
Science Technology Engineering and Maths (STEM) fairs 
and exhibitions attract as many girls as they do boys, 

but feedback tells us that the girls – although equally as 
enthralled by what they see – are less likely to go on to 
careers in STEM than the boys are. In order to address 

this problem we have put together this best practice 
guidance to help you engage, enthral and inspire the girls 

(and boys!) that you come into contact with, to ensure 
maximum chance of STEM uptake.

Attract + engage: 
your guide to girls IN STEM

laws of attraction



The background
Attracting girls into careers in STEM still has a long way to go:

•  Less than 10% of the engineering workforce in the UK is female

•  Only 5.5% of engineering professionals are female and only  
27% of engineering and science technicians are female

•  Nearly half of all co-ed state schools sent no girls on to do physics  
at A level in 2011; in 2012, nearly 4 out of 5 of those who took A level 
physics were male

•  Only half of female STEM graduates actually go on to work in STEM 
roles, compared with over two thirds of male STEM graduates

•  In 2011, women were awarded 15% of engineering and technology 
degrees, and 18% of computer science degrees 

•  Women completed 4.3% (1,140) of Engineering and Manufacturing 
apprenticeships in 2010/2011 

What works for girls under 16
•  Encouragement – ask the girls what subjects they are studying 

and stress the importance of continuing further in STEM and the 
opportunities it will open up for them

•  Ask them what subjects they like and what they are good at –  
how could your company use those skills?

•  Relate your work to a part of the National Curriculum that the girls 
may have been learning about at school and give clear explanations 
about how school subjects translate into a career

•  Make your work relevant but also accessible and fun

•  Tell them that maths, physics and chemistry open doors to loads  
of jobs – science isn’t just about being a doctor or a vet … 
encourage them to keep their options open

•  Don’t expect them to know what they want to do yet

And yet:

•  In 2012 girls achieved better or equal A*–C GCSE combined  
grades compared with boys in all STEM subjects except maths  
(1 percentage point difference), other science and other technology

•  The UK needs to double the number of recruits into engineering  
to meet demand

See www.wes.org.uk/bigbang and www.wisecampaign.org.uk for the sources of these statistics.



What works for girls over 16
•  More encouragement! 

•  Talk to the girls about apprenticeship 
opportunities as well as the university route

•  Money is important – talk to them about the 
financial benefits of a career in STEM

•  Tell them where they can look for further 
careers information (www.wes.org.uk/bigbang)

•  Don’t use the negative statistics about girls 
in STEM, but do tell them how many job 
opportunities are predicted in the future

•  Dispel the myth that they can’t have a great 
career as well as a family

DO YOUR HOMEWORK 
Before you come to the show, it’s important that you do some research:

•  Learn about the jobs that your female staff are doing, and bring along 
some female graduates, apprentices or sponsored students – these are 
your best advocates 

•  Brief all of your representatives about some key females doing interesting 
jobs, and include the fact that they travel, have hobbies, have children, 
‘have a life’

•  Inform yourself about the activities, careers advice and support networks 
that are available to girls who are thinking of choosing a career in STEM – 
see the full list at www.wes.org.uk/bigbang 

•  Prepare some postcards or stickers that your scouts can give out to girls, 
teachers and their carers/parents to encourage them to come to your 
stand – if they don’t make it to see you, at least they still have your card

•  Don’t forget the freebies – wrist bands, iPod skins, phone charms …  
anything that reminds them of who you are and what you can do for them

Try the compatibility test 
Ask the girls these simple questions to 
encourage them to see how their activities, 
interests and aspirations can translate into 
becoming STEM employees: 

Are you good at solving problems 
(Sudoku, puzzles, and so on)?

Do you like to ask why?

Are you creative?

Do you want to make the world a  
better place?

Do you like to know how things work?

Do you like working with others, finding 
solutions as part of a team?

Are you good at communicating?

Do you want to travel?

Do you want to earn good money?

YOU HAVE A GREAT FUTURE IN STEM!



Plan some activities
An activity on your stand can help to show the girls how their interests 
and skills are essential to careers in STEM. Here are some things to 
think about when you plan an activity:

Make the activity relevant – explain how it helps in everyday life

Make it topical (for example, relevant to sport, communications,  
saving the planet, feeding the world)

Make it fun, creative and interactive

Make it collaborative

Make sure it involves the opportunity for the girls  
to solve a problem

Make sure it allows the girls to succeed

AFTER THE SHOW
The fair is over for another year, BUT DON’T STOP. Here’s how you can 
maximise the impact you have on the girls who visit your stand:

• Organise a follow-up day to invite the girls you have met (and their teachers 
and carers/parents) to get to know you better. You’ll be able to engage 
with them more meaningfully on your own ‘patch’, building relationships 
that the girls can feel inspired to maintain

• Set up a link to the fair on your website specifically for the girls to access – 
through this you can ask the girls to sign up to receive further information 
or invitations to your open days, arrange visits to your workplace, and even 
download apps that can inspire them about what you’re doing

• Forge links with your local school, your old school, or schools nationally – 
send female speakers to talk at science seminars or careers fairs, help  
with STEM clubs, or join the board of governors

• Offer work experience or summer placements to girls who are at school 
and university so that they can see first hand how their skills can make a 
difference in your sector

• Engage with the general public to communicate the work that you do –  
this raises your profile in general, so that what you do becomes more 
widely understood by carers/parents, families, teachers, careers advisers 
and ultimately the girls themselves

• Use social media to share your story with young people – set up a fan 
page, a blog or a news feed

• Set up a competition or an app for the girls to access from your website –  
find ways to draw the girls back to you once they’ve left the stand

MAKE THE ACTIVITY 
FUN  AND ENSURE IT 
ALLOWS THE GIRLS  
TO SUCCEED



At the show 
The show is an opportunity to help girls believe in their identities as 
scientists, engineers, apprentices and technicians. When you’re talking 
to the girls, remember these simple tips:

KEEP IT POSITIVE
•  Make your messages positive ones – girls can drive change and influence 

the future across all STEM sectors

•  Be specific about wanting to encourage girls – tell them that you need 
them (we all like to feel needed)

•  Use creative analogies that draw parallels with interests other than those 
that are typically ‘boy-focused’

When girls come in 
groups, don’t ignore 
the quiet ones

Don’t use jargon or 
overly technical 

language 

KEEP IT REAL
•  Talk about the social, environmental or ethical implications of your work – 

girls are more stimulated by ‘real world’ connections, so spell out the links … 
green energy and transport, conservation, disease, world hunger, flooding, 
drought, technology that really makes a difference to how we live today 

•  Talk about real opportunities to move around in your business, so that the 
girls see that they won’t be stuck in a role that doesn’t suit them

•  Talk about travel, policies for flexible working, working in teams,  
and training opportunities

•  Talk about how your company values, promotes and encourages  
your female employees

AVOID
•  Jargon – it is off-putting to hear language we can’t engage with

•   Ranks of men greeting the girls – this rugby-scrum approach can look  
very intimidating

•  Comments that imply it is unusual or brave for a girl to be interested in 
engineering

•  Statistics, especially those that show women to be in the minority – we 
want to engage the girls because they bring a unique skill set to STEM 
industries, which in turn can offer them limitless opportunities to excel

•  Focusing only on the confident girls – when girls come in groups, don’t 
ignore the quiet ones 

•  Referring to a mixed group of students as ‘guys’ – instead, use ‘everyone’  
or ‘folks’, for example

DO
•  Ensure you have both male and female exhibitors on the stand (and that 

the women are not just from HR), as well as those from a range of ethnic 
and social backgrounds

•  Engage the carers/parents, especially the mums, too, but concentrate 
mostly on the students

•  When talking to groups of girls and boys, focus more on the girls  
(the boys won’t notice, but the girls will)

•  Mention where the girls can go from here to learn more about everything 
you’ve told them – your website or an open day, for example



Your company in a wider context –  
become the STEM employer of choice for women
Latest benchmarking trends from Business in the Community’s 
Opportunity Now and Race for Opportunity campaigns highlight factors 
present in companies that have been more successful in their recruitment 
and progression of women. Companies in the top quartile for women’s 
representation at all levels are more likely to:

•  Set targets for gender equality in the workforce

•  Make shortlists that have at least one woman

•  Provide those involved in recruitment with training on how to overcome 
unconscious bias and make the whole process inclusive

•  Offer flexible working

•  Have a transparent talent management and promotion process based on 
core competencies

•  Carry out equal pay audits

•  Have a specific gender strategy based on a strong business case, which  
is communicated to the workforce, supply chain and other stakeholders

•  Monitor progress in gender equality and take action as necessary 

Marketing material dos and don’ts
Next time you produce some marketing 
materials, use this checklist:

•  Choose your colours carefully – gender neutrals 
work best. Avoid predominantly dark colours and 
remember that girls don’t necessarily like pink

•  Use real women, not models

•  Avoid the hard hat or hi-viz stereotype unless 
this is the everyday attire for your workforce – 
show what’s normal

•  Don’t use jargon or overly technical language 

•  Don’t use language that shows a particular gender bias – make the 
messages inclusive

•  Show how your business is making a difference to the way we live

•  If you are serious about attracting women, avoid the over-use of the word 
‘engineering’ in your job ads – believe it or not, a job described without 
using ‘engineering’ will attract considerably more women candidates than 
the same job described using ‘engineering’

•  Get female feedback before you go to print with your marketing –  
this can help you to avoid obvious mistakes with your messagesD
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