
 

 
 

 
 

Women into Leadership 
How to encourage women into leadership roles in science, engineering and technology 

 
Executive summary 
 
A growing body of evidence demonstrates the importance of gender balance in leadership 
including improvements in organisational performance and corporate governance. 
 
However women continue to be under-represented in leadership roles whether in business, 
academia or public life, despite forming over 45 per cent of the UK workforce. This lack of 
women in leadership is particularly acute in the SET sectors. In 2009, women accounted for 
only 10.8 per cent of all directors in SET FSTE 100 companies, 11.2 per cent of the highest 
paid category of STEM academic staff, and in 2008, only 23.7 per cent of all members of SET 
public bodies. 

 
Many SET employers would like to see more women in management and senior roles within 
their organisations. However, even where they are successful in increasing female 
recruitment, they do not see this translating over time into significantly more 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 a number of ways in which employers can overcome these 
challenges and actively encourage women to take up leadership roles: 

 
1. Improve workplace culture 
 
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. Organisations which 
promote gender balance are likely to appeal to, and benefit, men and women, staff and 
employer. 
 
2. Manage talent 
 

Effective talent management has been linked to improved employee engagement and 
business performance but gender equality considerations need to be embedded in your talent 
management processes if women and men are to have equal opportunities to progress. 
 
3. Introduce effective mentoring 
 
Mentoring can help your female staff develop the skills and confidence they need to 
take on more senior roles. 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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



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 support. 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. 
 
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 careers. Seeing 
someone like themselves in the role they aspire to, particularly in SET occupations where 
women are underrepresented, provides reassurance for women that their goals are attainable, 
as well as being a source of learning. 
 
6. Train women in leadership skills 
 

Providing gender specific training in leadership skills for SET women provides real 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. 
 
7. Encourage women onto public boards 
 

Positions in public life can provide women 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. 
 
 
Many of the above actions will be of benefit to all employees, but not taking them 
disadvantages women more than men. 

 
 
 
About the UKRC 
 
The UKRC works to improve the participation and position of women in science, engineering 
and technology occupations, to benefit the future productivity of the UK and the lifetime 
earnings and career aspirations of women. It is the UK’s leading centre providing information 
and advisory services to businesses and organisations in these sectors, and supporting 
women entering, returning and progressing in these fields.   
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