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INTRODUCTION
Since Chwarae Teg was established in 1992, much 
progress has been made in the field of gender 
equality. Despite these efforts, gender inequality 
remains an issue in work and public life. Women are 
still underrepresented in STEM industries; women still 
earn less than men, and at current rates of progress, 
it will take 62 years to close the gender pay gap1.  
Our own recent research into Men’s Perceptions of 
Gender Equality showed that women are still seen as 
the primary carers, and women predominate in the 
available part-time and low-paid jobs.2 

Wales cannot afford this inequality. Research has 
suggested that gender equality can drive economic 
growth, with McKinsey and Co estimating that closing 
gender gaps could add £150bn to the UK’s GDP by 
2025.3 Tackling the barriers that women face and 
ensuring that young women are supported to enter 
and progress in successful careers must therefore 
be made a priority by government, educators and 
business. 

The nature of work and the skills required from the 
workforce are evolving, and many sectors forecast to 
grow are already reporting skills gaps. Many of these 
sectors also report an under-representation of women 

within their workforces. Public policy must react to this 
shift and prepare for the needs of the future, ensuring 
that young people are equipped with the knowledge, 
skills and experience to thrive. 

A number of studies suggest that millennials have 
different expectations and ambitions aspirations 
for their work compared with previous generations.  
According to Deloitte Millennial Survey 2017, 
millennials believe that flexible working arrangements 
support better productivity and staff engagement, 
while enhancing well-being health and happiness.4

This research aims to look into these expectations and 
ideas held by young people, and provides a snapshot 
of how young women in Wales are approaching 
their career development. It outlines young women’s 
priorities for work and preferred sectors, it highlights 
their concerns about the challenges they may face in 
achieving their goals and it raises questions about the 
support currently available to young women to help 
shape and guide their career choices. It also identifies 
a number of actions that will be required to overcome 
the challenges young women are facing to ensure that 
they can go on to thrive in the rewarding careers they 
aspire to. 

1 https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/close-gender-pay-gap
2Chwarae Teg Men’s Perceptions of Gender Equality Report: https://www.cteg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/MPoGE-Final-report-July-2018.pdf 
3McKinsey and Co report: https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-equality-in-the-united-kingdom 
4Deloitte Millennial Survey 2017: https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-deloitte-millennial-survey-2017-execu-
tive-summary.pdf 
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METHODOLOGY

An online survey incorporating open-ended questions 
was conducted with women aged 16-25, collating 
268 useable responses.  

For the purpose of analysis, survey responses were 
grouped into the following age categories:

16-18: 121 survey responses
19-21: 64 survey responses
22-25: 83 survey responses 

The majority of respondents were either studying or 
studying and working. 66% of respondents were 

based in South East Wales, 88% were white and 16% 
stated they had a disability. 

Although a significant effort was made to increase 
the participation of young women from different 
backgrounds and geographical settings, it was not 
possible to access a representative number of women 
for each demographic category. 

Five focus group meetings were organised across 
Wales to complement the survey findings and engage 
with young women from demographic groups we were 
unable to reach through the survey. 

The research employs a largely qualitative approach to answering the answer the following questions:

1 | Where do young women see themselves in 25 years? 

2 | What are their priorities in their career choices?

3 | What factors have an impact on their career choice?

4  | Do young women have a career development plan? 

5 | Do they have any support when making career choices? 

6 | What are the (potential) barriers that they experience in                                                                                                                                               
       achieving their career aspiration? 

7 | What needs to change? 
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Place of Focus 
Group

Date Number of 
participants

Age Group Total Discussion time

Swansea 09.03.2018 8 18-25 1:36:00
Denbigh 15.03.2018 8 16-18 00:52:53
Cardiff 21.03.2018 3 21-22 1:14:00
Prestatyn-Rhyl 12.04.2018 5 16-18 00:45:00
Cardiff 13.04.2018 2 28, 18 1:10:00

(1)
WHERE DO YOUNG WOMEN SEE THEMSELVES IN 25 YEARS?

“Stable job and family life and at my highest point in my career.”

WHERE DO YOU SEE YOURSELF IN THE NEXT 25 YEARS?

The vast majority of young women see themselves 
working in a secure and rewarding job in the future. 
While many also see themselves having a family our 
research suggests the out-dated and widely held view 
of women as carers first is not shared by young women 

themselves. 
Many young women would like to stay in Wales, but 
some feel that Wales has limited opportunities. Whether 
this is reality or just perception is not clear from our 
research, but it is clearly a concern for young women. 

“Settled in a demanding career that rewards me.”
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“Successful job, family, kids of my own, a happy comfortable life.” 

“Hopefully financially secure, enjoying my career.”

(2)
CHOICES OF YOUNG WOMEN 

“I think when you come out of education, you don’t really necessarily know what you want to do, 
you just go with what you’re passionate about at that time.”

The young women we spoke to favour typically feminised subjects and sectors, with a clear focus on being a 
professional. Those that do favour STEM sectors, tend to favour natural sciences including biology and medicine.

MOST INTERESTED TOPICS IN SCHOOL

The preferred sectors to work in among the survey 
participants were Arts, Entertainment and Creative 
Industries at 34% followed by Education and Training 
(including higher education) at 32% and Financial, 
Professional and Administrative Support sector at 

31.7%. The top three sectors that our respondents 
wished to work in can be categorised as traditionally 
feminised sectors (by which we mean sectors that have 
been traditionally dominated by women).
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DESIRED SECTOR TO WORK IN BY AGE GROUP

Occupational choices are seen to change with age, 
with what could be regarded as safer or more stable 
sectors such as the public sector and education being 
favoured as women get older. It is clear that career 

choices continue to shift over time, and are influenced 
by experiences as young women mature. This suggests a 
need for lifelong career advice and support.  
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Occupational choices are seen to change with age, 
with what could be regarded as safer or more stable 
sectors such as the public sector and education being 

favoured as women get older. This suggests a need for 
lifelong career advice and support.  

“I think sometimes when you come out of education, you don’t really necessarily know 
what you want to do, you just go with what you’re passionate about at that time.  So, I went 
with English because that was my biggest passion at the time, but then I think when you join 
university and you sort of start getting introduced into social problems are lot more, and you 
meet lots of different people from different backgrounds and you learn more things than you 
had previously in school.  I think then that determines more which path you want to go into.” 

(3)
PRIORITIES FOR WORK 

“I think career aspirations are just to stay employed.”

Money and finance are overwhelmingly the 
top priority for the majority of young women, 
with location of work, work-life balance and 
flexibility at work also rated as being important.                          

This demonstrates that young women see themselves 
as earners first and carers second, contrary to societal 
expectations and norms.

TOP PRIORITIES FOR WORK BY AGE

6



Young Women’s Career Aspirations 

Priorities do shift with age, with stability, location, job 
satisfaction and opportunities for career development 
becoming more important with age. Interestingly, 
family is listed as a higher priority by younger 
respondents. 

There is a clear desire among young women for 
a rewarding job that aligns with what they are 
passionate about and offers stability. It is important to 

note that in this case “stability” does not mean a steady 
job in one business or organisation. Young women 
almost expect to move between employers, but want a 
steady career path with financial stability. 

The challenge facing many of the young women we 
spoke to is their uncertainty about what career paths 
are open to them in the areas they are passionate 
about. 

(4)
FACTORS AFFECTING CAREER CHOICES OF YOUNG WOMEN

The majority of our respondents list social media, parents and peer groups as the key influencers on their career 
choices. Notably, careers advice services are among the lowest listed influencers.

FACTORS THAT IMPACT ON THE TOPICS OF STUDY AND/OR 
CAREER CHOICES 

There is some difference across age groups, with peer groups and careers service becoming more influential with 
age. 
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FACTORS AFFECTING CHOICE OF TOPICS OF STUDY AND/OR 
CAREER BY AGE

The reliance on informal sources of information 
and personal experience is an obvious concern, as 
this is likely to be limited and unlikely to challenge 
perceptions about the suitability of certain pathways. 

While schools were seen to have a limited impact 
on career choices, the role of individual teachers 
was clear, with a number of respondents noting 
the support and inspiration particular teachers 
had provided. The importance of the influence of 
individuals in this context is slightly concerning as 
this means support across the student population 
is unlikely to be consistent, and can come down to 
personal relationships

It is also important to note the influence of parents, 
which can be positive, but can also have a negative 
impact where gendered perceptions of particular 
careers and job roles held by parents can steer young 
women in a different direction. 

“Some parents don’t realise they’re limiting 
their daughters potential by assigning them 
a certain job because they’re a girl. This is 
especially true if they come from a traditional 
household where the woman usually does her 
‘stereotypical’ role.”

“I do think if our families didn’t push us to do it, 
we’d all fail. I think I’d fail. If my dad especially 
didn’t push me to do whatever, my school 
work. School didn’t help me. I would have 
failed 100%. I know that for sure.”
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(5)
BARRIERS AFFECTING CAREER CHOICES OF YOUNG WOMEN

67% of young women in our research see barriers 
to achieving their career goals, and worryingly this 
increases with age. 

Financial barriers were seen as the biggest issue 
by the majority of young women. Concerns about 
increasing debt and cost of living are serious worries, 
which can push young women to move into any 
form of employment after university, due to the 
unaffordability of further learning or work experience. 
The employment they go into may not utilise their full 
potential, and can lead young women away from 
their desired career path.

In overcoming this barrier, support from family was 
overwhelmingly listed as the main approach. This 
has clear implications for those from lower-income 
families or with less financial resource to fall back 
on - such as care leavers and other groups - and can 
place a great deal of financial strain on the families 
themselves. 

“P2: It is just so frustrating. There are so many 
barriers… It is the intersectionality of it… being a 
woman you face barriers, coming from a low-
income household… 

P6: More barriers…

P2: If you are stuck with potentially racist 
employers, another barrier. You don’t want to 
put that you are disabled on your form, another 
barrier. There are so many…

P1: It’s like layer and layer

P2: Exactly! A guy walks into a job, maybe he’s got 
2 or 3, we are already set up to fail just because 
we are women, with this glass ceiling we’ve 
got to break through to actually achieve bare 
minimum…”

BARRIERS TO ACHIEVE CAREER ASPIRATION BY AGE (TOP 7)
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Bright Worryingly, issues of sexism, racism and 
discrimination on the basis of disability are already 
a feature of young women’s lives and are seen 
as significant barriers to progression. There was a 
desire from many respondents to challenge such 
behaviour, with women’s networks and peer support 
cited as important factors to give young women the 
confidence to call out discrimination. 

The amount of sexist things I hear on the shop 
floor… I can't report it because they'll know it 
was me, because I'm the only girl there. I've 
heard my manager saying, actually he said 
to me, sat me down one day because I was 
crying as I've got mental health issues as well 
and he said (…) “anxiety didn't exist, people 
just got on with it”. (…) Then they were talking 
about women in a really derogatory way. 

Young women are concerned about the impact of 
starting a family on their career development. While 
they are also thinking about ways of overcoming this 
challenge, worryingly, very few listed sharing caring 
responsibilities wit¬h a partner as a solution. There is 
clearly much more work to do to normalise the idea 
of shared caring responsibilities. 

P4: You can't just have kids whenever you 
want, I feel like…

Collective: No

P1: It needs to be planned. 

P4: Because I'd love to have kids but I can't 

do it until I feel like I'm in a place where I'm 
secure enough that, making that decision 
doesn't ruin my whole life.

P5: You don't want it to impact the child as 
well, because if you don't have a career you 
don't want it affect them in a negative way. If 
you're trying to bring them up but also have 
a career, you are not with them, and all these 
factors can just damage your child really 
badly.

Concerns about qualifications, work-place skills and 
work experience were also voiced. There are examples 
of insufficient advice being given to young women 
about the subject requirements of particular pathways, 
leaving them with limited options when leaving 
secondary school. 

[At] GCSE level I was told we only needed a 
C in Maths to do teaching, I thought 'oh yeah, 
I'm set, I've got my career path' and then, as 
soon as I left for college, they were like 'oh 
no, actually you need B'. And I felt like, even 
though I contacted the college saying 'look 
I want to resit my Maths GCSE I need to do 
it', there is no time for me to do it. And I was 
completely hindered in that way as well. 

There was also a call for better provision of practical 
skills development and work-experience when at 
university to leave students better equipped for a 
move into employment, due to the emphasis placed on 
experience when entering the labour market. 
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(6)
CAREER ADVICE SERVICES

“They do not encourage you to seek your interests but tell you to go for careers that have “se-
curity”, they don’t look at strengths and weaknesses, where you would actually enjoy working, 
what suits you. They are very demotivating and not adaptable.”

Careers Advice Services (CAS) should be a 
vital element of the career planning of young 
women; however, the majority of our respondents 
have not used such services and have no career 
development plan. Those that do have a plan have 
predominantly been working on it alone. 

42% of those who are working on a career plan are 
doing so alone. 

Only 12% are making use of career services.

DO YOU HAVE A CAREER DEVELOPMENT PLAN? 

HAVE YOU USED OR ARE YOU CURRENTLY USING CAREERS 
ADVICE SERVICES?

Use of Careers Advice Services is higher among 
younger respondents. However, we know that the 
influence of CAS is greater among the older women 
in our sample, when the availability or accessibility 
of these services seems to become less common. 
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Bright USE OF CAREER ADVICE SERVICES BY AGE GROUP

Of those respondents who had used CAS, 76% had 
used their school’s career advice service, raising 
questions about the provision of careers support for 
older women, who are still making crucial decisions 
about which path to take. 

”They’re too focused on traditional roles 
and other jobs are often ignored. There’s not 
enough guidance on how to utilise the skills 
you have when making job applications. 
There’s not enough information given about 
alternative routes into careers other than 
university or information on non-traditional 
roles.” 

Young women are divided on the usefulness of CAS, 
with 54% saying that career advice services were 
useful, and many raised concerns about current 
provision. It is felt that CAS often take a traditional and 
gendered approach to careers advice; often favouring 
a university path over vocational options, lacking 
relevant information about the requirements of certain 
career paths,  and are impersonal and limited. 

In reality, career choices are dynamic and constantly 
being shaped by changing experiences and 
circumstances. At present, it seems that careers advice 
services are not able to respond to this and are having 
limited impact on the career choices of young women. 
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(7)
WOMEN IN SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, ENGINEERING AND 

MATHS (STEM)

Women remain under-represented in STEM roles. 
Despite significant focus on increasing the number of 
women pursuing STEM careers, the majority of our 
respondents appear to be favouring more traditionally 

feminised pathways. Furthermore, around half of our 
respondents knew women who have given up studying 
STEM, with most saying that this was due to the male 
dominated cultures in these areas. 

DO YOU KNOW ANY WOMEN WHO HAVE GIVEN UP STUDYING 
STEM SUBJECTS?

(…) More girls may go into engineering 
and they [the industry] may accept more 
girls, but it’s not really a nice environment to 
be in.  Sometimes, it can be quite a hostile 
environment because men don’t really think 
women deserve to be there, or they [women 
themselves] don’t really think they deserve to 
be there, they don’t feel like it’s something that 
they can go into.

THE REASONS FOR GIVING UP STUDYING/WORKING IN STEM 
SUBJECTS
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Bright Discussion revealed a nuanced view of this issue. 
While there was recognition of the need for work to 
improve the number of women in STEM, including 
increased and more visible role models and greater 
support to highlight the career paths available in 
STEM, there was also frustration at the apparent 
lack of support for those following different paths.  
Some felt that those not pursuing STEM pathways 
were forgotten about. 

I feel like there’s been such a push for girls 

to do stem subjects that I’m looked down upon for 
choosing traditionally feminine subjects like arts 
and languages.

Young women expressed that they want support to find 
more varied careers in arts and humanities.  This demon-
strates that while attracting more women into STEM, suita-
ble career paths in other sectors also need to be promoted 
to ensure that we are maximising young women’s potential 
in all areas.
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(8)
STEREOTYPING

Young women overwhelmingly see stereotyping as 
affecting women’s career choices, with many stating 
that it affects women’s confidence and freedom of 

expression. There was also a clear consensus that 
stereotypes are harmful for young men, therefore it is 
in everyone’s interests to address them.

GENDER STEREOTYPING AFFECTS WOMEN’S CAREER CHOICES

“…gender stereotypes don’t just affect 
women - it affects men too, I have plenty of 
male friends who feel they couldn’t apply for 
certain jobs because they are ‘soft’ etc.”

THE WAY GENDER STEREOTYPING AFFECTS WOMEN’S CAREER 
CHOICES  
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Bright Worryingly, a number of young women recounted 
experiences where stereotypical ideas about 
women and unconscious bias became overt sexism 
and discrimination. This is not just an issue they are 
concerned will affect their careers, it’s part of their 
daily experience.

It is crucial that we act to tackle stereotyping early on, 
in particular for those in teaching positions or working 
in careers advice roles, as not only can stereotypes 
limit the confidence and aspirations of young women, 
but there is a very narrow line between stereotyping 
and sexism, which many of the young women we 

spoke to had experienced.

“…when I go to meetings and stuff, men speak over me. I 
often see a lot of my male counter parts being taken more 
seriously than me, and that really concerns me because 
I’m not the type of person who can hide who I am. I’m very 
feminine and I’m very like girly, for example, and I think 
there is a real lack of respect for that kind of person which 
really concerns me. (…) that’s my big concern, being taken 
seriously as a woman… in the business slash political world 
that I’m kind of veering into”
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(9)
WHAT CHANGE DO YOUNG WOMEN WANT TO SEE?

Young women are concerned about the challenges that could affect their careers but they also offer a variety of 
solutions that could address these issues. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FROM YOUNG WOMEN BY AGE

There is a clear call for change and improvement to 
careers advice services. Young women are calling for 
more accessible, tailored, continuous careers support 

and advice, which introduces a wide range of 
career options to them and looks beyond traditional, 
gendered pathways. 
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Bright Start earlier on in schools for girls who are both 
academic and non-academic. Encourage girls and 
young women to work in politics and economics for 
better reflection of the population. Encourage young 
women to study science and maths based degrees 
and gain careers in these topics. Encourage young 
women and girls who want to do male-dominated 
jobs like building and plumbing or military jobs.

There is a need for better provision of work 
experience opportunities and a focus on developing 
soft-skills so young women feel better equipped to 
move into employment following education. 

There is a desire for more support mechanisms, 
including women’s networks to help boost confidence 
and support young women to speak out against 
discrimination, sexism and racism. 

Illustrate that no matter what background you’re 
from, wealthy or not, your dreams are possible. All 
you need is some confidence and encouraging 
people to step out of their comfort zone and ‘norms’ 
and do what makes them happy.

There is a need for continued efforts to tackle gender 
stereotypes, including more relatable role models, 

mentoring and leadership programmes. 

We should encourage successful women to speak out 
more about their field of work, why they enjoy their 
job/s and how they arrived at their current place, 
whilst hosting seminars for girls to freely explore careers 
options without unsupportive male peers who seek to 
discourage them. Likewise, we should do this for young 
boys to destigmatise certain lines of work such as 
cosmetics, therapy, stay-at-home parenting, cleaning, 
etc.

There are calls for better support for working parents, 
including more affordable childcare and better support 
for those who want to share caring responsibilities. 

Paternity leave is extremely important because it takes 
the pressure off women to choose between a family and 
a career. There should be family leave shared between 
the parents and joint parental leave for the couple.

There is a need for better support for women working 
in male-dominated sectors. Finally, there are calls for 
better financial support so that young women can take 
up work experience, internship and apprenticeship 
opportunities to explore their career options and build 
their skills.  
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CONCLUSION
Young women ultimately want to secure a decent and rewarding career that allows them to work in an area that 
they are passionate about. While they are ambitious about what they want to achieve, many are uncertain about 
how to achieve their goals and anticipate a number of barriers that could hinder them. 

They are acutely aware of the impact gender stereotypes and sexism can have on women’s career progression 
and many are already experiencing either overt sexism or unconscious bias as part of their day-to-day lives. 

Crucially, young women do not appear to be getting the support they want or need from formal career advice 
services. Those that are working on career plans are predominantly doing so on their own, or with the support of 
parents, and those who have utilised career advice services have not received the tailored advice they feel they 
need. 

There is a clear need for change to our careers education and support, our workplaces and our society to ensure 
that young women in Wales can look forward to a bright future and are able to fulfil their potential. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1 | Improve the availability, accessibility and relevance of careers advice, including face-to-face support and 
support for those who have completed KS4 and compulsory education. This should also consider how young 
people access careers advice, such as the influence of social media. 

2 | Ensure that careers advice services, both online and face-to-face, effectively challenge stereotypes and 
provide information about a broad range of careers and career paths in all sectors. This must include more 
information and support for those who would prefer vocational routes. 

3 | Provide training for all individuals involved in the delivery of careers advice and education, including 
professional careers staff, staff in schools, colleges and universities with responsibility for careers education and 
employer representatives,  to ensure they can deliver advice and support that challenges stereotypes. 

4 | Embed gender equality into ongoing educational reforms to support a whole-school approach to gender 
equality and inclusivity. Gender equality should be addressed across the whole curriculum, not merely the health 
and well-being Areas of Learning Experience (AoLEs) and opportunities to educate and challenge stereotypes 
through the new Sex and Relationship Education (SRE) curriculum should be maximised at every opportunity.  

5 | Improve the visibility of women, particularly those in non-traditional roles. Media, broadcasters, politicians 
and other prominent individuals and organisations should take a stand against all-male panels and pro-actively 
seek new and diverse expert voices. 

6 | Employers should ensure that all staff involved in recruitment and management receive effective training 
around unconscious bias and sexism to drive culture change and challenge stereotypes in Welsh workplaces. 
 
7 | Improve the availability of affordable childcare. The new childcare offer in Wales should be closely 
monitored and if necessary, changes made to ensure that the system effectively supports parents to work, as well 
as delivers high quality early years education.

8 | The UK Government should evaluate Shared Parental Leave and make necessary changes to address the 
documented financial barriers that are keeping take-up low. 

9 | Employers should actively promote Shared Parental Leave to their staff and ensure that workplace policies 
related to maternity, paternity and Shared Parental Leave, do not create barriers to those who may wish to share 
caring responsibilities.
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