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Welcome

There is a growing awareness that the increase in women in the UK workforce over the last few 
decades has not been matched over time by a similar increase of women in leadership, either in the 
public or private sectors. Also, that this position is unlikely to improve without targeted intervention. 
This is reflected in the coalition government’s appointment of Lord Davies to develop a business 
strategy to increase the number of women on boards of UK listed companies and, in its stated 
aspiration for women to form at least half of all new appointees to public boards by the end of the 
current parliament. 

At the same time, an increasing amount of research links gender balance in leadership with 
improvements in organisational performance and corporate governance. This is of particular concern 
for science, engineering and technology (SET) where a significant proportion of qualified women 
choose not to remain in these sectors. 

At E.ON, we are committed to a diverse workforce, believing mixed teams to be more creative and 
better performing. In 2010, with the help of the UKRC, we achieved a significant increase in the 
quantity and quality of female applicants to our apprenticeship programme. We are aware of the  
low retention rates for women in the SET sectors and want to ensure that our female apprentices  
and graduate engineers remain with us and achieve their full potential, benefiting both our  
business and themselves. 

A significant improvement in the amount of women in managerial and senior roles in SET is unlikely 
without positive action on the part of employers. I am therefore happy to recommend this guide as 
a rich source of information, ideas and suggestions on the steps you can take to improve gender 
balance in leadership in your own organisation.

Maria Antoniou  
UK HR Director, E.ON 
Vice Chair of the UKRC Industry Board 

The UKRC is the UK’s lead organisation for the provision of advice, services, and policy consultation regarding  
the under-representation of women in science, engineering, technology and the built environment (SET).

The UKRC works with employers, professional bodies, education institutions, women’s organisations and networks,  
policy institutes, sector skills councils, the government and many others to promote gender equality in SET. It also offers  
tailored services and support for women and girls at all career stages.
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Who is this guide for?

How will it help you?

This good practice guide sets out the reasons why employers in science, engineering, technology  
and the built environment (SET) are increasingly looking for ways to encourage more women  
into managerial and senior roles in their organisations. 

It outlines the obstacles that can prevent this from happening and suggests effective ways to 
overcome them. It draws upon extensive research and best practice to help you develop and 
implement policies and practices that will encourage women to remain and progress in your 
organisation.

“An equal participation of women and men in decision-making processes is a democratic 
and economic necessity. In the current economic situation it is all the more important to 
mobilise all talents. This is not the time to waste skills and production potential because of 
outdated perceptions of women’s and men’s roles and leadership abilities.”

Report on equality between women and men, European Commission, 20091

This guide is for all types of organisation in science, 
engineering, technology and the built environment. 
This includes:

 small, medium and large employers

 private sector businesses

 public sector organisations

 further and higher education providers

 professional and research institutions

 voluntary sector organisations

 careers advice and related agencies

 apprenticeship and work experience organisations

 trade unions

 enterprise agencies and incubators

 government departments and agencies

It is useful for:

 chief executives and board members

 senior managers

 human resources and diversity professionals

 contract and procurement managers

 trade union representatives

 mentors, coaches and trainers

 politicians and policy makers
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It is useful for:

 chief executives and board members

 senior managers

 human resources and diversity professionals

 contract and procurement managers

 trade union representatives

 mentors, coaches and trainers

 politicians and policy makers

Why a guide on encouraging 

women into leadership?

A growing body of evidence demonstrates the importance of gender balance in leadership including 
improvements in organisational performance2,3 and corporate governance4.

Despite forming over 45 per cent of the UK workforce, women continue to be under-represented 
in leadership roles whether in business, academia or public life. This lack of women in leadership is 
particularly acute in the science, engineering and technology (SET) sectors. Women accounted for 
only 10.7 per cent of all directors in SET FSTE 100 companies in 20105, 11.6 per cent of the highest paid 
category of STEM academic staff in 2008-096, and only 23.7 per cent of all members of SET public 
bodies in 20087.

This issue is not isolated to the UK. For example, in 2009, of the board members of the largest publicly 
quoted companies in each of the EU member states, less than 11 per cent on average were women1. In 
the same year, women only held 15.2 per cent of the board seats in US Fortune 500 companies8.

Many SET employers would like to see more women in management and leadership roles within their 
organisations. However, even where they are successful in recruiting more SET women, they do not 
see this translate into significantly more SET women leaders. 

The aim of this guide is to highlight some of the reasons why women 
leave or do not progress in the SET sectors. We suggest seven ways in 
which employers can actively encourage women to take up management 
and senior roles.

Many of the actions that can encourage women into leadership roles in SET will be of benefit to all 
employees. However not taking these actions disadvantages women more than men.

We hope that you find this good practice guide helpful, and that it stimulates debate and inspires 
positive action and ideas in your organisation. We look forward to working with all those organisations 
keen to support women into leadership.
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Contact us for more information:

+44 (0)1274 436485
info@theukrc.org

www.theukrc.org

Who’s behind the guide?

This guide is published by the UKRC. The UKRC works to improve the participation and position of 
women in science, engineering and technology (SET) occupations, to benefit the future productivity of 
the UK and the lifetime earnings and career aspirations of women. 

The UKRC is the UK’s leading centre for gender equality in SET. It provides information and advisory 
services to businesses and organisations in SET sectors. It also works with women entering, returning 
and progressing in these fields.  

We publish a range of guides, reports and briefings on gender equality in science, engineering and 
technology. These can be ordered from the UKRC, and are also available online.

Our website has information about our services for businesses and organisations and our services 
for women. You can talk to our consultants about practical and tailored ways of encouraging women 
into leadership roles in your organisation including policy reviews, workplace culture analysis, focus 
groups, gender equality and unconscious bias training, mentoring schemes and women’s networks.

mailto:info@theukrc.org
http://www.theukrc.org
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Setting the scene



8   women into leadership

1 What do we mean by leadership?
If asked to identify the leaders in organisations, we typically refer to chief executives and directors, 
people in the top tier of management. But if we look at leadership in a broader context, it can operate 
at many levels, not just board level. Leadership is often evident in the management of people and 
other resources. It can also find expression in the influence of ideas and innovations.

When we refer to women as leaders, and the ways in which your organisation can encourage them, 
we include not only those already in senior positions, but also women at every stage of the decision-
making and direction-setting processes in your organisation:

 chief executives and directors 

 team leaders, departmental and divisional managers

 scientists, engineers and technologists inventing and delivering innovative products and services

 role models to inspire both their contemporaries and the next generation of SET professionals 

2  Why women leaders are essential in SET organisations

“Women are under-represented in all forms of leadership positions: political 
leadership, the senior civil service and corporate board rooms. At the same 
time, the companies where women are most strongly represented are also 
the companies that perform the best financially.”

Opinion of the European Economic and Social Committee on links between gender equality,  
economic growth and employment rates, October 20091

There is emerging evidence that improving gender balance in leadership leads to better organisational 
performance. It provides a greater diversity of backgrounds, skills and perspectives in leadership that 
in turn, can translate into more balanced decisions, a better understanding of diverse customer needs 
and greater innovative potential.

Research by McKinsey and Company into performance at top European companies has shown 
that organisational performance increases sharply once a threshold of at least three women on 
management committees is reached (on boards with an average membership of ten people). Below 
this threshold, no significant difference in performance was observed. It is thought that once this 
threshold is reached, board dynamics become more collaborative2,3.

Another McKinsey study of European listed companies revealed that those with the highest level of 
gender diversity in top management positions outperformed their peers in terms of return on equity 
(11.4 per cent compared to 10.3 per cent), operating profit (EBIT 11.1 per cent compared to 5.8 per cent) 
and stock price growth (64 per cent compared to 47 per cent between 2005 and 2007)2. 

In a US study by Catalyst it was shown that Fortune 500 companies with three or more women on 
their boards had stronger than average profits based on the following financial measures: return  
on equity (16.7 per cent compared to 11.5 per cent), return on sales (16.8 per cent compared to 11.5  
per cent) and return on invested capital (10 per cent compared to 6.2 per cent)9.
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“Women are not turned away only as they reach the penultimate stage of 
a distinguished career. They disappear in various numbers at many points 
leading up to that stage.....It’s not the glass ceiling, but the sum of many 
obstacles along the way.”

Alice H Eagly and Linda L Carli, ‘Women and the Labyrinth of Leadership’.13

A major Canadian study has linked board diversity with good governance credentials including more 
attention to audit and risk oversight and control, and greater consideration for the needs of a variety 
of stakeholders (Conference Board of Canada, 2002)4. A US study showed that gender-diverse boards 
provided stricter monitoring of their performance (Adams and Ferreira, 2008)10.

Recent mathematically-based research has found that diverse groups of people of average ability 
tend to outperform homogeneous groups at solving complex tasks, even where the homogeneous 
groups are more capable11. In addition, research carried out on the impact of gender on the innovative 
potential of teams concluded that having 50:50 proportions of men and women produced the most 
innovative teams12. On this basis leadership teams, which routinely have to consider complex business 
decisions, should benefit from improving their gender balance.

3 Why aren’t there more SET women leaders?
The ‘glass ceiling’ is a phrase used to describe the theory that, just before they reach the pinnacle of 
an otherwise successful career, many women encounter some sort of barrier that prevents them from 
reaching the top. More recent research suggests, however, that rather than a single glass ceiling, there 
are a series of hurdles that cause women to either drop out or fail to progress at various stages of 
their career13.

A study in the Harvard Business Review of highly qualified women and men, identified two sets of 
factors that cause women to break voluntarily from their careers14:

 External factors that draw women away from their careers, such as caring responsibilities and a 
 traditional division of labour at home, and 

 Features of a job or workplace that ‘make women head for the door’ - mainly lack of challenge or 
 opportunity in their careers. 

The study also highlighted that women in particular, often face a combination of factors, which can 
impact on each other. For example, if a woman feels she lacks opportunity at work, she may be more 
likely to respond to the pull of caring responsibilities. Many female respondents in this study also 
reported difficulties in resuming their careers after a break without loss of seniority or earning power. 
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An analysis by Deloitte and Touche, of its own employees and culture, found that although the 
firm recruited almost as many women as men, the percentage of women decreased at each step of 
the career ladder. In addition, it found that many women left when they were expected to receive 
promotion. On investigation, the main reason for this was not career breaks as was first assumed, but 
because the women were dissatisfied with the male-dominated culture and the lack of opportunities 
this implied for women. For example, not giving a suitably qualified female employee a global 
assignment because of hidden assumptions such as ‘travel puts too much pressure on women.’ As a 
result, the women were switching professions and Deloitte was losing high-performing staff15. 

In terms of SET specific research, a global study examining the career paths of SET women in the 
private sector calculated the female drop-out rate at a huge 52 per cent16. The main reasons identified 
by the study for this were:

 Hostile and often exclusionary workplace cultures that marginalise women.

 Difficulties in finding support or sponsorship due to being in a minority.

 A lack of understanding on how to progress (resulting from the first two points).

 Extreme work pressures such as long working hours and working in multiple time zones, that tend 
 to disproportionately affect women.

 Systems of risk and reward that disadvantage women more than men.

This research also found that women tended to hit serious career hurdles in their mid to late 30s, just 
at the time when family pressures start to mount, and that the drop-out rate was highest at this point.

Research careers carry additional difficulties. In the early career stages, research appointments are 
often short term, with permanent appointments often not made until candidates are in their late 
twenties or early thirties - just around the time when women may think about starting a family. 
Progress in these careers also requires continuity of research and a regular publication record. Again 
this disadvantages those who take time out, mainly women. 

The results of these obstacles are reflected in the UK government’s labour force statistics. In 2009, 
there were over 364,000 women with SET qualifications choosing to work in non-SET occupations and 
almost 108,000 who were not working17. This represents a huge loss to both SET organisations and the 
UK economy as a whole. 

The obstacles outlined above, are often seen as problems that women should overcome, and the way 
to resolve them as helping women to change. While supporting women to develop their skills and 
attributes through measures such as mentoring and networking is valuable and effective, significant 
change will not occur unless organisations themselves change. 

“If a plant fails to flourish in our garden, we do not blame the plant. We examine 
the soil, the position, the nutrition and so on. We accept that it is we who have 
created an inappropriate environment.”

Eileen Byrne, ‘Women and Science: The Snark Syndrome’18

The steps outlined here can help you to introduce effective organisational changes that will encourage 
your female staff to remain and progress at all career stages. By providing a fair and inclusive work 
environment, and encouraging women to develop a leadership mindset early on in their careers, you 
can help ensure that your talent pipeline remains filled from apprenticeship and graduate level right 
the way through to the boardroom.



how to encourage women into leadership roles    1110   women into leadership

ways to  
encourage women 
into leadership
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1 Improve workplace culture 
Many organisations have made a commitment to equality and diversity, and have policies in place  
to support this. However, unwritten norms within the workplace can mean that such policies do not 
work in practice.

For example, an organisation may introduce a comprehensive flexible working scheme for its staff, 
achieve a good take-up rate and even see an improvement in staff retention rates. However, if the 
take up is mainly by female staff and the unspoken view within the organisation is that you can’t 
expect to be promoted if you take up flexible working options, then there is still an effective gender 
bias. This will discourage some women from applying for promotion or, even worse, perhaps not being 
seriously considered for the post if they do. A number of quite practical considerations can undermine 
a policy. Examples include organising meetings outside of core hours, or organising work-related social 
activities at times that don’t work for those with caring responsibilities, both of which may exclude 
those who work flexibly.

“As a female, you’re isolated and don’t have buddies to pick up the pieces. If you get 
whacked, there’s no-one to cover for you…So you don’t take the risks, you don’t get  
the visibility, and you’re passed over when it comes time to hand out  
bonuses and promotions.”

Female participant, ‘The Athena Factor: Reversing the Brain Drain in Science, Engineering and Technology’16

“We had no childcare for our young kid. My wife and I decided to work part-time, both of us….
People made jokes about me. When I came back (full-time) a year or two after, they asked 
whether I was still breast-feeding. So I got a lot of coaching from my men colleagues mainly 
saying that I had taken too high a risk in what I had done…Getting a personal relationship to 
diversity…made me very interested in understanding how we, as men…can be contributors  
(to gender equality).”

Male interviewee, Norway: ‘Engaging Men in Gender Initiatives’19

Gender bias can affect men as well as women. Research shows that many men sacrifice home life 
and relationships for career advancement19, and express regret at this20. Conversely, in organisations 
that are supportive of work-life balance, managerial and professional men report more job and career 
satisfaction and greater levels of emotional well-being21. A workplace that promotes gender balance is 
therefore likely to appeal to, and benefit, men and women, staff and employer.
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Case study: PepsiCo UK

In 2007, in response to staff feedback, PepsiCo UK introduced a range of flexible working 
policies for all office-based staff. However the company recognised that policies alone would 
not be sufficient to bring about real change. It needed to create a strong permission culture so 
employees really felt empowered to make adjustments to the way they worked to balance the 
demands of home and work. 

The company therefore emphasised the value it placed on enabling its staff to achieve a better 
work-life balance through a high profile campaign with the slogan ‘The dinner isn’t in the dog!’. 
Practical steps, such as the provision of laptops for non-operational staff, reinforced the message 
that everyone was entitled to work from home. 

PepsiCo acknowledges that not all roles can offer the same level of flexibility. Home working and 
flexi-time, for instance, are not possible for operational employees in a 24/7 shift environment. 
However the company is working hard with its operational managers to look at other ways of 
promoting work-life balance in its manufacturing operations for example, shift swaps and  
rota flexibility. 

Part of PepsiCo’s flexible culture is also the recognition that people will have different 
expectations of work at different stages in their lives. The company therefore tries to provide a 
flexible approach to career growth particularly for potential leaders, where people can step on 
and off the fast track as they need to.

In 2009, to further embed work-life balance into company culture, PepsiCo launched another 
initiative called ‘One Simple Thing’. This requires each member of staff to agree a work-life 
balance objective that supports their individual needs as part of their annual plan. For example, 
scheduling regular exercise; making time for lunch; learning a new skill; charity fundraising; 
sharing school run responsibilities. This ‘One Simple Thing’ is assessed, and progress rewarded, 
as part of the performance review process.

In an employee survey in 2007, before the launch of the work-life balance programme, only 40 
per cent of PepsiCo UK’s senior staff agreed that the company supported their efforts to balance 
their work and personal life. By 2009 this had risen to 80 per cent, the following comment being 
typical of the overall response: 

‘The business trusts me to deliver and leaves me to decide how/when/where I work and what I 
need to do to achieve this.’

PepsiCo UK believes that its work-life balance programme, taken together with other positive 
action initiatives for women, have helped the business improve its representation of women 
especially in leadership roles. Now, 36 per cent of its manufacturing managers are women, 
compared to a national average of 25 per cent.
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To achieve a balance of women and men at all levels in your own organisation, the most important 
factor is to develop a workplace culture that supports this aim. Firstly, it is necessary to create a 
structure that will enable a change in culture: 

 Include gender equality as an explicit part of your business strategy. Give it the same level of 
 commitment as any other type of business initiative. 

 Develop policies and plans that define how gender balance will be achieved at all levels. 

 Use the policies to start making culture change real. For instance, make an initial assumption that 
 all jobs can be worked more flexibly and then work out how. Most jobs can incorporate some 
 element of flexibility, although the degree may vary between roles.

  Determine how you will measure your progress. For example, regular collation and monitoring of 
 gender data such as the number of technical and non-technical women and men at each grade; 
 return rates from maternity leave; take up of flexible working options by gender/grade.

Secondly consider how to make your strategy and policies work in practice:

 Raise awareness of gender bias, particularly unconscious bias, and how it can affect  
 both men and women.

 Make sure any gender equality training is focused on promoting inclusion, not allocating blame.

 Use facts and figures to demonstrate why things need to change. Enlist the help of influential 
 managers in getting the message across. Emphasise that any changes, including positive action, 
 such as a women’s network or women-only leadership training, are about fairness not  
 political correctness. 

 Engage both men and women in the changes; it is not just the responsibility of the Human 
 Resources team, nor female employees. For example, give each senior manager a gender equality 
 objective (such as taking up a flexible working option or mentoring a high potential female 
 employee) and check progress as part of your performance appraisal system. A similar approach 
 could be introduced for staff.

 Ensure your staff appraisal system assesses and rewards performance rather than presence.

 Develop a comprehensive, competency based talent management system for all staff  
 (see section 2 opposite).
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2 Manage talent
‘Talent management’ is the systematic management by an organisation of the recruitment, deploy-
ment, development and retention of high potential employees or those essential to the business23. 
Effective talent management has been linked to improved employee engagement24 and business 
performance25. 

Many organisations have expectations as to how the careers of talented employees should develop. 
For example, fast-track programmes for high potential employees may have an upper age limit as part 
of the entry requirements; academic institutions may require continuity of research and publication 
from employees in the early to middle stages of their career before they can achieve a permanent 
appointment. Both these examples would tend to disadvantage those who have taken career breaks or 
changed careers, and this is more likely to be women than men.  

A recent review on the vulnerability of US talent management systems to gender bias26 found that:

 When a particular demographic predominates in a leadership team, the talent management 
 systems are likely to reflect the values of this group, which is then more likely to yield new leaders 
 who mirror the same characteristics. 

 This frequently cascades down into talent management procedures. For example, criteria for 
 assessing leadership potential that are based on the styles and attributes of existing leaders  
 in the organisation.

 Few organisations have effective monitoring processes that would reduce gender bias in  
 talent management.

 Case study: CARD Geotechnics

CARD Geotechnics is a leading edge geotechnical and geo-environmental engineering consultancy 
with around 25 employees. Women account for only 6.9 per cent of engineering professionals in 
the UK. However at CARD Geotechnics, the majority of staff work in technical roles and over 50 
per cent of these are women, including over 45 per cent of management grades. The company 
attributes its success in recruiting and retaining women at all levels to:

 Having a clearly laid out gender equality policy designed to make appropriate. 
 improvements in policy and practice.

 Putting fairness for everyone – both men and women – as the focus of their gender 
 equality practice.

 Encouraging a transparent and collaborative way of working.

 Allocating opportunities to staff according to merit, irrespective of their gender.

 Encouraging all staff to go for chartered status as early as possible, recognising  
 that women in particular, may have family objectives that could delay their  
 professional progression.

 Providing flexible working hours.

CARD Geotechnics was the UK’s first SME to be awarded the UKRC’s SET Fair Standard.
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Gender equality considerations therefore need to be embedded in your talent management processes 
if women and men are to have equal opportunities to progress. Suggested actions include:

 Gaining senior management commitment to setting goals and allocating responsibilities for the 
 improvement of gender equality at all levels. 

 Introducing regular and consistent communication from senior management to staff about the 
 strategic need to build a more diverse talent pool. 

 Reinforcing these messages to managers and staff involved in promotion processes, through 
 gender equality training.

 Reviewing the career pathway structure to ensure that routes to progress are appropriate for both 
 women and men. For instance, career plans that can accommodate or compensate for career 
 breaks; professional development opportunities that are accessible to part-time as well as  
 full-time staff.

 Ensuring that person specifications for leadership roles allow for a variety of styles and attributes 
 (not just the prevailing norm).

 Developing a transparent, competency-based system for promotion and pay that is clearly 
 communicated to all staff.

 Introducing clear, well-communicated flexible working policies, which are available to all staff 
 regardless of gender.

 Making it explicit that flexible working should not adversely affect career progression.

 Encouraging both men and women to take up these options and reinforcing their acceptability 
 through performance and appraisal systems. 

 Reviewing current systems to remove any obvious gender bias, such as age limits on fast track 
 schemes or apprenticeship programmes. 

 Ensuring women and men have equal opportunities for professional development and  
 internal visibility for example through high profile assignments, speaking engagements,  
 board presentations.

  Introducing positive action initiatives for women in areas where they are under-represented which 
 could include:

 - Introducing a mentoring scheme (see section 3).  

 - Setting up a women’s network or signposting your SET women to a suitable external network 
   (see section 4).

 - Providing leadership training for your SET women (see section 6).

 Monitoring gender data on applications, short lists and appointments and taking action  
 should any imbalances emerge.

For further advice and consultancy on inclusive talent management, contact the UKRC.

“Since skills are equally distributed and don’t pool in groups, then if some groups are not doing 
as well as others in the organisation there’s a problem with the way talent is being managed in 
the organisation. Opportunities are being denied, progression is being frustrated, some groups 
are being privileged above others…We may have generated these forces unconsciously, and may 
be perplexed by the results they lead to. But we’re not released from our obligation to fix the 
problem once we’re aware of it.”

Binna Kandola, ‘The Value of Difference’22
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3 Introduce effective mentoring
Mentoring is a partnership between two people (mentor and mentee) where the mentor acts as a 
professional friend, supporting the mentee to work on their goals and helping them to realise their 
potential. It is a relationship distinct from the normal line management function.

It is not about teaching a particular skill set, but more about creating a reflective learning 
environment through conversations between mentor and mentee, that allow the mentee to explore 
issues and develop solutions. Mentoring is therefore a very flexible tool for organisations that can  
be used for a variety of purposes. In the context of this guide, mentoring is about helping your 
female staff develop the skills and confidence they need to take on more senior roles. 

So what benefits might you expect to see from introducing a mentoring programme for your 
potential female leaders? A comprehensive study of mentoring outcomes at an Australian 
University27 demonstrated that mentoring was very beneficial in improving the under-representation 
of women in senior positions. The results indicated that, compared to non-mentored female staff, 
the mentored women were more likely to stay with the university, gained higher levels of promotion, 
generated more grant income and had better perceptions of themselves as academics. Mentoring 
has also been shown to be beneficial not just to mentees, but the mentors and the organisations 
too28.

Most people who reach the top will acknowledge the important influence of mentors in enabling 
them to do so29. However, mentoring is not a ‘one size fits all’ process. Mentees will differ in the 
type and amount of support they need, the goals they want to achieve and the time they can put 
into the mentoring relationship. This will in turn define the type of mentor that they need. For the 
partnership to work successfully it is important to clarify and agree these points between mentor 
and mentee at the start. For example, a mentoring relationship specifically aimed at helping 
someone move up the career ladder would require a mentor with specific skills and experience 
whereas peer mentoring might be suitable for providing general feedback and advice.

Mentors for women do not have to be female. Matching different genders can provide valuable 
insights to mentor and mentee about the different issues each face and can lead to reduced gender 
bias. However, woman-to-woman mentoring has been shown to have specific advantages for 
women in SET. With women as a minority in most SET sectors, and few women in senior positions 
overall, female mentors are valuable role models and a useful source of support and advice on issues 
common to women in SET such as feeling isolated, feeling the need to prove themselves in a male-
dominated environment and the challenge of balancing work and caring commitments. 

“I am very grateful to the mentoring scheme, as it came at an ideal moment for  
me and as a result of becoming part of the scheme it has given me a much more 
positive feel regarding remaining in science, where previously I had seriously  
considered other avenues of work.”

“My mentor introduced me to grants and societies that I would not have otherwise 
known about.”

Mentees, British Pharmacological Society Mentoring Scheme
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 Case study: British Pharmacological Society

 In 2004 the British Pharmacological Society (BPS) became aware that, in common with many 
other science, engineering and technology disciplines, women were under-represented among 
senior pharmacologists in UK industry and higher education. Working with the UKRC, the BPS 
Executive discovered that this pattern was also reflected in its membership. Analysis revealed 
that while the number of student members was evenly split between men and women, there 
was a steady decline in female membership from their 20s through to their mid 40s. This 
contrasted with a steady increase in male membership over the same age range and pointed 
to a constant ‘leakage’ of women from the pharmacology profession at the mid-career stage. 
The Society was concerned about the long-term impacts of this economic wastage on the 
promotion and advancement of pharmacology. 

 With the support of the BPS Council, Executive Committee member Professor Amrita Ahluwalia 
turned to the UKRC for help in setting up a mentoring scheme to support its female members, 
to help them stay in pharmacology and to achieve their full potential. The objective of the 
scheme is to provide early-career researchers with an extra layer of support in the form of a 
well-established female mentor. This facilitates networking and interaction with role models, 
providing practical advice and encouragement for mentees. The BPS scheme specifically aims 
to match mentors and mentees from different organisations, an approach that the BPS believes 
enables more open interaction in the relationship and inevitably provides more networking 
opportunities. The first mentoring programme ran in 2005 with new mentees being invited to 
join on an annual basis since then. 

 Although it is still too early to show an impact on BPS membership statistics, feedback from 
both mentors and mentees has been very positive. Key areas of support and development 
highlighted by participants include inspirational role models, practical encouragement and 
advice, networking opportunities, and information on potential funding sources. 

 The success of the mentoring scheme has led BPS to extend its commitment to gender equality 
through the formation of a ‘Women in Pharmacology’ committee. With the help of the UKRC,  
the committee has developed a programme of initiatives to support and develop women’s 
careers in pharmacology: http://www.bps.ac.uk/details/aboutPage/758781/Promoting-womens-
careers.html.

The UKRC has worked with many businesses and organisations to establish successful mentoring 
schemes. If you would like to set up a women’s mentoring programme, get in touch – we can 
provide experienced advice and practical support.

http://www.bps.ac.uk/details/aboutPage/758781/Promoting-womens-careers.html
http://www.bps.ac.uk/details/aboutPage/758781/Promoting-womens-careers.html
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4 Provide networking opportunities
Networking is about building, maintaining and using a set of relationships to provide a mutually 
helpful system of trusted contacts, advice, information, ideas and support30,31,32. Research has linked 
networking to career success both in terms of salary and career satisfaction32. Effective networking is 
therefore a key skill and essential activity for career progression. 

Networks within organisations may be informal, often based on common interests and social 
activities, or formal, usually with an organised structure and resources, defined objectives, identifiable 
membership and regular events. 

Research indicates that women in SET are often excluded from formal and informal networks33. This 
makes it more difficult for them to build the pool of role models, mentors and sponsors that would 
help them to progress. It also, in many cases, leaves them feeling isolated and lacking in support, 
which in turn makes it more likely that they will either leave or stall in their careers16.

There are a number of practical steps that organisations can take to improve access to formal 
networks for their female staff:

 Encourage SET women to join their professional institution, if they have not already done so, and 
 see what networking opportunities it offers. 

 Signpost SET women to other relevant professional networks that may be helpful to them, such as  
 women’s networks within their sector (see below).

 Ensure that any formal networking activities within the organisation are publicised to, and 
 accessible by, both women and men. 

 Encourage SET women to apply for additional roles that offer them networking opportunities, such 
 as sitting on internal special interest groups or committees.

Organisations can also set up their own women’s network. Such networks are allowed under current 
legislation as a form of positive action. This type of network can provide SET women with a number of 
advantages including:

 Encouragement and opportunities to invest in their personal and career development. 

 Access to female role models and potential mentors.

 Advice and support on barriers and issues common to women in SET.

 Opportunities to build new relationships, share ideas and generate new business opportunities.

 Reduced feelings of isolation for women working in areas where they are in a minority.

 Increased confidence and self-esteem.

 Building a critical mass of women, which can have a positive influence on organisational diversity 
 in terms of culture, policies and practices.

Ultimately these advantages benefit the organisation too. 
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Case study: Arup

The percentage of women studying for technical degrees in Arup’s field is approximately 24 per 
cent. In 2010, the percentage of females joining Arup as new technical graduates was 37 per 
cent - a good intake in comparison. However, this percentage is not currently reflected in Arup’s 
leadership, where the proportion of women is around 14 per cent. 

This has led Arup to develop a diversity strategy, with an initial focus on the development, 
retention and progression of females across the firm at all levels. As part of this strategy, Arup is 
a strong supporter of its ConnectWomen network. 

“We felt more needed to be done to make the most of the talent in the firm. We wanted to 
address the gender imbalance and help women to maximise their contribution to the firm, our 
clients and our industry.” 

Alan Belfield, UK-MEA Diversity Champion

The network was set up by a group of staff in 2008, with help and advice from the UKRC, with 
the aim of creating opportunities and supporting women across the firm and wider industry. 
The network is open to all Arup employees, regardless of profession, gender or position and its 
objectives are:

 To provide support, encouragement and targeted information for women investing in their 
   personal and professional growth.

 To provide a platform for discussion, for sharing ideas, understanding different perspectives 
   and influencing Arup’s business practices and initiatives to ensure that they are inclusive.

 To provide a forum to meet, network and share experiences – leading to long-term 
   relationships and opening up new business opportunities.

By January 2011, the network had held nine events with a variety of topics and speakers. ‘A 
Celebration of the Changing Face of Industry’ featured three inspirational women leaders from 
engineering and the built environment. ‘Mentoring – Could you benefit?’ and ‘How Effective is 
Your Style’ focused on developing leadership skills and attributes. All the events have been well 
attended and the feedback very positive.

The ConnectWomen network is already making an impact across Arup, influencing its diversity 
strategy and helping to identify training needs. It has also set up a group on LinkedIn to help 
ConnectWomen go global. Board members are committed to attending the events, and there has 
been an increase in the number of men who attend too.

Following the success of the initiative Arup is widening its links, helping companies like BP to set 
up their own ConnectWomen networks and also being approached by members of the UKRC’s 
‘GetSET Women’ community to be speakers at other companies’ network events. 

To contact Arup’s ConnectWomen network: connect@arup.com

mailto:connect@arup.com
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In addition, a women’s network is a useful source of gender equality advice and ideas for the 
organisation. However, for this type of network to be effective in helping women progress, it needs 
senior management commitment and engagement (both male and female). In this way, the network 
will more quickly become an accepted part of the organisation, and it will make SET women more 
visible to senior management. Opening up the network’s activities to male employees is also a 
good way to increase acceptance of the network, provide more networking opportunities, improve 
awareness of gender bias and encourage inclusiveness in the workplace.

It is not possible for any organisation to control informal networking. However, organisations can 
influence the tone of such activities, by promoting a workplace culture and practices that foster 
inclusion rather than exclusion. For example:

 Inform staff what standards of language and behaviour are expected in your organisation.

 Ensure that work-related social activities are as welcoming to women as men in terms of times, 
 venues and activities.

 Make it clear to staff that business decisions should not be taken at times or in locations that 
 exclude certain members of the team.

 Make sure everyone has access to networking opportunities.

The UKRC’s Connect project can help you set up a women’s network within your organisation or 
sector, or signpost your women to a suitable existing group or network (http://theukrc.org/women/
connect).

http://theukrc.org/women/connect
http://theukrc.org/women/connect
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5 Highlight female role models
Research suggests that having a variety of role models is an effective way to develop the professional 
behaviours that enable people to progress successfully in their careers34. People learn through 
observing which behaviours and actions lead to success, and which lead to failure. Although  
women can, and do, identify and learn from male role models, there is evidence to suggest that 
women find female role models more motivational than male35 and, in occupations where they are 
under-represented, may perform better where they have successful female role models36.

In addition, most people need to believe that their aspirations are possible, before putting significant 
time and effort into pursuing a particular career goal. In a study of 500 European businesswomen 
by Catalyst37, the lack of senior or visibly successful female role models was cited as the second 
highest barrier to women’s advancement in an organisation (after stereotyping and preconceptions 
of women’s roles and abilities). Seeing someone like themselves in the role they aspire to, particularly 
in SET occupations where women are under-represented, provides reassurance for women that their 
goals are attainable, as well as being a source of learning. 

If women cannot see other women in managerial and senior positions in your organisation, they may 
conclude that women are not welcome in these roles, and may well move to organisations where 
they believe their career goals are more likely to be achieved. It is therefore crucial to develop visible 
female role models at all stages of the career ladder in your organisation.

Not all women will want to be actively promoted as a role model. Some may worry that the focus will 
end up on their gender rather than their achievements. Others may have worked hard to fit into a 
predominantly male environment and be uncomfortable with the idea of standing out. There is also 
the risk that too many demands are made on those women who are available to act as role models. 
Your organisation needs to recognise and respond to any such concerns.

Create a culture where acting as a role model is viewed, at all levels, as a career opportunity. 
Encourage women to come forwards. Try not to rely on the same women all the time. Use your 
role models pro-actively. Whenever you feature the scientists, engineers and technologists in your 
organisation consider whether you have role models of both sexes: in publicity and recruitment 
materials; as ambassadors at open days, school and university visits; on recruitment and selection 
panels; as speakers at internal and external events; in technical articles both as subjects and authors.  
Make sure, as far as you can, that women have inspirational female role models that they can emulate 
at all levels in your organisation.

The media is also an important source of role models and influencer of career choices. However there 
is lack of SET women in the UK media, either as expert commentators, as the subject of media profiles 
and articles, or in film and TV drama38,39. Encouraging and supporting your female role models to 
engage with the media can raise their profile and that of your organisation, enhance their reputation 
amongst their peers, and help attract more people into similar careers. 

Encourage your female staff to raise their profile by joining GetSET Women, the UKRC’s on-line 
community for all women in science, engineering, technology and built environment occupations: 
www.getsetwomen.org.

“Role models are important because they make you see what is possible. When I was young, 
it never crossed my mind that I could be a carpenter, and I wish I had realised it sooner.”

Barbara Jones FRSA, Founder and director, amazonails, the UK’s leading strawbale design company 
Winner of the UKRC’s ‘Women of Outstanding Achievement Award for SET Discovery, Innovation and Entrepreneurship’, 2009

http://www.getsetwomen.org


how to encourage women into leadership roles    2322   women into leadership

Each year the UKRC profiles ‘Women of Outstanding Achievement in SET’ in a photographic exhibition 
that celebrates these exceptional women through black and white portraits produced by the respected 
portrait photographer, Robert Taylor. The UKRC’s aim is that these portraits find a permanent home 
with the finalist’s professional institute, employer or business. In this way the UKRC hopes to build a 
legacy for female talent, providing inspiration for current and future generations, and celebrating the 
achievements of women in these fields. For more information on these awards and how to nominate 
an inspirational woman scientist, engineer or technologist: http://theukrc.org/women/women-of-
outstanding-achievement.

6 Train women in leadership skills
Training your staff in leadership skills is a good investment regardless of gender. It gives people the 
opportunity to consider their own leadership styles and aspirations; practice the specific skills they 
need to lead and manage others effectively; share experiences of leadership and network with others. 

However, providing gender specific training in leadership skills for SET women provides additional 
benefits. It gives a clear message that the organisation views them as leaders and is making an 
investment in them, boosting their confidence and self-esteem. In addition, being in a minority, SET 
women are unlikely to have had much exposure to leadership in terms of role models and mentors 
that they can identify with. Leadership training can help fill this experience gap. It also provides a 
supportive environment in which to:

 Openly discuss any difficulties that women in SET face. 

 Discuss and develop strategies for overcoming these difficulties and practice these tactics.

 Network with other SET women who have similar career aspirations.

 Develop awareness of gender differences that can affect career development. For example, 
 research shows that women tend to be less confident than men about their skills and 
 experiences40 and so may be less likely to put themselves forward for pay rises or promotion.

 Case Study: The Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC)

As part of a number of initiatives to support the development of senior women, STFC runs an
annual ‘Women as Leaders’ programme; a three day residential course modeled on the 
prestigious Cranfield programme developed and delivered by Professor Susan Vinnicombe, a
leading authority on women’s leadership styles and gender diversity on corporate boards. The
course has been welcomed by delegates:

“I greatly appreciated the management course directed at senior women in the organisation. Not
only did it provide some very helpful insights and practical advice, but it was also a great
opportunity for networking.” (course delegate)

Whilst acknowledging that it still has some way to go, STFC believes that its gender equality
initiatives have improved progression opportunities for women within the organisation. Over 21
per cent of management grades are now women, including six out of 24 directors. 

The UKRC runs training for women of all ages to help them strengthen their leadership skills, plan 
their career path and progress once they have a promotion: http://www.theukrc.org/training/
leadership-training.

http://theukrc.org/women/women-of-outstanding-achievement
http://theukrc.org/women/women-of-outstanding-achievement
http://www.theukrc.org/training/leadership-training
http://www.theukrc.org/training/leadership-training
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“I initially thought that public appointments were only for ‘very important people’, but it is essential 
to have board members from all walks of life if a public body is to serve the whole community. 

Taking up a public appointment exposes you to people with diverse skills and provides a fascinating 
insight into the different ways in which people approach and solve problems and make decisions. You 
learn to listen, think about what other people are saying, and put forward your opinions. You develop 
contacts, links, knowledge and opportunities. It has enabled me to achieve things I couldn’t have 
with just my own resources.

I wish someone had advised me early on that getting onto committees is so helpful from a career 
perspective.”

Professor Averil Macdonald, Director of STEM Engagement Centre, University of Reading 
Trustee of the National Museums for Science and Industry

7 Encourage women onto public boards
Positions in public life can provide your employees with excellent leadership training at little cost. 
Public boards cover a wide range of responsibilities, giving appointees the opportunity to develop 
transferable leadership skills and attributes that benefit both them and their employers.

A public appointment is an appointment to the board of a public body or government committee. The 
majority of these are non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs); organisations that have a role in the 
processes of national government but are not a government department or part of one. These public 
bodies cover a wide range of activities; some provide independent advice to government, others 
deliver important and essential public services (accounting for £46bn of expenditure in 2008-09)41. 
In 2008-09 there were more than 760 NDPBs, and over 12,000 public appointments were made, all 
regulated by the Office of the Commissioner for Public Appointments41. Examples of public bodies in 
the SET sectors include the Environment Agency and the Science Advisory Council. 

In addition, there is a huge range of unregulated board positions for organisations such as charities, 
schools, colleges, universities and community organisations, where people can gain valuable 
leadership experience. These roles can also provide a route into more senior public appointments. 

Having an employee involved in a public body will contribute to fulfilling your corporate social 
responsibilities:

 Supporting your female employees to engage in public life has the double benefit of encouraging 
 women into leadership roles within your organisation and within public life. Women are poorly 
 represented on public bodies; less than a third of public appointments made in 2008-09 went to 
 women, and the situation in SET sectors is worse with only 23.7 per cent of all members of SET 
 public bodies in 2008 being women7. 

 Encouraging employee involvement in public life is a visible demonstration to customers,  
 potential recruits and the wider community, that your organisation is supportive, constructive  
 and socially responsible.

Supporting employees to engage in public life may help your organisation in other ways too. 
Employees can be great ambassadors for their organisation in these roles, enhancing its profile and 
reputation. They are also likely to feel more valued and respected by their employer, increasing loyalty 
and retention rates.  
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“Membership of significant external bodies by our staff enhances our credibility 
and recognition as an organisation. It also helps us to access areas where we 
would like to have more insight.

On a personal level being on a public body helps you to develop great  
communication and organisation skills. You learn to interact effectively  
with a wide range of people and find efficient ways to distil and absorb large 
amounts of information.

We regard public appointments as essential experience for anyone wanting to 
reach a senior level in our organisation.”

Professor Christine Williams, Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research and Innovation), University of Reading

Members of public boards gain practical skills and experience in leadership:

 Appointees will gain leadership experience in operating at board and/or committee level, working 
 as part of a team that has to think strategically, see the wider picture, solve problems and make 
 key decisions.

 Appointees strengthen their communication skills, improving their ability to listen and to express 
 their views, to negotiate, influence and deal with a wide range of people including specialists  
 and experts. 

 Board members have the opportunity to establish relationships and network with other 
 professionals from a wide range of backgrounds and sectors. This increased personal network can 
 provide a number of benefits including support and advice for the employee, access to new ideas 
 and perspectives, a higher professional standing of the employee among their peers and improved 
 understanding and potential links between public and private sector.

Members of public bodies develop leadership qualities: 

 Board members are expected to develop and uphold the principles of public life including honesty, 
 integrity, objectivity, accountability and leadership.

 Being a member of a public board can demonstrate to an employee the value and transferability of 
 their skills and experience, increasing their self-belief and hence their ability to progress.

The cost of this commitment to you as an organisation would need to be discussed and agreed with 
your employee depending on the post, but is usually the cost of your employee’s time to attend the 
board meetings (typically between one day per month, and one day every two months, organised well 
in advance). Reading papers and preparing for meetings is normally done in the employee’s own time. 
Some appointments (about half) do carry some level of remuneration. Expenses, including travel to 
meetings, and childcare or eldercare, are usually fully reimbursed by the public body. In return, staff 
develop valuable leadership skills and gain real experience in working at board or committee level.

For more information on public appointments and how the UKRC can help: http://theukrc.org/
women/public-appointments.

http://theukrc.org/women/public-appointments
http://theukrc.org/women/public-appointments
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“If you stop people in the street, they can name the women who are at the top 
of organisations because there are so few of them.”

 Female interviewee, ‘A Women’s Place is in the Boardroom’43

Additional considerations - the journey to the boardroom
The ways of encouraging women into leadership discussed so far are just as essential for women 
taking that final step to the top of the career ladder, as they are for women at any other career stage. 
However, it is evident from both statistics and anecdotal evidence that achieving a directorship, 
whether executive or non-executive, is still the most challenging career hurdle that women face. In 
2010, only 63 women held SET directorships (10.7 per cent of the total) of whom six were executive 
directors, and 57 were non-executive directors5. It is therefore worthwhile looking at what additional 
measures can be taken to encourage women to take their place in the boardroom.

Improving the representation of women at board level is a strategic issue. The commitment of current 
leadership is key. The directors set the tone for the organisation and what they expect from their 
employees. The UKRC recommends that SET companies should be encouraged to make a voluntary, 
but public, commitment to achieve a minimum of 30 per cent women board members by 2015. 
In November 2010, a number of influential business leaders launched the 30% club to encourage 
organisations to make such a commitment (http://www.30percentclub.org.uk/about-us).

Make the development of potential directors an integral part of your talent management system. 
Provide coaching, mentoring and work-shadowing opportunities for candidates with current directors.

Address the possibility of gender bias in recruitment and selection of new directors. For example:

 Advertise and increase awareness of all board vacancies.

 Design selection criteria that encourage diversity of skills, attributes and experience in applicants, 
 rather than reflecting the current board composition.

 Address unconscious bias in those involved in search, selection and appointment for example, 
 through awareness raising and training.

Ensure that women have equal opportunities to men for board level visibility. This includes measures 
such as structured succession planning, with consideration given to under-representation, and 
opportunities for informal meetings between board members and both female and male candidates.

Assess your boardroom culture. Research across sectors suggests that women reaching the top of 
male-dominated organisations often find an inhospitable culture that can put women off joining the 
board42. Boards that wish to promote an inclusive culture could consider:

 Unconscious bias training for board members. 

 Support and training for new board members, including non-executives, such as tailored  
 induction programmes.

 Attention to the considerate treatment of new members in the boardroom.

 Team–building activities for the whole of the new team.

 Chairing board meetings in a way that allows everyone to make their contribution.

http://www.30percentclub.org.uk/about-us
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next steps
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1 Overcoming challenges and objections
Q  Will implementing a ‘women in leadership’ strategy be very costly for my business?

A  There are many aspects of a ‘women in leadership’ strategy that can be tackled without incurring 
significant costs. For example, incorporating gender equality considerations in all aspects of your 
organisation’s strategic development is more about a change in mindset and behaviour than it is 
about cost, as is promoting a workplace that is welcoming to everyone. 

 Specific initiatives such as mentoring and networking events will incur costs, often in terms 
of time more than direct expenditure. However research suggests that the benefits are likely 
to outweigh this, with increased gender equality at senior levels linked to improvements in 
organisational performance2, 3. In addition, actions such as active talent management should 
reduce overall costs through improved employee retention and reduction in skills gaps, and will 
benefit all employees regardless of gender. 

Q  Won’t such strategies be ineffective unless there are also changes in government policy 
and societal norms?

A  No! Whilst achieving a fair proportion of women throughout UK leadership is less likely without 
changes to government legislation and cultural norms, organisations can, and do have a 
crucial role to play, as evidenced by the case studies in this guide. For example, the leaders of 
organisations can introduce policies and practices that make it culturally acceptable for both men 
and women to take career breaks without it adversely affecting their chances of promotion. 

 Research shows that organisations can influence people’s sense of fair play and hence reduce 
gender bias19.

Q  Why do I have to introduce specific measures to help women progress? We now recruit 
an equal balance of women and men and treat our staff based on merit. Gender balance 
should happen at all levels eventually without intervention. 

A  Despite improved intake in some sectors, research indicates that the increase in women’s 
representation at senior levels in SET sectors is very slow (see page 32 below). And, even 
merit-based systems of promotion and pay can be affected by unconscious bias. For example, 
leadership criteria that reflect the prevailing demographic, and workplace cultures that view 
flexible working as incompatible with senior roles, are just two aspects of policy and practice 
that are often overlooked, and that tend to discourage women’s promotional chances more than 
men’s. Gender balance at all levels is therefore unlikely to happen without targeted interventions 
to ensure that both women and men have equal chances to progress.
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Q Surely introducing specific initiatives to help women is unfair to male employees?

A  Being fair is not always about offering the same opportunities to everyone. If one group of 
employees is at a disadvantage to others, it is fair to intervene to remedy any inequalities.  
This is why government legislation allows for positive action to encourage under-represented 
groups (see below).  

 In addition, many of the improvements suggested in this guide reflect best employment  
practice for both men and women. Even those initiatives directly targeted at women do not  
have to be exclusive. For example a women’s network can invite men to its events; leadership 
training can be offered to both sexes, but include a specific element for SET women and the 
challenges they face.

Q  Aren’t women-only initiatives illegal?

A  The initiatives described in this guide, such as women’s networks and mentoring and leadership 
training for women, are examples of positive action. Under current legislation, employers can 
take positive action by providing training and encouragement for disadvantaged or under-
represented groups, to help improve the diversity of their workforce. At the time of going to 
press, the UK government had announced its intention to bring into force section 159 of the 
Equality Act 2010 in April 2011. This extends positive action to allow employers the option, when 
faced with candidates of equal merit, to choose a candidate from an under-represented group.

 Positive discrimination, however, is illegal. This would include actions such as employing or 
promoting women simply because they are under-represented, regardless of whether they have 
the relevant skills and experience, or the use of quotas in recruitment to improve representation.

 The EHRC website provides comprehensive guidance for employers on positive action:
 http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/advice-and-guidance/guidance-for-employers/recruitment/
 using-positive-action-to-recruit-a-wider-range-of-people/

 Up-to-date information on the Equality Act 2010 can be found on the Government Equalities 
Office website: http://www.equalities.gov.uk/equality_act_2010.aspx

http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/advice-and-guidance/guidance-for-employers/recruitment/using-positive-action-to-recruit-a-wider-range-of-people/
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/advice-and-guidance/guidance-for-employers/recruitment/using-positive-action-to-recruit-a-wider-range-of-people/
http://www.equalities.gov.uk/equality_act_2010.aspx
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“It is often the leaders in organisations who state that they need the business case 
for diversity. What is clear from this research is that leaders are the business case. 
If they change, others will too, helping to create an inclusive environment which 
will then produce the benefits they seek. Without that personal commitment the 
changes will never occur and the benefits never appear.”

Binna Kandola, ‘The Value of Difference’22

2 How to implement an effective ‘women into
 leadership’ strategy

1. Determine where you are starting from

Each organisation will have a different starting point in relation to gender balance. This will include 
for instance, the pattern of representation of SET women within its own workforce and that of its 
industry sector; the gender equality initiatives already in place, and the reasons why SET women are 
not progressing in sufficient numbers within the organisation. 

It is essential to investigate and document this information at the outset. This will support the case for 
change, identify any specific issues and provide a baseline against which you can measure the impact 
of your strategy.

2. Identify what your organisation wants to achieve and why

Clarify how a better gender balance in leadership will benefit your organisation. Sound out your staff, 
customers and other stakeholders, both men and women, to see what matters to them. Different 
organisations will identify different priorities for example, developing a better understanding of, and 
connection with female consumers; introducing a broader range of views in strategic decision-making 
or corporate governance; addressing skills gaps.

This will help you develop the business case for change, refine your ‘women into leadership’ strategy 
and determine how you will measure success. It will also enable clear communication to the rest of 
the organisation on the importance of gender balance in leadership for your organisation and on what 
you want to accomplish.  

3. Ensure top-level commitment to improving gender balance

To achieve effective and sustainable progress in improving gender balance in management and 
leadership, your current leaders and managers need to be convinced of the need for change and the 
need for positive action, and be willing to put in a persistent effort to make it happen.

Signing the UKRC’s CEO Charter is a good place to start. It enables your organisation to make a 
visible commitment at the highest level, to developing strategies and implementing practices that will 
encourage women to enter, progress in, or return to SET careers.
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4. Engage all groups in the initiative

Be open and transparent about what you are doing and why it is important for the organisation. Frame 
your proposals positively, with an appreciation of the different perspectives that men and women may 
have. Be prepared to address any concerns, for example, understanding and being able to explain the 
difference between positive action and positive discrimination.

Involve all groups in creating the planned changes. There will be a shared sense of ownership, interest 
and responsibility for the outcomes. For example, you could set up a diversity steering group with 
male and female members from across the organisation.

Don’t hand over sole responsibility for the initiative to Human Resources, the diversity manager or a 
senior woman or women’s network. These people are valuable sources of information and support, 
but all operational areas need to be engaged or improvements will be seen as ‘their responsibility’. 
This will limit both the scope and the benefits that you could achieve.

5. Design and implement flexibly

Map out the steps necessary to achieve your goal. Look beyond policies to a culture that makes  
these changes acceptable and desirable in practice. Consider what messages you need to put across 
to staff to promote a change in culture, how you will do this and what actions you can take to support 
these messages.

You don’t have to do everything at once – taking a step-by-step approach, and piloting and evaluating 
initiatives, is more likely to lead to successful and sustainable change. Be prepared to amend your 
plans based on what works and what doesn’t in your organisation.

6. Evaluate progress

Identify what you need to measure to monitor progress. For example:

 the number of women and men at each grade, including board level,

 staff turnover at each grade by gender,

 promotions, pay awards, bonuses and benefits by grade and gender,

 return rates from maternity leave and other career breaks. 

If you can, split the data between technical and non-technical employees as the issues experienced  
by each group may be quite different. Collate and review the data regularly. 

Talk to staff regularly about what is or isn’t working in practice. Encourage debate and suggestions. 
Get feedback on specific initiatives and use this to plan the next steps.

7. Make progress sustainable

Incorporate successful changes into your normal business practices. For example: include gender 
equality considerations as part of your strategic and operational planning; incorporate individual work-
life balance and leadership training needs into your performance appraisal process.

Finally celebrate your achievements. Let your staff and other stakeholders know what you have 
accomplished. This will encourage progress, as well as providing positive publicity for your 
organisation. There are also various awards your organisation can apply for to recognise your 
achievements and benchmark your progress. These include the UKRC’s SET Fair Standard 
and the Athena SWAN Charter (http://www.athenaswan.org.uk/html/athena-swan/).

http://www.athenaswan.org.uk/html/athena-swan/
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Key facts and figures

Looking at FTSE 100 companies in 2010, women remain severely under-represented in those 
businesses that operate primarily in the science, engineering and technology sectors:

 Only 10.7 per cent of the board directorships were held by women5.

 Exclusively male boards still existed in 29.8 per cent of these companies5.

 Only 29.8 per cent had more than one female director on their boards5.

 There were only six female executive directorships compared to 12 in non-SET FTSE 100 
 companies5.

The increase in representation of women on SET Boards is very slow:

 The overall number of female directorships in the SET FTSE 100 has only increased  
 by 2.3 per cent in the six years from 2004 to 20105.

 Over the same period, the number of SET FTSE 100 boards with no female directors  decreased by 
 only 7.2 per cent5.

Women directors are rarely Chairs of Boards or Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) in FTSE 100 
companies:

 In 2010, there were only five female CEOs within FTSE 100 companies, and only two of these  
 were in the SET sectors5.

 There were only two female Chairs within the FTSE 100 and none of these were in the  
 SET sectors5.

Women are under-represented on SET public bodies:

A non-departmental public body is defined as a body that has a role in the processes of national 
government but is not a government department or part of one, and which accordingly operates to a 
greater or lesser extent at arm’s length from ministers. Public bodies deliver important and essential 
public services. A list of public bodies is published annually by the Cabinet Office.

 In 2008, only 23.7 per cent of all members of SET public bodies were women7. 

 Only four SET public bodies had equal gender representation; women were under-represented  
 on the remaining 52 (92.9 per cent) of which three had no female members at all7. 

SET women are under-represented in Parliament

 In May 2010, of the 620 MPs representing the three major parties only 21.9 per cent were women7.

 Of the 604 MPs with known qualifications/work backgrounds, there were only 10 women  
 (1.7 percent of all MPs) with SET qualifications and/or work experience compared to 77 men  
 (12.7 per cent of all MPs)7.
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Women are still under-represented at senior levels in SET academia:

 In SET academia, women are in the minority in all salary ranges and their proportion falls 
 substantially at senior levels (see graph above).

 In 2008-09 women only accounted for 11.2 per cent of full-time staff in the highest paid category 
 in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) at UK higher education institutions, 
 and 15.9 per cent of part-time staff in the same category6.

Women qualify in SET but are lost at key transition points:

 In 2009, there were 651,000 female STEM graduates of working age in the UK.  
 However 72.5 per cent of these do not work in SET occupations (2008: 70.2 per cent)17.

 2009 figures also show that a higher proportion of male SET professionals/associate professionals 
 take up SET management positions (49.6 per cent) than SET women professionals/associate 
 professionals (34.5 per cent)17.

Secondary analysis by the UKRC.  
Data source: HESA (2010) Resources of Higher Education Institutions 2008/09. Cheltenham, HESA.
© The UKRC 2010

STEM academics by gender and range of salary at UK HE institutions, 2008/09
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