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1. Introduction 

1.1 We welcome the opportunity to submit evidence to this Inquiry. WISE is a social enterprise, providing expert support to those 

 seeking to inspire girls to study science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) and improve participation in and success of 

 women working in these sectors in the UK. Our submission focuses specifically on the impact of Brexit on gender balance in the 

 UK’s STEM workforce and the potential risks and opportunities for the UK’s economy and research capabilities, from a gender 

 perspective.  

1.2 There is a risk that Britain’s exit from the European Union (EU) leads to a slowing down or even reverse in the progress made in 

recent years of women’s representation in STEM. By being mindful of this risk, taking a pro -active approach to improve 

opportunities for women in these fast-growing sectors and monitoring the impact, it is possible to turn the negative into a 

positive, for the benefit of women, UK businesses and the economy as a whole.   

1.3 WISE is a membership organisation. Our members include large corporates, SMEs, public sector employers, colleges, univer sities, 

 professional bodies, trade unions and charities. Organisations who share our objective of increasing women’s participation in STEM 

 join WISE to join up efforts and make a bigger difference.  Our mission is to increase the proportion of women in the STEM 

 workforce to a critical mass of 30% - transforming the culture to create a rich and diverse talent pool which will put the UK ahead 

 in the global marketplace for productivity, innovation and competitiveness. 

1.4 As the Government are yet to start negotiations on the UK’s exit from the EU there is very little evidence on outcomes. In 

preparing this submission WISE consulted our members to understand their position and the immediate impacts that they have 

faced after the referendum. We have engaged with a cross section of men and women from our membership across academia and 

industry to provide a meaningful submission that allows us to talk on behalf of people that are working in areas of STEM. 
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Theme Risk/Opportunity  Impact Mitigating Action 

2. Industrial 

Strategy 

Britain’s exit from the EU risks 

exacerbating skills shortages in STEM 

sectors if it becomes more difficult for 

EU nationals to work in the UK. 

Currently less than 20% of the UK’s 

STEM workforce is female. In the 

longer term, getting more women 

working in STEM will help to plug the 

skills gap.  

The Industrial Strategy presents an 

opportunity to join up efforts that 

encourage girls and women to take up 

a career in STEM and make a bigger 

impact. 

Initiatives to improve women’s 

participation in STEM are fragmented 1 

Larger and more diverse candidate 

pool for science, technology and 

engineering employers in the UK.  

UK companies reap the business 

benefits of diversity, which has a 

knock-on positive impact on GDP2 

Women working in engineering and 

technology are more likely than those 

in traditionally female employment 

sectors to earn above average salaries, 

thus boosting family incomes and 

helping to close the UK’s gender pay 

gap. 3 

 

By setting explicit objectives to improve 

women’s participation in the scientific and 

technology workforce as part of the 

industrial strategy, Government can help to 

focus effort and resource. 

Investment in large-scale infrastructure 

projects in rail and highways, for example, 

can be used to increase opportunities for 

women in STEM. Companies bidding for 

contracts on publicly funded infrastructure 

projects could be incentivised to train and 

employ more women in technical roles. 

Government-backed UK-wide conversion/re-

training programmes to encourage women 

to return to STEM careers and offering 

training in engineering or technology provide 

                                           
1 The UK STEM Education Landscape http://www.raeng.org.uk/publications/reports/uk-stem-education-landscape - 
http://www.raeng.org.uk/publications/reports 

 
2 Companies with diversity in the leadership team are 15% more likely to have above average financial returns, Diversity Matter s, McKinsey, 2015 

http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/why-diversity-matters 
 
3 Engineering and computing top list of highest paid graduate jobs https://www.glassdoor.co.uk/blog/uks-10-highest-paying-graduate-jobs-

2016/ 

 

http://www.raeng.org.uk/publications/reports/uk-stem-education-landscape
http://www.raeng.org.uk/publications/reports
http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/why-diversity-matters
https://www.glassdoor.co.uk/blog/uks-10-highest-paying-graduate-jobs-2016/
https://www.glassdoor.co.uk/blog/uks-10-highest-paying-graduate-jobs-2016/
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Embedding STEM education and skills 

within the industrial strategy would 

strengthen links between education, 

industry and STEM organisations 

delivering outreach activities in 

schools. 

 ‘We need to have a clear strategy that 

engages. There is a real opportunity to 

develop a programme to get females 

into STEM’ (Paul Newing, WSP Group) 

n opportunity to boost women’s earnings at 

the same time as filling skills shortages. 

Company-specific schemes run by WISE 

members such as Sky Technology and 

Thames Tideway have been overwhelmed by 

demand. A small scale pilot funded by Skills 

Development Scotland was very well 

received by employers and women 

returners4.   

3.  Growth in 

apprenticeships 

There is an opportunity to use the 

push for employers to take on 3 million 

apprentices by 2020 to encourage 

greater participation by women in 

STEM areas.  

The gender divide in apprenticeships is 

wider than at graduate level. Although 

more females completed an 

apprenticeship than males in 2015, 

only 5.5% of those completing a STEM 

apprenticeship were girls, with only 

3.4% in engineering, 2.1% in 

construction, 12% in industrial 

High quality apprenticeships in science, 

technology and engineering provide an 

attractive route into well paid careers. 

Linking campaigns on apprenticeships 

to measures in the industrial strategy 

to close skills gaps will lead to positive 

outcomes for young people (male and 

female) and for business and the 

economy, helping to combat fears of 

job losses from a potential economic 

downturn.  

Apprenticeship recruitment campaigns and 

training programmes should be targeted at 

sectors facing the largest skills shortages 

(technology and engineering) and should 

include specific measures to encourage 

women and girls to take up these new 

training opportunities.  

The Select Committee could play a useful 

role in monitoring gender balance in STEM 

apprenticeships and encouraging good 

practice. WISE is working with Semta and 

ICE to develop a toolkit for employers 

seeking to attract more females onto STEM 

apprentice programmes (see below). 

                                           
4 Women returners Scotland Project report, June 2016, Equate Scotland 
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applications and 10% in IT and 

telecoms. 5 

4.  Scientific 

research  

Uncertainty about the status of EU 

nationals working or seeking to work in 

the UK is already causing significant 

anxiety for individuals and having a 

negative impact on the UK’s research 

and development capability. There has 

already been anecdotal evidence of 

researchers declining jobs at UK 

institutions. 

If the UK is unable to attract top 

professionals (including women), the 

quality of our research and 

development will decline. Given that 

other EU countries have higher 

participation of women in STEM than in 

the UK, there is a risk that progress 

towards a more gender-balanced 

workforce goes into reverse, unless 

action is taken to encourage more 

women from the UK to work in STEM 

sectors. 6 

 

We welcome Government’s commitment to 

funding all EU structural and investment 

fund projects already in place before the 

2016 Autumn statement. 

It is not only the scale of funding that the 

EU provides for projects that is important 

but also the collaborative nature of these 

programmes. UK researchers and institutions 

are able to achieve much more than they 

would without EU support. It is critical that 

international collaboration opportunities and 

mobility for researchers continue. 

5. Diversity and 

inclusion 

There is a risk that the equality, 

diversity and inclusion (EDI) agenda 

The impact would be that 

representation of women, ethnic 

The European Commission has invested 

significant funds to increase women’s 

                                           
5 WISE analysis of SFA data, June 2016 

6 4.4% of women in the UK work in science and engineering, compared to 6.2% of men. Comparable figures for Denmark are 5.4% and 5.2%. 

She figures 2015. http://ec.europa.eu/research/swafs/pdf/pub_gender_equality/she_figures_2015-final.pdf. BCS notes in its Women in IT 
scorecard that the UK has one of the lowest levels of women working in IT of all EU member states. 
http://www.bcs.org/upload/pdf/Women%20in%20IT%20scorecardv2.pdf 

 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/research/swafs/pdf/pub_gender_equality/she_figures_2015-final.pdf
http://www.bcs.org/upload/pdf/Women%20in%20IT%20scorecardv2.pdf
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will slip downwards as a priority in the 

UK as a result of Brexit.  

This is because, in uncertain times, 

such initiatives are seen as an 

internally focused ‘luxuries’ and often 

in the past diversity programmes have 

been cut by organisations seeking to 

reduce cost.  

minorities, disabled within the 

workforce goes into reverse. 

Evidence indicates that this would have 

a negative impact on productivity. 

 ‘Diversity is a necessity not a nice to 

have, we need to look for dynamism in 

the workforce.’ (Richard Chapman-

Harris, Mott MacDonald) 

economic participation and to tackle gender 

segregation in the labour market. This 

momentum must not be lost post-Brexit. 

The Government must keep EDI high on the 

agenda of education and industrial policy, 

encouraging business leaders to maintain 

efforts to mainstream it within their 

organisations. 

6. Global labour 

market 

In emerging markets such as China 

and India, gender parity in engineering 

and technology graduates as well as in 

the workforce is further advanced than 

in UK.  

There is an opportunity that new global 

markets will convince UK employers of 

the benefits of a greater pool of 

women qualified to work in science, 

technology and engineering.  

Greater cultural diversity in the UK’s 

STEM workforce will accelerate the 

pace of change, leading to greater 

innovation, opening up new markets 

and providing more positive role 

models for young people growing up in 

the UK, inspiring them to choose 

careers in STEM.  

The UK will only realise the benefits of a 

more diverse workforce if structural 

inequalities holding back people from black 

and minority backgrounds from progressing 

at the same rate as their white counterparts 

in education and employment. We urge the 

Government to implement recommendations 

from the Equality and Human Rights 

Commission’s report on race relations, 

published in August 2016.7 

7.  Employment 

rights 

There is real anxiety amongst our 

members that employment rights will 

be put at risk when the UK leaves the 

European Union. 

The UK Equality Act was born out of 

EU employment directives to protect 

The impact would be a backward step 

for women working in STEM if flexible 

working arrangements, shared parental 

leave, protection during pregnancy and 

on maternity leave patterns, shared 

parental leave, etc were put at risk. 

Commitment to stand by existing UK equality 

legislation would provide much needed 

reassurance and restore confidence amongst 

women working or contemplating working in 

STEM that they will not face penalties if they 

choose to start a family.  

                                           
7 https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/race-report-healing-divided-britain 

https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/race-report-healing-divided-britain
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employment rights for specific groups, 

including women. Employment 

legislation is perceived by some to be 

an unhelpful burden on business, tying 

them up in red tape. Equalities 

legislation has however opened up 

education and employment 

opportunities to groups previously at 

risk of exclusion.  

‘Fairness in the workplace has been 

driven by the EU, many landmarks 

were done through Brussels’ (Professor 

Lynn Martin, Centre for Enterprise, 

Manchester Metropolitan University) 

This would result in a reduction in the 

number of women in the UK’s STEM 

workforce, with negative consequences 

for skills shortages and the economy.  

 

 
 

8 Conclusion 

8.1 As can be seen from the Risks and Opportunity table above the consequences of Brexit are still in the realms of 

 conjecture rather than fact. The EU has provided a positive force for change in terms of women’s participation in 

 science, technology and engineering in the UK. It is vital to the UK’s economy that we continue to focus efforts on 

 improving diversity in the STEM workforce, not only to fill skills shortages but to reap the innovation and business 

 benefits which diversity brings.  WISE has a long track record in this area, having campaigned to increase the 

 participation of women in science and engineering since 1984. In partnership with our members, we have developed 

 three programmes to grow our own female talent pool, in schools, at apprenticeship level and in the workplace :  

 People Like Me  

 Apprenticeship Toolkit 
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 Ten Steps 

 
8.2 People Like Me - A set of resources to encourage girls to choose STEM subjects at school and college. WISE offers 

training in use of the resources to teachers, STEM ambassadors and employers delivering outreach activities in schools.  
 

8.3 Apprenticeship Toolkit - WISE is working with Semta and the Institute of Civil Engineers to develop a toolkit to support 

employers seeking to recruit more females onto STEM apprenticeship programmes at all levels. The toolkit will include advice and 

case studies on how to Attract, Engage, Support and Retain women from diverse backgrounds.    

8.4 Ten Steps - An industry-led campaign to ensure that women in science, technology, engineering and manufacturing have the 

 same opportunities to progress in their career as their male counterparts. Signed by over 50 CEOs and Chairman, who have made 

 a public commitment to follow the ten steps within their own organisation and to champion the campaign across their industry.   

8.5 These programmes are building blocks to improve gender balance in the UK’s scientific community, from classroom to 

 boardroom. We urge the Government to consider the potential implications of Brexit on gender balance in the STEM 

 workforce, take steps to mitigate the risks and to make the most of this opportunity to increase the diversity of the 

 talent pool available. 

9 WISE would like to thank our membership organisations for their input and continued support. A special thanks to Paul 

 Newing, Regional HR Director, WSP Group; Lynn Martin, Professor of Entrepreneurship, Manchester Metropolitan 

 University; Richard Chapman-Harris, Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Manager, Mott MacDonald; Sue Ferns, Deputy 

 General Secretary, Prospect Union and Stephanie Ayres, founder of STEM 50/50 for their contributions to the 

 submission. 

 

Helen Wollaston, Chief Executive, WISE Campaign  
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