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Key points to remember

•The needs of girls: They want to keep   
 their options open, a desire to fit in and 
 to see the point of what they are studying 
 or doing.

•The needs of women: A supportive work  
 environment and career path where they   
 can combine work with family and other   
 commitments. 

•The concerns of mothers: To see their   
 daughters happy and successful, which   
 leads them to recommend jobs they are   
 already familiar with – excluding many   
 STEM sectors.

•Girls AND their parents need to see   
 STEM subjects as a stepping stone into   
 jobs and careers ‘for people like me’.
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The People Like Me Resource  
Pack uses insights into how girls 
develop and articulate their self-
identity to enable girls to see 
how they can find a good fit for 
themselves in careers using their 
science and maths qualifications, 
so that they can see that STEM 
is ‘for people like me’.

WISE offers training in using the People Like Me resources for teachers, careers advisers and role models.  
We have included ideas for working with mothers and other family members in the resource pack. Please contact 
us for more ideas and resources to help you inspire girls to choose science, technology, engineering and maths.  
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The People Like Me
solution

It’s not what you think
It is a myth that girls and women are not choosing 
STEM subjects. In fact girls outnumber boys in STEM 
subject choices overall and girls outperform boys in 
STEM qualifications at all levels, both academic and 
vocational. The real issue is that girls are NOT choosing 
physics post 16 – physics is the third most popular 
A-level for boys but only the nineteenth for girls, and  
of 14,000 engineering apprentices, only 450 were girls. 
Girls report being concerned that physics limits their 
career options. This means that girls are losing or 
rejecting the opportunity to choose engineering post 18, 
as well as making it harder to find jobs in technology. 

What’s going wrong?
Girls’ experience in schools and the quality of career 
guidance are critical elements in their decision making. 
Out of date/poor quality teaching and limited  
availability of triple award science reduce the likelihood 
of girls having the confidence and desire to progress 
beyond GCSE. As a result around HALF of all state 
schools in the UK have NO girls studying physics  
A–level and most of the rest have only a handful of 
girls in physics classes. 

“	We	are	regularly	bombarded	with	literature	depicting		
	 young	women	in	hard	hats	and	high-vis	jackets.	This			
	 says	to	me	–	and	I	expect	other	women	–	that	the		 	
	 sector	is	desperate	to	attract	women.	Instead	of		 	
	 highlighting	the	problem,	we	need	to	get	better	at		 	
	 saying	what’s	brilliant	about	a	career	in	engineering,			
	 regardless	of	sex.”  
 Female engineer, quoted by the Royal Academy of Engineering

What’s not working?
Nothing has worked! Despite more than 30 years of 
focus on ‘enthusing, fascinating or encouraging’ girls 
into STEM, there has been NO CHANGE in the  
proportion of girls choosing physics A-level. It is clear 
that one-off interventions don’t work. Initiatives that 
seek to ‘encourage’ girls into STEM by implying that 
girls must change to fit into the science world are 
misplaced. Competitions are also a risk. Girls do not 
need competition to motivate them and are often more 
inspired by co-operative activity. And simply being a 
woman who works in STEM doesn’t make someone an 
effective role model. Some role models are ‘too perfect’ 
and are therefore off-putting. For a girl, enjoying, being 

T
 
he revolutionary People Like Me  
approach is based on evidence  

contained in a report which WISE  
published in November 2014. “Not	for	
people	like	me?” draws together previous 
research to explain why girls and other 
groups are under-represented in science, 
technology and engineering, arguing that 
a fresh approach is needed. 

“	I	trust	the	report	will	inspire		
	 you	to	target	messages	about		 	
	 STEM	careers	in	a	way	that	
	 connects	better	with	women	
	 and	girls.	Collectively,	we	can	
	 help	create	an	environment	
	 where	more	people	perceive	
	 STEM	careers	ARE	for	
	 “people	like	me.”

 Jane Simpson 
 Chief Engineer, 
 Network Rail 
   

 

The full report can be downloaded 
free of charge from the WISE website:  
www.wisecampaign.org.uk/resources/2014/11/
not-for-people-like-me

Front	cover: 
Images of WISE role models (from	left	to	right);	Ilanah Lewis, 
Graduate Business Consultant, IBM; Fiona Foulkes, Health & Safety 
Auditor, Network Rail; Emma O’Mara, Dockside Manager, Babcock 
International.

interested or being good at a subject isn’t enough to 
persuade her to continue studying it – she has to be 
convinced that it has a value for her future and that it 
doesn’t limit her future options. 

“	Whilst	many	of	the	major	engineering	companies		
	 and	institutes	run	school	outreach	programmes,	
	 these	often	see	an	individual	with	a	particular		 	
	 expertise	give	a	talk	that	is	likely	only	to	appeal	to		
	 a	very	small	percentage	of	the	class.	By	allowing		 	
	 untrained	and	narrowly	prepared	speakers	to	address		
	 this	key	audience,	it	could	be	that	these	outreach		 	
	 programmes	are	doing	more	to	discourage	prospective		
	 engineers	than	to	incite	the	intended	excitement	
	 and	interest.”  
 Royal Academy of Engineering

Have we done anything right?
Some have recognised the family as an important 
encourager or influencer for young people, particularly 
in the Asian population and make efforts to ensure that 
parents from all backgrounds are aware of the full range 
of careers available. Mothers, in particular, need to 
know their daughters could be happy and supported in 
a job where women are in a minority.  Helping mothers 
to see the wide range of careers in STEM makes it more 
likely that they will be supportive. Making girls aware of 
the under-representation of women in physics makes a 
significant difference to their attitude, reinforcing their 
determination not to be disadvantaged by ‘the system’.

“	Parents	have	a	huge	role	in	influencing	the	career		 	
	 choices	and	aspirations	of	their	children	–	a	fact	that			
	 to	date	has	not	been	reflected	in	the	outreach	and		 	
	 engagement	programmes	run	by	the	engineering		 	
	 industry.	Mothers	in	particular	wield	significant	power		
	 in	directing	their	daughters	down	specific	career	paths.”  
 Royal Academy of Engineering

Does it matter?
As James Dyson noted: the UK produces 12,000 
engineering graduates a year – and there are currently 
54,000 vacancies. In 2014, 39% of businesses who 
were seeking employees with STEM skills had difficulty 
recruiting those staff while 26% of core STEM vacan-
cies in England are hard to fill. This is a major barrier to 
UK economic growth. The shortage of women in STEM 
is peculiar to the UK: some eastern European countries 
have around 20% women in STEM, compared with 
France and Spain (17% each), Denmark (16%), 
Germany (15%), Finland (15%), and UK (9% - the 
lowest).

What have we missed?
The novel aspect of People Like Me is linking social 
science research into the STEM world. Social science 
tells us that girls are more likely to create and articulate 
their self-identity using adjectives (while boys are more 
likely to talk about themselves in terms of what they 
do, using verbs). Traditionally, science careers outreach 
and case studies focus on what scientists and engineers 
‘DO’ using verbs and rarely use adjectives to describe 
the attributes required. This means that girls are less 
likely to recognize themselves. There is a conflict 
between their self-identity and their perception of a 
STEM-identity which leads them to conclude that 
STEM is ‘not for people like me’.

“	Our	research	shows	that	it	is	harder	for	girls	to		 	
	 balance,	or	reconcile,	their	interest	in	science	with		 	
	 femininity.	The	solution	won’t	lie	in	trying	to	change		 	
	 girls.	The	causes	are	rooted	in,	and	perpetuated	by		 	
	 wider	societal	attitudes	and	social	structures.”

 Professor Louise Archer, Kings College, London.

The 12 types of scientist
Drawing on research from the Science Council,  
our report uses the idea of the 12 types of scientist, 
each of whom requires differing aptitudes - see	table	
opposite.

Emphasising the ‘types of people’ that are happy  
and successful in a wide variety of jobs and careers 
using a STEM qualification addresses the concern, 
particularly amongst girls and their mothers, that  
STEM is ‘not for people like me’.

What the  
research said

Type Attributes Work Environment

Explorer
Inquisitive and practical.  
Likes to be the first to know something and 
understand why and how things happen.

Works in hospitals, universities, for charities, 
health research institutes or companies 
developing medicines to create new ideas. 

Investigator
Logical and cooperative.  
Likes to work with a team of people to 
collect ideas and information.

Works in universities or for STEM  
companies to design improved products  
or processes.

Developer
Creative and practical.  
Likes to design and develop products for a 
better tomorrow.

Works for STEM companies to design and  
make new products or build structures to 
make lives better.

Service Provider Organised with good attention to detail.  
Likes to deliver what other people need.

Works in hospitals or laboratories e.g. 
forensic labs, food safety labs or school labs 
to test materials or organise experiments.

Regulator Honest with a sense of fairness.  
Likes things to be fair, honest and safe.

Works in laboratories or offices to check 
that companies are honest and that their 
products and processes are safe and legal.

Entrepreneur
Confident and creative.  
Likes to make things happen. Combines 
empathy, teamwork and financial awareness.

Works in business or the public sector. 
Identifies gaps in the market and finds ways 
to set up their own business.

Communicator
Empathic and good with words.  
Likes to engage with different audiences 
and languages.

Works in companies, organisations, charities 
or the media. Enjoys writing, creating 
webpages, or recording for their audiences.

Trainer
Understanding and patient.  
Likes to support others to understand new 
ideas.

Works in companies, universities, colleges 
or schools. Designs activities (workshops or 
lessons) to help people learn new things. 

Persuader
Imaginative and persuasive.  
Likes to understand what will appeal to 
potential customers.

Works in companies in marketing,  
advertising or PR to persuade customers 
to buy products or services.

Supporter
Creative and understanding.  
Likes to find ways to help people get what  
they need.

Works in companies. Talks to clients to  
understand what service or product they 
want.

Manager

Organised and good motivator.  
Likes to find the best way to organise 
resources and help people to finish projects 
on time and to budget.

Works in STEM companies or consultancies. 
Understands everything that needs to be 
done to finish a project. Organises people 
and buys resources to get things done.

Policy Maker

Diplomatic and conscientious.  
Likes to review information and work with 
government to improve, public services and 
legislation.

Works in local councils or in national  
government. Reads reports and researches 
information to make recommendations or 
advise the decision makers. 
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