national engineering priorities

• Boosts long-term economic value 
by retaining the engineers whose 
knowledge, leadership and 
experience fuel UK growth



2023 © Copyright Women’s Engineering Society

Phase 1 
Insight consolidation 

Phase 3 
Employer Pilot 
Recruitment 

Phase 5 
Evaluation & Scale Plan 

Phase 2 
MVP Design 

Phase 4 
Pilot Delivery 

WES will now start to create a MVP to develop 
a credible, testable pilot product

The working vision is for a sector-wide standard for supporting engineers to stay in engineering resulting in: 

• A recognised WES programme adopted across engineering employers

• A measurable reduction in mid-career attrition

• A stronger, more inclusive engineering workforce

Now we’ve shared the research progress and our plans for a useful and new intervention, we will keep our members 
informed in process so they can help us shape a solution that is practical, relevant and genuinely valuable for the whole 
engineering community.
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Strategic Planning

Strategic Planning

Partner opportunities for 
engagement in the year ahead
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Early engagement in the value map unlocks 
full Partnership value and FY27 growth opportunities

ATTRACT
RETAIN

& GROW 
BRAND 

VISIBILITY
Core Partnership Outcomes Scale up opportunities

Additional investment or gifts in kind

Q1 Annual Conference

● ● ●

Current Employees CPD, networking 
and belonging
Future employee applications

Host a lecture, workshop (to gather data) or 
expo stand
Sponsor the student poster competition
Host a social dinner or drinks reception

INWED
● ● ●

Brand visibility within industry Take part in our centrally coordinated 
campaign and celebrate at the House of 
Lords Breakfast reception

WE50 Awards ● ● Raise the profile of existing talent Sponsor the celebration

Q2 WES Awards open ● ● Current leaders as judges and current 
women profile raising

Q3 Careers Fairs ● ● Future intern, placements, employees 
or researchers

Sponsor to headline an industry  

Caroline Haslett 
Lecture 
WES awards

● ● ●
Current Employees CPD, networking 
and belonging
Brand visibility within industry

Sponsor drinks reception 
or brochure printing

Q4 Apprentice Day ● ● ● Current Apprentices CPD & retention Host (taken for 2026 and 2027)

Apprentice Showcase ● ● Future Apprentice talent attraction Headline the campaign

Launch of WE50 
nominations ● ● Current leaders as judges and raise 

profile of current talent
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Thanks to everyone who came along to the conference

“What I love about the WES 
Conference is how 
energising and real it feels. 
You walk in and instantly 
know you’re surrounded by 
people who understand 
your world, your challenges 
and your ambitions. I always 
leave with new ideas, new 
connections and a renewed 
sense of why I chose 
engineering in the first 
place.”
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Thank you to all those of you who have sponsored the Annual 
Conference 2026

Plus, community exhibitors Daphne Jackson Trust and STEM Returners
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A reminder that the Woman Engineer Journal 
spring edition is now available online

If you would like to join the 
Climate Emergency Group, 

please get in touch at 
CEGChair@wes.org.uk
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A reminder that we have the WES Wikithon: Session 2 today after 
the successful Session 1 last week

WES Wikithon: The WES community has a real opportunity to make lasting impact by using its collective expertise to 
strengthen the public record and ensure women engineers’ contributions are accurately documented. By building a 
confident, supportive group of volunteer editors who keep improving content over time, we can create change that 
goes far beyond a single event — leaving a legacy of visibility and representation long after the Wikithon.

WES Heritage Special Interest Group is a new volunteer group 
for WES members that preserves, curates and champions the 
history of women in engineering and WES’s role since 1919.  

As a group it will advise WES on heritage priorities, partnerships, 
preservation, storytelling and public engagement to ensure our 
history is protected, visible and used to inspire future generations.

If you would like to join, 
please get in touch at heritage@wes.org.uk

If you would like your organisation’s 
heritage to feature or have a milestone 

coming up we would love to work with you

mailto:heritage@wes.org.uk
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A reminder about our WES Cluster Events

If you would like to find out more, 
please get in touch at 

partners@wes.org.uk

FEB Liverpool

MAR Edinburgh & Aberdeen

APR Cumberland

MAY Midlands (27th) with Capula

JUN South Coast (18th) with Harwin

JUL London (TBC) with Kingston Uni
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Last month we shared more on the Women in Engineering Charter 
Mark and shared the Mark with you for use on your website

What’s our Ask?
We emailed you to ask for your senior signatory contacts 
and to display your commitment to women in 
engineering through the Charter Mark. 
Please help us to help you share your commitment to 
existing and prospective talent by following up on these 
actions to get the most out of this benefit of your 
partnership with WES. The Charter Mark is ready to 
download from the Partner Area of the website
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Thank you to everyone who nominated for the WE50 Awards

“Visibility is not a luxury for women in 
engineering - it is a catalyst for change.”

Awards are about visibility, influence, and opening doors for 
others. When women win awards, the whole profession 
benefits: more role models, more innovation, more equity.

Winners will be notified in advance of 23rd June, 
and will have instructions on how to share embargoed 
announcements with their employers for maximum 
visibility and recognition. 

Good luck to your nominees.  
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A reminder about our INWED26 Campaign

Supporter Featured Signature

Visibility    

Media and PR    

Digital    

Leadership 1 3 6

Cost £3,550 £5,950 £10,250

Cost Non-profit £1,150 £2,150

Cost  SME £750 £1,250

Campaign options (partner discounted rates)

Free downloads for all partners wishing to do 
internal events http://wes.org.uk
Email comms@wes.org.uk to express interest

23 June 2026

“Show Us Your Engineering 
Intelligence”

A simple, powerful invitation 
for organisations to 
showcase women driving 
intelligent engineering 

http://wes.org.uk/
mailto:comms@wes.org.uk
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 Register for Member Webinars and Partner Webinars on the 
Partner Area of the Website

❑ Check email for the Partner Newsletter 

❑ Follow us on LinkedIn

❑ Slides and recordings: Website Partner Area PARTNER24 – you 
will be able to download slides and the Charter Mark

❑ Listen to our The Woman Engineer podcast – live recording of 
new sub-brand “The Turning Point” at the conference

❑ Book a one-to-one meeting at any time with me 

Questions and feedback – ask via zoom
General Partner enquiries: partners@wes.org.uk 

One-to-one partner meetings: susan.robson@wes.org.uk 

Events and awards enquiries: comms@wes.org.uk or events@wes.org.uk 

Members enquiries: membership@wes.org.uk 

Operational and job board enquiries: operations@wes.org.uk 

mailto:partners@wes.org.uk
mailto:susan.Robson@wes.org.uk
mailto:comms@wes.org.uk
mailto:events@wes.org.uk
mailto:membership@wes.org.uk
mailto:operations@wes.org.uk
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