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Young Women’s Career Aspirations in Wales 

 

1. 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 gap.1 Our own recent research into Men’s 
Perceptions of Gender Equality2 showed that women are still seen as the primary carers, and women 
predominate in the available part-time and low-paid jobs.  
 
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   
 
In its 25th year, Chwarae Teg carried out research to map out the future of the Welsh labour market 
and women’s career paths within it. This research has explored where young women (aged 16 to 25) 
see themselves in the next 25 years, and what their career aspirations are. The main aim of the 
research was to analyse young women’s experiences in the infancy of their careers, explore the 
barriers that they face and how to overcome them, and to look at their future expectations 
regarding their careers.   

                                                           
1 https://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/close-gender-pay-gap  
2 Chwarae Teg (2018) Men’s Perception of Gender Equality. https://www.cteg.org.uk/mensperception/  
Accessed: August 2018.  
3 McKinsey Global Institute (2016) The power of parity: Advancing women’s equality in the United Kingdom. 
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-
equality-in-the-united-kingdom Accessed: August 2018.  
4 Deloitte (2017) The 2017 Deloitte Millennial Survey. Apprehensive millennials: seeking stability and 
opportunities in an uncertain world. 
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/gx-deloitte-millennial-
survey-2017-executive-summary.pdf Accessed: August 2018.   
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The research looks 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.  
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2. Women at Work and Factors Affecting Women’s Career Choices  
 
Significant progress has been made towards women playing a full and equal role in the Welsh 
economy and in society as a whole, but gender inequality persists. Women continue to end up in low 
paid, part-time roles, are notably absent from leadership positions throughout the labour market 
and wider society and are less likely to be working in certain sectors, such as engineering and 
manufacturing. Furthermore, the fact that women more often than not are the primary carers in a 
household continues to drastically affect their participation in the economy, how their career path 
develops and their earning potential.  
 
In this section, women’s participation in the Welsh economy, current features of women’s 
(self)employment and the policy framework in Wales will be briefly explored. The second part of the 
section will focus on factors affecting women’s career choices and the third part of the section will 
look at the future of work and the skills required by the labour market. Finally, the conclusion will 
examine the literature surrounding these issues.  
 

2.1. Women at Work in Wales  
 

Economic activity rates of women  
 
The economic activity rate for women in Wales falls behind that of men at 72.4% compared with 
79.6%.5 Women are also more likely to be economically inactive at a rate of 27.6% compared to 

20.4% for men.6  When examining the reasons for economic inactivity,28.6% of economically 
inactive women state that  they are looking after their family/ home compared to just 6.7% of 
economically inactive men.7    
 
The tables below show the economic activity, inactivity and unemployment levels by gender and age 
groups 16-24 and 25-49 in Wales. The data was broken down into four economic geographical 
regions namely: North Wales, Mid Wales, South West Wales and South East Wales.8  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 ONS, Annual Population Survey, 2017. Accessed via Nomis July 2018 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 North Wales economic area comprises six local authorities: Isle of Anglesey, Gwynedd, Conwy, Denbighshire, 
Flintshire, Wrexham; Mid Wales economic area comprises two local authorities: Powys and Ceredigion; South 
West Wales economic area comprises four local authorities: Pembrokeshire, Carmarthenshire, Swansea, Neath 
Port Talbot; South East Wales economic comprises ten local authorities: Bridgend, The Vale of Glamorgan, 
Cardiff, Rhondda Cynon Taff, Merthyr Tydfil, Caerphilly, Blaenau Gwent, Torfaen, Monmouthshire, Newport. 
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Table: Economic activity in Wales by gender and age9 

  Aged 16-24 Aged 25-49 

  Females  Males Total 
% of 
females Females  Males Total 

% of 
females 

United Kingdom  2088303 2261712 4350015 48% 8816024 9989878 18805902 47% 

Wales 104426 115924 220350 47% 383628 418549 802177 48% 

North Wales 21408 23192 44600 48% 84942 90999 175941 48% 

Mid Wales  7683 8062 15745 49% 22603 23505 46108 49% 

South West Wales  19002 24437 43439 44% 80566 89851 170417 47% 

South East Wales  56333 60233 116566 48% 195517 214194 409711 48% 
  
The economic activity rate of women aged 16-24 falls behind that of men at 47% compared to 53% 
of men in this age group. Similarly economically active women aged 25-49 are just under 50% of the 
economically active people in this age group. Overall, in both age groups, the numbers of women 
and men economically active in Wales are close to each other.  
 
The figures also show that there are some economical differences. South West Wales has the lowest 
rate of economically active women in both age groups. Furthermore, the geographical spread also 
demonstrates that North Wales and South East Wales, the industrial regions of Wales, contain the 
highest population of young people who are economically active.   
 
Table: Economic inactivity in Wales by gender and age- excluding students10 

  Aged 16-24 Aged 25-49 

  
Females  Males Total 

% of 
females Females  Males Total 

% of 
females 

United Kingdom  387674 288074 675748 57% 1995461 698631 2694092 74% 
Wales 20003 12546 32549 61% 83594 42174 125768 66% 

North Wales 3738 2994 6732 56% 14180 7866 22046 64% 
Mid Wales  1212 744 1956 62% 2862 2214 5076 56% 

South West Wales  5545 2536 8081 69% 20625 10223 30848 67% 
South East Wales  9508 6272 15780 60% 45927 21871 67798 68% 

 
The table above demonstrates significant differences in the economic inactivity rates of young men 
and women. The economic inactivity rates for women in the two age groups are 61% and 66% 
compared to 39% and 34% for men respectively. The economic inactivity rate of women increases in 
Mid- and South West Wales in the 16-24 age group, whereas it increases in South East Wales and 
South West Wales in the 25-49 age group. The older age group is more likely to have family and 
caring responsibilities, which might account for the increase in the rate of economic inactivity among 
women. Research by The Young Women’s Trust in 2016 shows that there is a strong relationship 
between economic inactivity and caring; 61% of young women (aged 16-30) who are economically 
inactive stated the reason was that they were looking after their home and family.11   

                                                           
9 Retrieved from Stats Wales, year ending 31 March 2018. https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Business-
Economy-and-Labour-Market/People-and-Work/Economic-
Inactivity/economicinactivityratesexcludingstudents-by-welshlocalarea-year. Accessed: July 2018 
10 Ibid.  
11 Young Women’s Trust (2016) Work It Out 
https://www.youngwomenstrust.org/assets/0000/5113/Work_It_Out_Final_112016.pdf Accessed: July 2018.  
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Table: Unemployment level in Wales by gender and age12  

  Aged 16-24 Aged 25-49 

  Females  Males Total 
% of 
females Females  Males Total 

% of 
females 

United Kingdom  223140 295774 518914 43% 303201 307729 610930 50% 

Wales 14981 14848 29829 50% 15219 13896 29115 52% 

North Wales 2419 2429 4848 50% 2745 2191 4936 56% 

Mid Wales  1094 785 1879 58% * * 0 * 

South West Wales  2962 3520 6482 46% 2787 2762 5549 50% 

South East Wales  8506 8114 16620 51% 9363 8428 17791 53% 
 
The unemployment rates among men and women in the two age groups show similarities, however, 
geographical differences occur amongst women and men. Mid Wales has the highest amount of 
young women unemployed in these age groups, whereas South West Wales has the lowest. In 
comparison to the previous tables, South West Wales has the lowest rate of economically active 
women, the highest rate of economically inactive women and lowest rate of unemployed women in 
both age groups. The reasons for these rates requires further investigation on topics such as sectoral 
structures, working patterns, available jobs in this area and availability of caring facilities.  
 
Overall, it is seen that, in both age groups, men and women are equally economically active; yet, 
women are more likely to be economically inactive and unemployed compared to men in the 
selected age groups. Across both age groups, women are more likely to be economically inactive or 
unemployed, a state that increases with age. This may correlate with increasing family 
responsibilities and barriers in returning to work.  
 

Women at work 
 
The average hourly rate for full-time work in Wales is £12.52 compared to £8.80 for part-time 
work.13  Women dominate in part-time jobs, holding around 80% of all part-time jobs in Wales and 
working on average 32.5 hours per week compared to 37.5 for men. 14  
 
Part-time work is one of the key areas to investigate when exploring gendered working patterns and 
inequality in the workplace.  Three quarters (75%) of all part-time work taken up by women resides 
in administration, personal service, sales and elementary occupations which are mostly ‘typically 
female occupations’.15 It is rare to find quality part-time work in male-dominated sectors such as 
engineering and in senior positions. As the Women Adding Value to the Economy (WAVE) report 

                                                           
12 Retrieved from Stats Wales, op. cit.  
13 Median hourly earnings excluding overtime for all workforce. For women in the workforce, hourly rate of 
full-time work is £12.08 and part-time work is £9.00. ONS Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings Workplace 
Analysis Provisional Results (2017) Accessed via Nomis July 2018  
14 WAVE (2014) Working Patterns in Wales: Gender, Occupations and Pay, Parken, A., Pocher, E. and Davies, R.; 
and ONS Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings Workplace Analysis Provisional Results 2017 op. cit. 
15 WAVE (2014) Working Patterns in Wales: Gender, Occupations and Pay, op. cit. ‘Typically female 
occupations’ can be also identified as ‘traditional roles’ that women work and dominate the workforce. While 
occupations such as administrational roles and sales are seen as typically female occupations, occupations in 
STEM areas, such as engineering are identified as non-traditional roles,  
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underlines, ‘typically female occupations’ such as administration, personal services etc. offer at least 
40% of work contracted on a part-time basis, which creates complex questions if defining part-time 
working as a ‘choice’. As long as part-time work continues to be ‘gendered’ and women are pushed 
towards working part-time instead of full-time with better flexible working patterns, career 
progression opportunities for women in Wales remain limited.  
 

Women in industry and senior roles   
 
Women are under-represented in certain sectors which are often those offering higher wages, 
better progression and those receiving additional investment. There is also a notable under-
representation of women in senior roles, with just 6% of the top 100 businesses in Wales being led 
by a female CEO.16  
 
The table below shows the workforce rates by sector and gender. It shows that women are in the 
majority or a gender balance only exists in traditional, typically female sectors such as wholesale and 
retail trade, hospitality and food service activities, art, entertainment and recreation. Women 
dominate public administration, education and health sectors whereas they are notably missing in 
construction, energy and water, transport and communication (ICT), and manufacturing sectors. 
These figures show that women are considerably underrepresented in STEM areas and sectors. 
 
Table: Workforce by sector and gender17  

 Wales UK 

Sectors (SIC 2007) Females  Total  % of 
females 

Females  Total  % of 
females 

A: agriculture and fishing 8,700 33,500 26.0% 94,600 337,900 28.0% 

B,D,E: energy and water 5,700 28,600 19.9% 104,500 552,000 18.9% 

C: manufacturing  35,300 152,000 23.2% 729,400 2,891,300 25.2% 

F: construction 10,700 99,900 10.7% 295,800 2,317,200 12.8% 

G,I: distribution, hotels and 
restaurants 

145,100 285,000 50.9% 2,903,700 5,970,800 48.6% 

H,J: transport and 
communications 

20,300 90,300 22.5% 698,600 2,863,100 24.4% 

K-N: banking, finance and 
insurance 

74,700 176,700 42.3% 2,474,700 5,511,600 44.9% 

O-Q: public admin. education 
and health 

333,500 479,900 69.5% 6,617,200 9,416,400 70.3% 

R-U: other services  40,600 79,900 50.8% 1,002,000 1,888,200 53.1% 

Total  674,600 1,425,800 47.3% 14,920,500 31,748,500  47.0% 

 
The report Talented Women for a Successful Wales18 investigating women in STEM areas in Wales 
underlines that even though there are big skill shortages in STEM occupations in the UK, every year, 

                                                           
16 EHRC (2017) Who Runs Wales. https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publication-download/who-runs-
wales-2017 (Access: July 2018).  
17 Retrieved from ONS, Annual Population Survey April 2017- March 2018 via NOMIS. 
https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/query/construct/summary.asp?menuopt=200&subcomp= Accessed: July 2018.  
18 Welsh Government (2016) Talented Women for a Successful Wales: a report on the education; recruitment; 
retention and promotion of women in STEM- related study and careers. 
https://gov.wales/docs/det/report/160308-women-in-science-en.pdf Accessed: July 2018.  
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thousands of women who could be scientists and engineers go into alternative careers. Reasons for 
this re-routing included: “gender stereotypes, lack of female role models, the absence of flexible 
working opportunities and assisted paths to return from career breaks and a lack of focused, 
engaging information and advice about career options”. 19 The uptake of STEM subjects in Welsh 
Universities also shows the gendered structure of the STEM landscape; only 12% of engineering and 
technology students are women, whilst they make up 84% of the medicine-related subjects.20 The 
report highlights that even though girls generally enjoy STEM lessons in school, very few aspire to 
work as STEM professionals. 
 
There is clear sector-based segregation in Wales, with documented barriers for women looking to 
enter male-dominated sectors. This segregation results in limited opportunities and career 
progression for women.  
 
The table below shows the workforce by occupation and gender in Wales and in the UK. Wales is 
ahead of the UK average in the representation of women in senior, managerial roles at 40%. Women 
account for 81.3% of those working in caring, leisure and service occupations and 73.4% of those 
working in administrative and secretarial occupations; this accounts for 17% and 16% of the total 
female workforce in Wales respectively. Women are noticeably absent from skilled trade 
occupations, which report the biggest skills gap in Wales.  
 
Table: Workforce by occupation and gender21 

 Wales UK 

Occupations (SOC 2010) Females  Total  % of 
females 

Females  Total  % of 
females 

1: managers, directors and 
senior officials 

53,500 134,000 39.9% 1,196,600 3,443,100 34.8% 

2: professional occupations  136,100 258,300 52.7% 3,247,600 6,470,100 50.2% 

3: associate prof & tech 
occupations 

80,600 188,200 42.8% 2,034,100 4,613,200 44.1% 

4: administrative and 
secretarial occupations 

111,300 151,600 73.4% 2,475,000 3,298,700 75.0% 

5: skilled trades occupations  18,400 168,900 10.9% 313,900 3,298,600 9.5% 

6: caring, leisure and other 
service occupations  

114,200 140,500 81.3% 2,365,500 2,895,600 81.7% 

7: sales and customer service 
occupations  

75,200 119,100 63.1% 1,515,400 2,446,700 61.9% 

8: process, plant and machine 
operatives 

13,000 106,700 12.2% 238,300 2,044,100 11.7% 

9: elementary occupations 74,100 163,000 45.5% 1,596,000 3,370,900 47.3% 

Total 676,400 1,430,300  47.2% 14,982,400 31,881,000  46.9% 

 
The figures shows that only 8% of economically active women are self-employed in Wales. Women 
make up 32% of all self-employed people in Wales. Similar sectoral segregation is seen as with 
employed women with 26% of women-owned businesses being in Tourism (hotel, restaurants, food 
and drink), 21% in other services including social work and household facilities and 20.5% in public 

                                                           
19 Ibid. p. 7.  
20 Ibid. p.8 
21 ONS, Annual Population Survey op. cit.  



 

8 
 

administration, health education sectors.22 According to HMRC 2015-16 figures, the average income 
of a self-employed woman in Wales is £13,971 lagging behind the average income of self-employed 
men which stands at £17,234 and behind the average income of employed women, which stands at 
£21,682.23 Wales has the lowest rates of self-employment earnings compared to the rest of the UK’s 
nations and regions.24 
 
Table: Self-employment in Wales25  

  Women Men Total 
Economic activity rate - Aged 16-64 692,400 758,800 1,451,200 
Self employment level - Aged 16-64  58,400 125,700 184,100 
% of self-employment by gender 32% 68%  100% 

  
Women do not take up self-employment lightly due to various reasons such as financial insecurity, 
low-income and a lack of basic employment rights such as parental leave and sick leave. These 
figures also show that the barriers to women in self-employment persist.  
 

Gender Pay Gap 
 
The uneven distribution of jobs across sectors and working hours between men and women result in 
gender pay disparities and the gender pay gap.   
 
In Wales, the gender pay gap (GPG) stands at 14.8% for all workers, rising to as much as 28% in some 
areas of Wales.26 The table below shows the GPG and annual variations.  
 

Table: Gender Pay Gap All workers in Wales 2012-201727  
Based on Median Hourly earnings 
  GPG Male  Female  

2012 17.0% £11.15 £9.25 
2013 16.7% £11.63 £9.69 
2014 16.0% £11.63 £9.77 
2015 14.9% £11.63 £9.90 
2016 16.1% £12.19 £10.23 
2017 14.8% £12.19 £10.38 

 
In the sectors in which women are notably underrepresented, the GPG increases. For example, the  
gender pay gap in the Manufacturing sector in Wales is 30% and in ICT it is 28%.28  
 

                                                           
22 WAVE (2016) Changing the Conversation: Research Analysis of Longitudinal Data on Patterns (Qualitative), 
Practice and Experience (Qualitative) of Women’s Self-Employment in Wales 
23 HMRC National Statistics, 2015-16, Income and tax by gender, region and country. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/income-and-tax-by-gender-region-and-country-2010-to-2011 
Accessed: September 2018.  
24 Ibid.  Average earnings of self-employed females’ stand £17,569 in the UK, £17,473 in England, £18,500 in 
Scotland and £14,208 in Northern Ireland.   
25 ONS, Annual Population Survey. op. cit.  
26 ONS, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings Accessed via NOMIS. Accessed: January 2018 
27 Ibid.  
28 Welsh Government Priority Sector Statistics, 2017.  Accessed: September 2017.  
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Skill-shortage in Wales and Future of Work  
 
In 2015, an Employer Skill Survey was conducted in Wales to understand the skill-shortage in 
Wales.29 According to this report, 6% of employers in Wales had at least one vacancy attributed to a 
lack of skilled or qualified people (skill-shortage vacancy), which is 4% higher than the previous 
evaluation held in 2013. By occupation, skilled trades30 have the highest rank in terms of a skills’ gap 
at 43% (1700 vacancies), which is followed by machine operators at 40% (1100 vacancies). These 
occupations are followed by the caring, leisure et al. category at 30% (1500 vacancies). The skill-
shortage in managerial occupations is 15% (200 vacancies) and 26% (1300 vacancies) in the 
professional occupations.31 These figures shows that the biggest skill-shortage is in male-dominated 
occupations.   
 
A similar pattern is seen in the sectoral breakdown, with the construction industry reporting the 
greatest density of skill-shortage vacancies at 40%, followed by transport and ICT at 39%. However, 
it’s important to note that a number of female-dominated sectors also report skill-shortage 
vacancies; wholesale and retail reports a 23% density and health and social work reports at 22% 
density. Strategies for the future labour market must therefore also consider how improvements can 
be made to the quality of work and progression opportunities in these more foundational sectors.  
 
The report also highlights some non-skills-related reasons for the skill gap in Wales. Employers state 
that there are not enough people interested in doing the type of work on offer (24%), low numbers 
of applicants (19%), low numbers of applicants with the required attitude/motivation (10%), poor 
terms and conditions (e.g. pay) offered (10%), job entails shift work/unsociable hours (9%) and 
remote location/poor public transport (8%). The report highlights that soft-skills are also lacking 
amongst applicants, such as time management skills, management and leadership skills, and sales 
and customer service skills. In addition to this, employers highlighted the lack of Welsh language 
skills (15%).32  
 
Employment in Wales is projected to grow by 3.8 per cent between 2014 and 2024, resulting in 
54,000 more people being in employment in 2024 compared to 2014.33  The sector with the largest 
projected increase in employment is wholesale and retail trade, with finance and insurance, water 
and sewerage and professional services likely to see the largest increase on a proportional basis, 
meaning the increase in employment will be highest compared to the current rates of employment 
in the sectors.34    

                                                           
29 Employer Skills Survey 2015: Wales Report. Welsh Government Social Research. 
https://gov.wales/docs/caecd/research/2016/160823-employer-skills-survey-2015-wales-report-en.pdf 
Accessed: May 2018.  
30 Skilled trade jobs include builders, plumbers, mechanics, carpenters etc.  
31 Employer Skills Survey 2015: Wales Report. op. cit. p.34.  
32 Ibid. p.26-7.  
33 Skills Gateway Labour Market Intelligence Working Futures 2014-2024 Summary paper for Wales  
34 Ibid. 
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It is also projected that there will be a large, expansion-based employment increase for higher skilled 
occupations in the managerial, professional and associate, professional and technical groups.35 By 
2024, this group is projected to account for 40.5% of employment compared to 30.1% in 1994.36  
 
It is likely that the qualification level of those in employment will increase. By 2024, it is suggested 
that over half of those in employment in Wales will hold qualifications at level 4 or above. Currently 
45.3% of females in employment are qualified at NVQ Level 4 or above compared to 36.4% of 
employed males.37    
 
 

2.2. Factors affecting women’s career choices and aspirations  
 
Career choices and aspirations of girls and young women are affected by a range of factors the most 
notable of which are:  

 Gender stereotypes 
 Parents’ attitudes and expectations 
 Social background and financial constraints 
 Education settings and teachers 
 Peer groups 
 Social and conventional media 
 Gendered occupational landscape.  

 
In this section, we discuss the factors affecting young women’s career choices, focussing on three 
areas: Gender stereotyping and traditional roles, confidence and career advice services.  
 

Gender stereotyping and traditional roles  
 
The recent Girls’ Attitudes Survey, produced by Girlguiding UK, underlines that “girls encounter 
stereotyping across their lives – at school, in the media and in advertising, in the real and the virtual 
world, from their peers, teachers and families.”38 55% of girls aged 7–21 taking part in the survey said 
that gender stereotypes affected their ability to say what they thought. Yet, the research also shows 
that girls are aware of stereotyping and with support and encouragement, they are confident to 
challenge it. 32% of the girls and young women aged 11-21 said that they feel more determined to 
succeed if they come across gender stereotyping; however, 27% feel angry, and worryingly, 23%  less 
confident. In addition to this, 19% feel anxious about their future, and 16% feel under pressure to 
conform to gender stereotypes.39   
 
The Girls’ Attitudes Survey results also show that gender stereotyping affects girls and young 
women’s perception of careers and subject choice. While science topics (except biology), physical 

                                                           
35 Ibid 
36 ONS Annual Population Survey Dec 2017. Op. cit. Accessed July 2018.   
37 ibid.   
38 Girlguiding (2017) Girls’ Attitude Survey. https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-
resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2017.pdf Accessed July 2018, p. 4 
39 Ibid. p. 5.  
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education, computing, economics and politics are seen by the survey participants to be more for 
boys, art and design, music, drama and English are perceived  as overwhelmingly more for girls. A 
young woman aged 17-21 explained the reasons for this as follows: “A girl being enthusiastic about 
physics or chemistry is classed as a ‘tomboy’ or a boy showing enthusiasm in art would cause other 
boys to make fun of him.”40 It is evident that gender stereotyping affects the perception of suitability 
of subjects and careers for both gender.  
 
Recent research entitled Drawing the Future underlines that the perceptions of children about 
certain jobs and careers are formed and cemented in their early years, and their perceptions are 
more often than not based on gender stereotypes, socio-economic backgrounds, who they know, 
and media.41 The research carried out with 13,000 UK primary school children aged 7-11, claims that 
children’s career aspirations only marginally differ from age 7 to age 17. The research shows that 
gender stereotyping affects the career choices of girls and boys; over four times the number of boys 
wanted to become engineers (civil, mechanical, electrical) compared to girls and nearly double the 
number of boys wanted to become scientists compared to girls. Interestingly however, two and half 
times the number of girls wanted to become doctors compared to boys, and nearly four times the 
number of girls want to become vets compared to boys.42  
 
Gender stereotypes can also be affected by socio-economic background. For example, the research 
found that   

…certain creative professions with very high barriers to entry are more popular to 
boys in less deprived schools, such as being a singer/musician, actor/actress and 
author. Among girls, architects, engineers and vets are more popular in less deprived 
schools, whereas hairdresser, nurse, retail sales assistant and beauty therapist are 
more popular in the more deprived schools.43  

 
Drawing the Future also highlights that children hear about career options from people who they 
know and in particular those in their family circle, and from the media, further demonstrating the 
importance of these influences on the formation of career choices from a very early age.  
 
Undoubtedly, one of the career areas where gender stereotyping is most prevalent is in STEM 
subjects and sectors. In their research, Dasgupta and Stout explored the impact of gender 
stereotypes and roles in different stages of women’s career progression in STEM areas.44 They found 
that: 

                                                           
40 Ibid. p. 12.  
41 Education and Employment (2018), Drawing the Future: Exploring the career aspirations of primary school 
children from around the world. Authors: Chambers, N., Kashefpakdel, E.T., Rehill J., Percy, C.. Report prepared 
in partnership with Tes, UCL, Institute of Education (IOE), the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) 
and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development Education and Skills(OECD). 
https://www.educationandemployers.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/DrawingTheFuture.pdf Accessed: July 
2018.  
42 Ibid. p. iv.  
43 Ibid. p. v. 
44 Dasgupta, N. and Stout, G. (2014) Girls and Women in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics: 
STEMing the Tide and Broadening Participation in STEM Careers, Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain 
Sciences Vol.I (I) p.21-29. 
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 In childhood and adolescence, masculine stereotypes about STEM, parents’ 
expectations of daughters, peer norms, and lack of fit with personal goals 
make girls move away from STEM fields 

 In emerging adulthood, feeling like a misfit in STEM classes, being vastly 
outnumbered by male peers, and lacking female role models make women 
avoid STEM majors or leave prematurely 

 In early to mid-adulthood, subtle gender bias in hiring and promotion, biased 
evaluation of scientific work, non-inclusive department climate, juggling 
work–family responsibilities, and difficulty returning after a family-related 
pause undermine the retention of women in STEM. 

They suggests a series of evidence-based recommendations such as interactive education about 
STEM topics, access to role models and mentors, supporting personal and career development in 
these areas and achieving work-life balance to overcome the obstacles that women face in going 
into the STEM topics and professions. These suggestions can be applied to other career areas in 
supporting women to achieve their full potential.  
 
Another important issue related to stereotypes, is the continued perception of women as carers. 
This perception results in women more commonly taking on a primary caring role and expectations 
that women will waive their career progression to manage family commitments. In their research, 
Papafilippou and Bentley underlines that “women’s choices in the labour market, occupational 
destinations and career trajectories are not entirely unconstrained.”45 Women make decisions about 
their career progression and work with regards to their family and life, which causes considerable 
fluctuations in the work and career orientations. O’Neil and Bilimoria (2005, quoated by Papafilippou 
and Bentley) called the new career patterns that women set for themselves due to their family 
commitment as “emergent” since “their career changes could be characterised as more reactive than 
proactive, with interruptions to accommodate other, often non-negotiable, aspects of their lives, 
such as domestic labour and childcare”.46 Therefore, due to their emerging and changing family 
responsibilities, women make career decisions many times during the course of their working life.  
 
The issue of care is seen to have an influence over young women’s career choices, but there is a 
growing desire among them to share family responsibilities with partners. The Girls’ Attitude Survey 
found that 84% of girls aged 11-21 expect equal opportunities with men at work in the future and 
think childcare should be shared equally between parents.47 
 

Confidence  
 
Lack of confidence and low self-esteem are identified as factors that affect women’s career 
progression in every aspect of working life and there is a recognised confidence-gap between men 
and women. Research shows that women do not apply for jobs if they do not feel they would be 

                                                           
45 Papafilippou V. & Bentley L., (2017), Gendered transitions, career identities and possible selves: the case of 
engineering graduates, Journal of Education and Work, vol. 30, issue 8. p. 828.  
46 Ibid.  
47 Girlguiding (2017) Girls’ Attitude Survey. Op. cit.  
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fully competent in the role while men feel more at ease applying when meeting only some criteria.48 
According to research carried out by City and Guilds, 49% of women interviewed said that when they 
find an application process difficult, it knocks their confidence and at least a quarter says it made 
them less likely to apply for other jobs.49 Furthermore, research shows that women hesitate to apply 
for more challenging or senior roles, which certainly affects their career progression and puts them 
at a disadvantage in their career advancement.50 It is known, however, that this hesitation is not 
related with their competence level, but it is rather related to their confidence level.51 
 
This confidence gap is also apparent among young people. Research carried out by the Young 
Women’s Trust found that 53% of women aged 18-30 worried about their abilities, compared to 43% 
of men, and 54% of young women agreed they lacked self-confidence, compared to 39% of men.52 
The research also showed that there is a stark difference between young men and women when it 
comes to job seeking: 62% of young women said they would be put off applying for a job if they did 
not meet all the criteria, compared to 54% of young men.   
 
To overcome this problem, research suggests that young people need effective career advice 
services to guide them into the labour market.53  
 

Do Career Advice Services (CAS) influence young women career choices?  
 
Research carried out by the Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) in 2014 found that while 
four in five young people aged between 14-19 had already given thought to their chosen career 
path, the careers advice they received was neither relevant nor at pace with their demands. 43% of 
the respondent in this research said that formal careers advice had not been influential in their 
decision.54 Parents and friends were mentioned as more helpful to young people when making 
career decisions. 
 
In her research with male and female engineers, Durbin found that all 17 interviewees (8 male and 9 
female) had poor advice from CAS while they were choosing their careers. In particular, the female 
participants experienced a highly gendered approached from CAS and from some of their teachers.55 
With good grades from her science subjects, one of the participants was advised to be a nurse rather 
than an engineer by a member of CAS staff. Another participant said that her all-girls school’s 

                                                           
48 Young Women’s Trust, (2016) Work It Out.  Op. cit. 
49 City&Guild, (2016), Young women far less likely than young men to get feedback after a job interview. 
https://www.cityandguildsgroup.com/whats-happening/news/recruitment-gender-gap Accessed: August 
2018.  
50 Institute of Leadership and Management, (2011) Ambition and Gender at Work. 
https://www.institutelm.com/resourceLibrary/ambition-and-gender-at-work.html Accessed: July 2018.  
51 Institute of Leadership and Management, (2011) Ambition and Gender at Work. Op. cit.; Young Women’s 
Trust, (2016) Work It Out.  Op. cit. 
52 Young Women’s Trust, (2016) Work It Out.  Op. cit. p. 4 
53 Ibid.  
54 Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT), (2014) Poor advice stunting young people’s career aspirations, 
https://www.aat.org.uk/about-aat/press-releases/poor-advice-stunting-young-peoples-career-aspirations 
Access: May 2018.  
55 Durbin S. (2013), It’s a Boy’s Thing Really Isn’t It? The factors affecting career choices amongst male and 
female engineers, University of West England online source 
http://www2.uwe.ac.uk/faculties/BBS/BUS/Research/CESR/Jan_2013_Durbin.pdf. Accessed July 2018 
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headmistress had not signed off her university admission application as the headmistress did not 
think that engineering was suitable for women.56 The report concluded that “while, in some cases, 
positive role models have helped women to make their choices, others have experienced 
discouragement due to engineering not being viewed as an ‘acceptable’ career for a woman.”57 
Although the research highlighted the lack of support from CAS and teachers, it also mentioned that 
good relations with some teachers influence and retain young women who study in the STEM areas.  
 
In their 2015 report, the Young Women’s Trust recommended that young women should receive 
careers advice that challenges gender stereotypes, focuses on local work opportunities, and that CAS 
should be widely publicised in areas where there are high numbers of young people who are NEET 
(Not in Education, Employment or Training).58 They also recommended that CAS should advise young 
women about the range of career opportunities and roles in the labour market, and guide them 
through the future labour market.  
 
Research by Education and Employment underlined that teenagers do not have sufficient 
information and commonly have a weak understanding of labour market demand. 59  A report by 
Royal Society of Arts highlighted: 

students are not fully aware of the diversity of jobs available in different sectors. This 
leads them to develop aspirations that are neither determined by their ability nor 
based on a comprehensive understanding of the types of jobs available. ...FE learners 
do not find it easy to access people who have experience of the careers or education 
they would like to pursue. As a result, their understanding of particular sectors is 
often restricted to only the most visible roles and jobs, for instance in law – a 
barrister; in television – an actor.   

Young people who take part in more active career activities such as job fairs, job shadowing and 
work experience are more positive about CAS and schooling.60 Research suggests that alternative 
career activities and visiting employers can help young people to form their career choices.61 
According to Education and Employers research in 2017, 93% of secondary school teachers say that 
work experience and employer related activities can help students to do better in exams, and 
successful work experience placements are believed to have the greatest impact on improving 
academic attainment, with over a quarter of teachers ranking it as their first choice. 62 This is 
followed closely by employer-led sessions such as career events with employee volunteers. 

                                                           
56 Ibid.   
57 Ibid. p. 6.  
58 Young Women’s Trust, (2015) Scarred for Life. 
https://www.youngwomenstrust.org/assets/0000/1702/Scarred_for_Life_Final_Report_March_2015.pdf 
Accessed: August 2018  
59 Education & Employment (2013) Nothing in Common: The career aspirations of young Britons mapped 
against projected labour market demand (2010-2020). https://www.educationandemployers.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/06/nothing_in_common_final.pdf Accessed: May 2018.  
60 Education & Employment, Key Findings from our Research.  https://www.educationandemployers.org/key-
findings-from-our-research/ Accessed: July 2018.  
61 Ibid.  
62 Education & Employment, (2017) Making the Grade: Does involvement in activities with employers impact 
the academic achievement of young people?, Authors: Kashefpakdel E. T., Rehill J., Mann A.  
https://www.educationandemployers.org/research/making-the-grade-does-involvement-in-activities-with-
employers-impact-the-academic-achievement-of-young-people/ Accessed: May 2018.  
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Furthermore, the majority of teachers believed that employer engagement in the most 
disadvantaged schools had the highest impact.  
 
Research shows that raising awareness of the dynamics of the labour market and the future of work, 
and translating relevant information to young people is one of the crucial expectations from an 
impactful CAS. In an interview, the Head of Education and Skills at the OECD, Andreas Schleicher, 
says:63  

Schools must stop trying to predict the future, but they should try to prepare young 
people for the change they will experience. Schools need to stop preparing young 
people for the jobs that existed a generation ago and start preparing them for jobs 
which do not yet exist. For example, entrepreneurship education is much more 
important now than it was a generation ago because it teaches those skills and 
personal attributes which oil the modern labour market. It should not be taught 
separately but written into every subject. 

 
This quote suggests that in order to have the impact needed, CAS must adopt new strategies to 
widen young people’s horizons and ensure they can adapt to the changing needs of the labour 
market.  
 

2.3. Future of Work 
 
An important question concerning young women’s career choices is how they fit the demands of the 
future labour market. According to the research dated 2015, exploring career aspirations of young 
people (aged 14-19) versus the reality of job markets in the UK by City & Guild, young people are 
largely misinformed about how to secure their dream job with little understanding of the best routes 
to get there, whilst they are also not aware of the variety of jobs available.64 The key findings of the 
research are:   

 26% of respondents would like to work in professional, scientific and technical roles, 
whereas the proportion of people working in this sector is forecast to be 9% in 2022 

 19% wanted to work in education but just 8% of the population will be employed in 
this sector in 2022 

 19% of respondents selected information and communication as their industry of 
choice, yet the proportion of people who will be working in this sector in 2022 is 
predicted to be just 4% 

 In contrast, just 3% opted to work in the wholesale and retail or motorcycle and 
motor vehicle repair sectors when 15% of all jobs will be available in these industries. 

                                                           
63 Education and Employment, (2015) How should our schools respond to the demands of the twenty first 
century labour market? Eight perspectives.https://www.educationandemployers.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/02/How-should-our-schools-respond-to-the-demands-of-the-twenty-first-century-
labour-market-eight-perspectives.pdf Accessed: May 2018.  
64 City & Guild, (2015), Great Expectations: Teenagers’ Career Aspirations Versus the Reality of the UK Jobs 
Market. https://www.economicmodelling.co.uk/2015/11/30/great-expectations-teenagers-career-aspirations-
versus-the-reality-of-the-uk-jobs-market/ Accessed: May 2018.  
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The research also found differences between the expectations of young women and men. 
Accordingly, the salary expectations of young men and young women varied considerably with men 
predicting they would earn an average of £44,124 whilst women went for a much lower £36,876. 
The research showed that young women understand the value of work experience and are more 
likely to have tried a variety of work experience, coming out on top for work shadowing, voluntary 
work and part-time, vacation and casual work. Male respondents are more likely to have had no 
work experience at all.  
 
In terms of the differences between the sector choices of young men and women, the research 
found that education, health and social work activities, and arts, entertainment and recreation 
activities are the top three sectors among young women.65 The top three sectors in young men’s 
choices are information and communication, finance and insurance activities, followed by education 
and arts, entertainment and recreation on the same level.66 Young women’s career choices mostly 
concentrate on the traditional female dominated sectors; yet, there is a rising tendency amongst 
young women to choose Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) sector.67 The Girls’ 
Attitude Survey also found that 37% of girls aged 7-21 would consider taking a job in technology. 
49% know what jobs they could do in technology and 69% are not put off by the lack of women in 
the industry.68 However, 30% of girls and young women participating their research think that 
computing education is more for boys.69 
 
In 2016, The World Economic Forum published a report called The Future of Jobs, which surveyed 
the job markets in 15 of the world’s largest economies and asked them to come up with predictions 
about how the labour markets will evolve.70 According to this report: 

 Data analysts, and computer and mathematical jobs as a whole will be in demand 
 Architects and engineering jobs will remain stable 
 More specialised sales people will be needed, 
 More qualified senior managers will be needed who could manage and control the 

transformation 
 Product designers will be in demand 
 Human resources and organisational development specialists will also be needed particularly 

to upskill the workforce 
 Professionals expert on business and government relations will be in demand.  
 Conversely, there will be job loss in office and administrative occupations, manufacturing 

and production and art, design, entertainment, sports and media.  
 
These projections for the future of the labour market show that newly emerging, less traditional and 
more technical, digital and innovative careers will be in demand in the near future.  
 

                                                           
65 Ibid.  
66 The graph of the findings can be seen in Appendix 1.  
67 Girls’ Attitude Survey, 2017. Op. Cit. p. 17 
68 Ibid.   
69 Ibid. p.4.  
70 8 jobs every company will be hiring for by 2020, (2016), World Economic Forum. 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/01/8-jobs-every-company-will-be-hiring-for-by-2020/ Access: May 
2018.  
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Policy framework in Wales   
 
Aspirations for a more equal, prosperous Wales have been clearly set out in Welsh legislation and 
the policy agenda. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act articulates this through seven 
well-being goals, which all public bodies are expected to contribute to. More recently, the current 
First Minister, Carwyn Jones, stated his desire for a feminist Welsh Government and commissioned a 
Gender Equality Review to support progress towards this vision.  
 
Prosperity for All: economic action plan states that the Welsh Government’s long-term aim is to 
“build a Wales that is prosperous and secure, healthy and active, ambitious and learning and united 
and connected.”71 Among the aims set out in the strategy are a Welsh economy that spreads 
opportunity, tackles inequality and enables people to fulfil their ambitions and a creative, highly 
skilled and adaptable workforce with education as the foundation for a lifetime of learning and 
achievement.72 These broad aspirations are supported by more focused action plans.  
 
Inclusive growth is at the forefront of Prosperity for All: economic action plan with a commitment to 
supporting an economy that increases wealth and well-being.73 In a shift from previous strategies 
that have predominantly focused on male dominated sectors including manufacturing and 
construction, there is now a broader sectoral focus that includes foundational sectors such as care 
and retail.74 There is also an explicit consideration of gender inequality as an economic issue with a 
range of actions outlined to address it; including a commitment to improving the availability of free 
childcare.  
 
The Employability Plan sets out the Welsh Government’s priorities for supporting people into work 
and their progression in the workplace. Central to this is an individualised approach to employability 
that considers a broader range of barriers to include confidence, childcare and transport as well as 
skills and qualifications.75 Notably, gender inequality is discussed throughout the plan, with a range 
of actions suggested to address the inequality women encounter when entering or progressing in 
work including, promoting flexible working and inclusive employment and addressing gender 
disparity in accessing educational opportunities more aligned to the jobs of the future such as 
STEM.76 
 
Education policy and careers advice services are critical policy areas for the issues explored in this 
research.  Significant education reform is underway in Wales. This includes the rollout of a new 
national curriculum, which aims to provide a greater focus on equipping young people with skills for 
life to ensure they are ambitious, capable learners, ethical, informed citizens of the world and 
healthy, confident individuals ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society.77 
 
                                                           
71 Welsh Government Prosperity for All: economic action plan 2017  
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 “Foundation sectors” or the “foundational economy” generally refer to activities that provide essential 
goods and services for everyday life such as utilities, retail, health, education, care etc.  
75 Welsh Government Employability plan 2018 
76 Ibid. 
77 New school curriculum: overview. https://beta.gov.wales/new-school-curriculum-overview Accessed: 
August 18 
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Delivery of careers advice has seen significant change over recent years. Careers Wales, which is 
owned by Welsh Government, remains the main vehicle through which formal career guidance is 
provided, with schools responsible for careers education. In recent years, the budget for Careers 
Wales has been significantly reduced, and as a result, its remit shifted to focus on face-to-face 
careers support with those at risk of becoming NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training).  
 
A new three-year strategy: Changing Lives marks another change in direction. Covering the period 
2017-2021, Careers Wales has been and will continue to focus resources on supporting young 
people up to age 19, with a particular focus on Key Stage 4 (KS4). Their remit will be expanded to all 
young people who need their help, and will be delivered through the new Career Discovery Model, 
which includes digital and face-to-face elements. The Career Discovery Model is built on three 
complementary processes – Diagnosis, Discovery and Delivery – which will identify career interests 
through online tools and tests, use digital channels to bring careers to life and deliver a national, 
digital programme blended with local-based face-to-face services with Careers Advisers.78 
 
Delivery of this vision will require an increase in the budget for Careers Wales, but it is noted that 
this will remain lower than what is required, resulting in some limitations on the support available 
for those beyond compulsory education. Careers Wales state that:  

…even with the efficiency savings and developments described in this report, the 
demand for face-to-face services will exceed our capacity on a total budget of £28m. 
To deliver the stronger focus on young people set out in this visions we will need to 
limit our face-to-face support for those above compulsory school-age by prioritising 
16-18 year olds who are NEET or in danger of dropping out of education and training 
or in the youth justice system and adults who are unemployed or facing redundancy. 

 

2.4. Conclusion 
 
The figures for the Welsh economy show that women do not have an equal footing in the Welsh 
labour market. Women are underrepresented in certain sectors such as engineering and 
construction and other STEM areas, they are underrepresented in senior roles, there are significantly 
more women working part-time than men, and caring roles are still more strongly associated with 
women. 
 
Young women’s career choices are affected by various factors including gender stereotypes, parental 
attitudes and expectations, social backgrounds and financial constraints, education settings, peer 
groups, social and conventional media and the gendered occupational landscape. Alongside these 
external factors, personal experiences and confidence levels influence the decisions of young 
women. Formal Career Advice Services (CAS), as they currently stand, have limited impact on the 
career choices of young women.  
 
The limited impact of CAS is partly caused by the restricted information provided to young people 
about available career opportunities. CAS are criticised as they do not present a wide range of career 
options to young people, they advise on more traditional roles and career choices, and they practice 

                                                           
78 Careers Wales, Changing Lives: A Vision for Careers Wales 2017-20 2017 
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a gendered approach in many cases. To improve CAS, research suggests a more updated approach 
about the future of the labour market and an extended portfolio of available career options should 
be developed by CAS. Involvement of employers and developing alternative ways of career advice 
services are also recommended.  
 
The nature of work, working patterns and available career options are changing and transforming. 
While some new career opportunities emerge, demand for some traditional roles is likely to decline 
in the near future. Young women must be supported effectively when entering and progressing in 
the emerging labour market to ensure they can thrive in this changing environment.  Public policy 
must respond to these challenges and meet the needs of young women and a changing labour 
market. Government and policy-makers must ensure that all opportunities to advance equality are 
maximised.  
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3. Research Methods and Survey Demographics    
 

3.1. Research Methods 
 
This research aims to provide insight into young women’s career aspirations and how they are 
currently supported to embark on their careers in Wales. The research addresses young women’s 
experiences in the emergence of their career, the factors that affect their career choices, the 
barriers they encounter, how they want to move forward and what their future expectations are 
regarding their careers.   
 
The research seeks answers to 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?  

 
In order to understand the reasoning behind the career choices of women, the research primarily 
aimed to collect qualitative data. An online survey incorporating open-ended questions was 
conducted with women aged 16-25, and five focus group meetings were organised across Wales.  
 

Limitations of the research  
Although a significant effort was made to increase participation of young women from different 
ethnic, social, religious backgrounds, employment status and geographical settings, it was not 
possible to access a representative number of women for each demographic category. The targeted 
group of the research, young women aged 16-25 living in Wales, is a demographic with highly 
diverse backgrounds and experiences rather than a sample group; hence, achieving a representative 
number of respondents for each demographic category was not possible for this research. 
Therefore, the research has limitations in relation to reflecting the views of all subgroups in the 
targeted population.  
 

Online survey 
As a part of this research, an online survey was conducted targeting young women aged 16 to 25. 
The survey was published both in English and Welsh.79 The survey was initially completed by 328 
women; but after cleaning80 the data, we achieved 268 usable responses.  
 
The survey aimed to find a narrative about the career aspirations of young women. As seen in the 
demographics, the majority of the participants are from South Wales, and the majority of the 

                                                           
79 There were 4 responses to the Welsh survey.  
80 32 were not in the age group, and 28 respondent did not go beyond answering the demographical 
questions, hence they were taken out from the data to maintain its accuracy. 
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respondents are from white-British ethnic background. The demographic questions were followed 
by questions about the topic of interest, and their career choices. The survey asked what young 
women’s priorities are in determining their career paths, what sort of barriers they experience and 
observe in other young women’s lives, and where they see themselves in the next 25 years.  
As this research focuses on choices and experiences, open-ended questions were preferred in order 
to allow survey respondents to express themselves freely. Therefore, the survey provides a 
significant amount of qualitative data, alongside quantitative figures.  
 
The open-ended questions in the survey were analysed by using simplified techniques of discourse 
analysis, which means categorisation of naturally occurring words related to the context. To 
illustrate, in the analysis of the questions regarding the future aspirations of young women, the 
occurrence of words such as ‘success’, ‘family’, ‘happiness’, ‘self-employed’ and similar contextual 
words were categorised and analysed.   
 
In the analysis of the survey, an age cluttering method is used. Accordingly, we used three age 
groups in the analysis of the survey data: 16-18 year-old; 19-21 year-old; 22-25 year-old.  
 

Focus groups 
To enrich the qualitative discussion in the survey, focus group discussions were held across Wales. 
The focus group discussions gave an in-depth understanding of the relationships between present 
experiences and expectations for the future. In total, five focus group meetings – two in North 
Wales, one in West Wales, and two in South Wales – were conducted.   
 

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 

  
The total contact time in the focus groups is approximately 5 hours. In total, 26 young women were 
accessed in five focus groups. The group meetings were recorded with the consent of the 
participants and then transcribed. 
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3.2. Survey Demographics 
 

Number of responses by age   
We achieved 268 usable responses in the online survey. The graphic below shows the number of 
responses by age.  
 

 
 
We have 121 respondents in the 16-18 age group, 64 respondents in the 19-21 age group and 83 in 
the 22-25 age group.  
 

Employment status of the participants  
The table below shows the employment status of the survey participants. The majority of 
participants (73%) were either only studying or both studying and working. The next major category 
is full-time employment at 19%.   
 

Employment Status  
Employed, working full-time (35+ hours) 19% 50 
Employed, working part-time (up to 21 hours) 5% 14 
Studying and working 33% 89 
Studying only 40% 107 
Self-employed, business owner 1% 3 
Work-experience/in training 0% 0 
Unemployed – looking for work 1% 3 
Not employed – not looking for work 1% 2 
Not able to work 0% 0 
Total  100% 268 

 
As the table shows, the responses from other employment categories are insignificant.  
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The employment status of the survey respondents by age groups are shown in the table below.  
 

Employment status by age groups 

  16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO 
Employed, working full-time (35+ hours) 1 2 47 
Employed, working part-time (up to 21 
hours) 

2 6 6 

Studying and working 50 22 17 
Studying only 65 31 10 
Self-employed, business owner 0 1 2 
Work-experience/in training 0 0 0 
Unemployed – looking for work 3 1 0 
Not employed – not looking for work 0 1 1 
Not able to work 0 0 0 
Total 121 64 83 

 
The majority of the full-time employees are working in charity/not-for-profit sector (10/49; 20%), 
followed by financial, professional, administrative support services (9/49; 18%), arts, entertainment 
and creative industries (7/49; 14%) and health and social care (6/49; 12%).  Part-time employees are 
working in charity/not for profit sector (4/14), wholesale and retail (3/14), tourism and hospitality 
(2/14), and food and drink sectors (2/14).  
 
Three self-employed respondents to the survey said that they are running businesses in cleaning and 
hospitality, health and beauty and retail sectors. Two of the participants who are not working and 
not looking for work mentioned that they are currently carers of their children.  
 
The graphic below shows the classification of the current place of study of the survey participants 
(192/196). The majority of the survey respondents identified themselves as studying in secondary, 
post-secondary or in vocational qualification (113/192).  
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Geographical spread of the Participants 
The geographical spread of the survey participants can be seen in the table below. Four respondents 
skipped this question. As the table shows, the majority of the survey participants are from the South 
Wales region.   
 

Postcode area    
South Wales (CF, NP) 66% 175 
West Wales (SA) 13% 33 
North Wales (including border English towns, LL, SY) 14% 37 

Other (home elsewhere, studying in Wales)  7% 19 

Total  264 
 

Ethnic background of the survey participants  
The distribution of the ethnic background of the survey participants can be seen in the table below. 
  

Ethnic background 
White 88% 235 
Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 3% 8 
Asian or Asian British 6% 16 
Black, African, Caribbean or black British 1% 3 
Other ethnic group 2% 6 
Prefer not to say 0% 0 
Total  100% 268 

 
The categories of the ethnic background question were adapted from the census categories.81 
Identifying the ethnic background of the participants was important to determine any different 
experiences or barriers and to develop an intersectional approach. Regrettably, the survey could not 
reach a balanced distribution of different ethnic groups. Yet, the responses from BAME (Black and 
Minority Ethnic) women to the survey questions and the focus group discussions allowed us to 
explore some of the experiences of BAME women. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
81 Under the white category, 222 participants responded as British, and 2 people identified themselves as Irish, 
6 people from various European countries, one person as Australian and Welsh and another one as American. 
Under the mixed or multiple ethnic groups category; 2 respondent answered as White and Black Caribbean, 3 
people as white and Asian, and three respondent answered as other mixed backgrounds but did not specified 
any group. Under the Asian or Asian British categories; 3 respondents identified themselves as Indian, 3 of 
them as Pakistani, 2 of them Bangladeshi, 4 of them as Chinese, 3 of them are from Sri Lankan, Philippines, and 
Malesia. Three of the respondents said that they are Black African. Under the other ethnic group category; 3 
respondents mentioned that they are Arab, and one mentioned Latina, and one as Welsh Pakistani, and 
another one as mixed race Asian Welsh. 
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Disability 
16% of survey participants stated that they have a disability, long-term illness or health condition.  
  

Disability, long-term illness or health condition 
Yes 16% 42 
No 81% 216 
Prefer not to say 4% 10 
Total  100% 268 

 

Marital status  
3% of the survey respondents (9/268) said that they are either married or in a civil partnership. 
 

Married or in a civil partnership 
Yes 3% 9 
No 96% 258 
Prefer not to say 0% 1 
Total 100.00% 268 

  

Caring responsibilities  
As the table below shows, around 7% of the participants mentioned that they had some sort of 
caring responsibilities. Among them, two of the respondents are neither working nor looking for a 
job due to their childcare responsibilities.  
 

Caring responsibilities  
None 90.7% 243 
Primary carer of a child or children (under 18 years) 3.0% 8 
Primary carer of disabled child or children 0.0% 0 
Primary carer of disabled adult (18 years and over) 0.7% 2 
Primary carer of older person or people (65 years and over) 0.4% 1 
Secondary carer 2.6% 7 
Prefer not to say 2.6% 7 
Total  100.0% 268 

 
The survey demographic shows that the analysis of the survey results will predominantly reflect the 
experiences and opinions of young women aged 16-25, who are either studying and/or working. The 
majority of survey respondents are living in South Wales, and coming from a White ethnic 
background.  
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4. Where Do Young Women See Themselves in the Next 25 Years? 
 

“Settled in a demanding career that rewards me.” 

“Successful job, family, kids of my own, a happy comfortable life.”  

“Successful multi-business owner travelling the world.” 

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

“Hopefully financially secure, enjoying my career.”  

 
An important starting point for this research is where young women see themselves in the next 25 
years. What do they want to achieve in the long-term? 
 
This question was asked in the survey as an open-ended question.82 As the graphic below shows,83 
young women overwhelmingly want to be working in their favoured job (75%). This was followed by 
having a family (25%), being successful, respected, and prosperous (24%).  
 

 
 
Contrary to stereotypes, women want to be an earner first to sustain their families, demonstrated by 
the majority of respondents stating that they want to be working in their favoured career. It’s also 

                                                           
82 In this open-ended question, some responses fell into different codes and these ones were marked for more 
than one code. For example, responses like “being successful in my job” were marked both under the 
“successful” and “working in favoured job” themes.  
83 See the frequencies of categories by age groups in the Appendix.  

16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO All

Working in favoured job/Self-
employed 70% 80% 80% 75%

Have a family/children 31% 25% 15% 25%

Successful/Respected/Prospering 19% 32% 25% 24%

Happy/healthy/enjoying 16% 12% 11% 13%

Stable/secure/settled Career 9% 13% 5% 9%

Financially Stable 5% 5% 6% 6%

Travelling/Working abroad 4% 3% 10% 6%

Having own house 2% 12% 3% 4%

Having a degree/in Uni. 5% 2% 1% 3%

Unsure 6% 5% 10% 7%
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noteworthy that younger respondents are more likely to mention having a family and a focus on 
career seems to increase with age.  
 
Running a business is also on the radar of some young women with 23 (9%) participants stating they 
want to be self-employed or running their own business in the future.  
 
It is important to mention that there are some pessimistic views about the future and work life such 
as:  

“Who knows - probably living somewhere else seeing as this country is heading for a 
cliff edge Brexit, and I don't feel at home here anymore.”  

“Working in a low paid job.” 

 
The table below shows the frequency of the responses that only contained either work, family or 
happiness/personal state themes.  
 

  16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO  Total  
Having a job, working, successful 62 33 54 149 
Having a family 2 0 1 3 
Happy  4 3 2 9 

 
This table confirms that the majority of young women are focused on forging a career and link work, 
family and happiness. Just 3 young women mentioned having a family singularly, whereas 149 solely 
mentioned having a job and being successful.  
 
Similarly, in focus group discussions, young women spoke about their careers first when asked about 
the future. Most participants said they would like to achieve their career aspirations and bring 
stability to their lives before thinking about family.  
 
The first thing most of the focus group participants said was that 25 years is a long time, and they 
found it hard to visualise themselves over such a long period. Uncertainty and doubts about the 
future also influenced the discussions. 
 
In one of the Cardiff FGs, a Political Science graduate student who was interested in gender politics 
and wanted to develop a career in charities working with women and girls explained that she hopes 
violence against women would stop and she would not need to work in the present area of interest 
in the next 25 years:  

25 years is like a long time!  [Laughs].  Well, I almost hope that I won’t have to keep 
working for women’s rights. Because it’s specifically interest in like gender based 
violence, so I’m hoping that actually in 25 years, I would be out of a job [laughs].  I’m 
not really sure what I would do otherwise.  I’d probably just keep doing charity work, 
and even have my own charity. 

A 20-year-old English literature student mentioned a wider view of her future career. She is from 
Wales but is not sure if she would stay in Wales to pursue her goals.   
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… in 25 years, I’m not sure if I see myself in Wales specifically.  I think it takes you 
sometimes to go away from home to realise the things you sort of love about home, 
but I think in some ways, I don’t actually necessarily know if I’ll always live at home, 
or whether I will move away somewhere.  I think I would have travelled a lot by the 
time and I think I would have hopefully had like a lot more qualifications.  I would 
like to be a qualified social worker at that time, and be doing social work… but I think 
I’m one of those people who will have multiple careers, and like multiple pathways, 
as opposed to just one career that I always stick with. 

Echoing these points, some other participants also mentioned that they might leave Wales to get 
better work and career opportunities. As we will discuss further in this report, young women think 
that Wales offers limited career development opportunities, and even though they want to live in 
Wales, they are prepared to move elsewhere to fulfil their career aspirations. It is worth noting that, 
the preferred place to live outside of Wales is still in the UK; very few FG participants mentioned that 
they might live abroad, and the majority of participants said that even though they might travel and 
temporarily work and live abroad, they would like to come back to the UK.  
 
Among the FG participants who mentioned that they want to live abroad, two of them were BAME, 
Muslim participants in the Cardiff FGs, and the other one was a participant of the Rhyl FG. One of 
them said that in the next 25 years, she sees herself living in a country where she doesn’t experience 
discrimination particularly because of her hijab and where “people are just treating people like 
human beings”. The other BAME participant, who experienced how lack of language skills affected 
people’s life in her family, said that she wants to build a free school for children somewhere in Africa 
to provide them with free education: 

I can’t like say where but I hope that I would be somewhere in Africa. This is like such 
a big goal, but as in having a school built somehow, and having kids go there for free; 
because I know that you can’t go there for free and it’s not accessible; and being 
both a teacher and someone who funds them.  (…) I don’t know how but I hope in 25 
years, somehow I win the lottery or something, and I’m able to do it, so that like no 
one else; that’s me.  

The other participant said that she wants to be a marine biologist and wanted to live abroad:  

We’ve got a nice marine environment around our country, but there’s also more 
marine environments that need help in other parts of the world, which I’d like to go 
and help, such as the Great Barrier Reef.   

It was observed that the younger age group is more inclined to leave the place that they are 
currently living and they are happier to leave Wales if moving to other places in the UK. A 
contributing reason for this is their desire to attend university somewhere other than their 
hometown.  Contrary to this, the older age group, particularly those who have studied at university 
in Wales are far more inclined to carry on living in Wales, but they also acknowledge that Wales 
presents limited career opportunity to them. Different responses were also noted between 
geographical locations. Young women living in smaller communities, such as in North Wales, want to 
move to bigger cities. Big cities in South Wales, such as Cardiff and Swansea are attractive to them, 
probably due to their size and the perception of better career opportunities on offer.  
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Conclusion 

The vast majority of young women see themselves as having a job in which they are content in the 
next 25 years. While many also noted having a family and being successful, it seems that securing a 
decent job and career is the primary concern of young women surveyed and interviewed. 

There are variations across the age groups, with young women aged 16-18 more likely to note 
having a family than older age groups. A focus on career appears to increase with age. 

Many young women want to remain in Wales to pursue their careers but some expressed concern 
that Wales offers limited opportunities. Only a few mentioned moving away from the UK.  This 
attitude seems to shift with age with younger respondents more inclined to talk about leaving where 
they currently live, possibly linked to the desire to go to university. Older respondents, particularly 
those who have studied at Welsh universities, are more inclined to want to live and work in Wales 
but voice concerns about limited opportunities. We also observed some geographical differences, 
with young women living in North Wales wanting to move to bigger cities. 

Young women clearly want to be working in a decent job that allows them to develop their career 
while offering enjoyment and stability. However, there is uncertainty about which path to choose to 
achieve this, as we will highlight throughout the report.  
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5. 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.”  

“My career choices continuously changed and still changes.” 

 
People continue to make career decisions throughout their lives. While these decisions are 
influenced from an early age, they are likely to change over time in response to experiences.  
 
In this section, we analyse the subject choices of young women at school, which sectors and 
occupations they wanted to work in, and how these choices align with current and future labour 
market requirements.  
 
 

5.1. Subject Choices at School  
 
As the graphics below show, the majority of the participants are interested in subjects that would be 
regarded as ‘feminised’, by which we mean subjects that have traditionally been more popular 
among women, including social science and humanities subjects.84 The most preferred subjects are 
history and literature, whereas technology and computing are the least preferable in the main list.  

                                                           
84 The topics that the participants interested in the school were asked in a multiple selection question in the 
survey. The question did not give all the available topics in the schools but allow the participants write their 
preferences in the comment box. As seen in the table below, the ‘other section’ reflect some major choices of 
young women such as Psychology, Geography and Religious Studies. Therefore, along the major choices given 
in the question, the choices in the other section should be considered as subject choices. In total, 268 young 
women answered this question 
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Beside the topics listed in the body of the question, participants also indicated some other topics 
that they are interested in. The graphic below shows the ‘other’ topics mentioned by the survey 
respondents.  
 

 
 
The majority of the participants in the focus groups are also interested in social science and 
humanities. A few of the college and A-level students who participated in FGs mentioned that they 
are studying science modules, such as chemistry, biology and maths.  
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It’s not possible to determine why these subjects are favoured among young women from the data 
collected as part of this project. However, based on the literature and comments from participants 
in relation to careers advice and STEM, it could be attributed to a lack of encouragement to pursue 
alternative subjects, concerns about being the only girl in some classes, lack of confidence or 
concerns about work opportunities for women in particular sectors. Ultimately, some merely choose 
subjects they are interested in as they are unsure what career they want to pursue, and their 
present personal experiences and practices affect their choices.   
 
In the Rhyl FG discussion, an A Level student who study Film, English Literature and Sociology 
explained her choices of subject as such: 

I took mine because I was interested in them and I wanted to keep my options open 
because I had no idea what I wanted to do really. (…) I think most people take options 
with a university course in mind, but when you’re confused about what you want to 
do in the future, I think you just try and take what you like and will enjoy for the two 
years, and hopefully that’ll get you on a course that you also like in future. 

 

5.2. Career Choices  
 

Desired sectors to work in 
 
The survey participants were asked to choose up to three sectors that they most want to work in. 
The graphic below demonstrates the sectors mentioned by the participants.   
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The most preferred sectors 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 wish to work in can be categorised as traditionally feminised sectors, by which we 
mean sectors where women more commonly work.  
 
In this research, we noticed differences between the age groups as the table below shows.   
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While Arts, Entertainment and Creative Industries is the most popular option for young women aged 
16-18 (40%), this shifts with age to Financial, Professional and Business Services (48%) among 19-21 
year olds and Education and Training (41%) among 22-25 year olds. It could be suggested that, with 
age, preferences shift to more practical and stable sectors.  
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What sort of job/profession do you want?  
 
We asked the survey participants in an open-ended question what their choice of 
occupation/profession would be. The answers to this question are classified according to the 
Standard Occupational Classification 2010 and are outlined in the table below.85  
 

The job/profession young women want to achieve  
SOC 2010 
Code  

Occupation Category  16-18 
YO 

19-21 
YO 

22-25 
YO 

All 

3411-7 Artistic, Literary and Media Occupations (Actress, 
Artist, Designer, Translator, Writer, Author, 
Entertainers and Presenter, Performer, Music DJ, 
Radio, Musician, Director, Producer, Backstage 
Crew, Audio-Visual Operator)  

24 3 12 39 

2211-7 Health Professionals (Doctor, Clinical Psychologist, 
Pharmacist, Dentist, Veterinarians, Radiographer) 

23 4 3 30 

2112-9 Natural and Social Science Professionals (e.g. 
Biologist, Neuroscientist, Geologist, Sociologist, 
Researcher) 

12 5 11 28 

241 Legal Professionals  (Barrister, Lawyer, Solicitor) 14 4 5 23 
3541-6 Sales, Marketing and Related Associate 

Professionals (Sales, Buyers and Procurement 
Officer, Marketing Professional, Conference and 
Exhibition Management) 

3 6 12 21 

231 Teaching and Educational Professionals (Teacher) 12 2 6 20 
2421-9 Business, Research and Administrative 

Professionals (Accountant, Actuaries, Economist, 
Statistician, Mathematician, Policy Officer) 

9 6 3 18 

2471-2 Media Professionals (Journalist, Newspaper and 
Periodical Editors, Communication, Public Relations 
Profession) 

6 2 8 16 

1131-9 Functional Managers and Directors (Banker, HR 
manager etc.) 

1 5 8 14 

353, 
3534-8 

Business, Finance and Related Associate 
Professionals (Business, Insurance, Financial 
Analyst, Asset Manager) 

2 4 5 11 

1225, 
1251-9 

Managers and Proprietors (Theatre manager, 
Property Developer, Business Owner, Production 
Manager, Publisher)  

1 5 4 10 

2231-2 Nursing and Midwifery Professionals 6 3   9 
3231-39 Welfare and Housing Associate Professionals 

(Community, Youth Support Worker, Welfare 
Professional, Charity, Political Aid, Human Rights 
Organisation Professionals) 

1 4 3 8 

3312-9 Protective Service Occupations (Detective, Prison 
Officer, Forensic Analyst)  

3 3 1 7 

                                                           
85 Standard Occupational Classification 2010: Volume 2, The Coding Index. Office for National Statistics. 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/standardoccupationalclassificationsoc/soc
2010/soc2010volume2thestructureandcodingindex Accessed: April 2018.  
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4112 Administrative Occupations in 
(Local/National)Government and Related 
Organisations 

2 2 2 6 

212-2129 Engineering Professionals (e.g. Engineer, Patent 
Examiner) 

3   3 6 

2229 Therapy Professionals (Counsellor, Physio, 
Occupational, Speech and Language, Music & oths.) 

3 1 2 6 

2431-2 Architects, Town Planners and Surveyors (Architect, 
Development, Planning)  

1 1 1 3 

1115 Chief Executives and Senior Officials (Diplomat) 1 2 1 3 
2141, 
3550 

Conservation and Environment Professionals 
(Conservation, Environmental Consultant) 

1 1 1 3 

3422 Design Occupations (Fashion, Interior Designer) 2   1 3 
2135-6 Information Technology and Telecommunications 

Professionals (Analyst, Software Engineer, 
Programme Developer) 

1 1 1 3 

2451-2 Librarians and Related Professionals (Librarian, 
Curator, Archivist) 

1 1 1 3 

N/A Politician 1 1 1 3 
6139 Animal Care and Control Services (Zoo Keeper)   1   1 
6222 Hairdressers and Related Services (Beauty and 

related occ.)  
1     1 

4114 Officers of non-governmental organisations (Trade 
Unionist) 

    1 1 

4216 Secretarial and Related Occupations (Receptionist) 1     1 
5414 Textiles and Garments Trades (Tailor) 1     1 
3512 Transport Associate Professionals   1   1 
2442 Welfare Professionals - Social Worker      1 1 
  Don’t Know 4 3 3 10 
   Total no. of respondents 121 64 83 268 

 
Artistic, Literary and Media occupations are particularly high among young women aged 16-18 and 
22-25. Unlike in the sector choices results, there is a higher proportion of science topics when it 
comes to occupation. Of those who chose a STEM pathway there is a tendency to choose natural 
sciences, particularly biology and medicine. Also, as an interdisciplinary science branch, (clinical) 
psychology is popular among the young women.  
 
There were only a few references to engineering, data analysis, digital technologies, architecture, 
product and industrial design jobs which will be in demand in the near future according to 
research86. A small number of research participants mentioned low-paid sectors such as hair and 
beauty, care and administrative jobs. Overall, there is little correlation between the occupational 
choices of young women and expected labour market needs in the near future.  
  
Self-employment was also mentioned by 18% (49/268) of the participants. As a career choice, it was 
also raised by some FG participants who spoke of the independence that self-employment would 

                                                           
86 8 Jobs every company will be hiring for by 2020; World Economic Forum. Op. cit. 



 

37 
 

offer them. However, there were doubts about how to embark on a successful self-employment 
route.   
 
Only a few FG participants were certain about the job they would like to build their career around. In 
one of the focus groups in Cardiff, an English Literature graduate student who wanted to develop 
her career in the social sector said that career choices change according to experiences:  

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. 

This opinion was echoed in another focus group by one of the BAME participants, who is currently 
working for a public help-line:  

I think it's (my career choices) continuously changed and still changes. So I'm not 
sure, and I think I want to go into the like the law side of things, human rights because 
I had bad experiences in call centres and the jobs I've had, injustices and people being 
treated wrongly. So, I want to go into law side of things and then at the same time 
I'm now thinking maybe I want to do like be a trainer or something, in like especially 
in like in call centres.   

 

Conclusion   

The majority of young women we surveyed favour typically feminised sectors and want to be in 
professional roles within these. Sector choices shift with age, with a move towards what could be 
regarded as more practical, stable sectors such as public sector and education in place of arts and 
creative industries.  

It is noteworthy that the occupational choices of young women in this research did not align with 
expected labour market needs for the near future. Occupations such as data analyst, digital 
technicians and engineers, architects, product and industrial designers and more professions in the 
elementary skills jobs would be more favourable in the future labour market; however, the choices 
of young women do not favour these pathways. 

Of those who chose a STEM pathway there is a tendency to choose natural sciences, particularly 
biology and medicine. Also, as an interdisciplinary science branch, (clinical) psychology was popular 
among young women. 

Self-employment is seen as a route forward by some of the research participants.  

Young women remained unsure of what they wanted to do immediately after leaving education and 
were uncertain how to pursue their career goals. This demonstrates the need for continuous 
training, career development and work experience after and during university or college. 
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6. Priorities for work 

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

“Work that creates impact and enough money to live securely and afford a house…” 
 
The majority of young women participating in this research stated they want to work in a decent job, 
but what are their top priorities for work?  
 
In the survey, we asked an open-ended question to the participants about what their priorities for 
current or future work would be if they had a choice.87 The graphic below shows the thematically 
categorised answers from the survey results. Alongside the ones in the graphic, there are four other 
smaller categories, namely making a difference, achieving a stable future, health and unsure 
categories.88 As it shows, money and finance is critically important when choosing a job. However, 
location of work and work-life balance are also considered as important priorities by young women.   
 

 
 
While financial security, location of work and flexibility were rated as the most important, many 
respondents linked these priorities to family life. Some respondents mentioned that they need 
money to support their (future) family, some of them emphasised the importance of work being 
located close to their family and needing a short commuting distance, and some of them mentioned 
wanting time and a work-life balance to spend more time with their families. For example, a 24-year-
old participant’s answers to what she would prioritise was “Money with some time for family if I 

                                                           
87 The question was asked as an open-ended question in order not to limit the answers. However, to clarify the 
question, a topical guideline was given in brackets with the question. The final formulation of the question 
was: What are your priorities for current/future work? (e.g. time, money, family, location, travelling etc…). 
Allegedly, it is observed that the guideline caused some steering on the responses. 
88 The frequencies of the answers can be seen in the detailed graphic in the Appendix.  

16-18 YO % 19-21 YO % 22-25 YO% All %
Money and finance 61% 58% 60% 60%

Location of the work 26% 27% 34% 29%

Time, work-life balance, flexibility 27% 24% 23% 25%

Career progression, job quality,
experience and variety, 17% 25% 34% 24%

Family 23% 20% 12% 19%

Job satisfaction, fulfilment,
enjoyment 20% 16% 18% 19%

Travelling 19% 20% 17% 18%
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have one of my own one day”. However, some of the respondents also said that they want flexible 
working and time to do other things outside of work. Another 17-year-old participant mentioned 
their priority would be a “Dynamic job, flexible so I can do my own stuff too”.  
 
Again, there is a shift with age. Family was prioritised more by the younger age group, while career 
progression, job quality and variety of work were prioritised more as age increased. We found that 
location of work also became more important with age.  
 
For most respondents there was no single priority, with multiple answers provided. However, 42% 
(113/268) of responses listed only one priority. The below table shows the frequency of the single 
choices for each category. 
 

 
 
This table highlights that money is critically important. It is also interesting that 32 participants out 
of 268 prioritise job quality, opportunities for career development, and job satisfaction.  
 
Overall, the discussions in the FGs were in line with the survey results and provided more in-depth 
explanations to the survey results. For example, in the Swansea FG staying employed, financial 
priorities and a clear path for career development were raised as priorities for career development. 
There was also a clear desire for a job that was engaging and enjoyable.  
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In the Rhyl FG, A Level students discussed their priorities for work: 

P2: I think that I just want to work in something that I’m not going to get bored 
of.  And just a job that I’m comfortable in and that gives a comfortable pay, so 
that I can just be like okay with where I’m at. 

P3: Yeah, I want to be satisfied.  I want to help people.  I also as well, I’m conscious 
of studying, coming from a lower working-class background.  I think that’s as well 
played on my mind with university courses, thinking is this practical or is it not 
going to get me a job at the end of the day. 

P1: Yeah. My parents have like pushed me to get a job that’s steady income so, 
you know, I don’t have to deal with everything that a low-income entails, but I still 
want a job that I’ll like to do. I think that’s a priority. 

P4: Yeah.  I think I want a job that will develop me as a person, rather than just 
like helping other people, because I feel like… if I went into psychology, it would 
be sort of a give and a take because I feel like I’d get a lot from them as a person.   

P5: What I want to do is I want to help everything… the environment, marine 
environment, and it’s not a well-paying job like everybody expects, it’s actually 
about £30,000 a year I believe that you actually earn as a minimum.   

 
As was the case with the survey results, money and financial concerns were raised across the FG 
discussions. In the Rhyl FG, one of the participants from a low-income background stated that 
money is a priority for work and explained what she considers to be in a low-paid job: 

Isn’t the average £25k a year?  I mean, that’s probably the lowest I’d want to go just 
because it’s sort of the average and what you can live off.  Anything below that… (…) 
Some of us are on EMA [Educational Maintenance Allowance] so we know what it’s 
like to have grown up in that background with a lower income than £25k a year. 
[Laughs] So, hopefully living comfortably on something in that range would be good. 

 

Money is also seen as a means to achieve stability. In one of the Cardiff FGs, the conversation 
about priorities followed as such:  

P3: Enough money to…Yes, to live a reasonable life, like get a house and things 
like that... 

P1: I guess, with all money thing, being stable, so the stability.  Money plus 
everything… just stable. 

I: Is it like kind of a secure job? 

P1: Yes.  So, sometimes it’s not like can be ripped out underneath me.  

 
The discussions demonstrate that money is a priority for young women and they wish to have an 
income that they can comfortably live on. They might not have higher expectations about their 
earning potential, but they want enough to live adequately and sustain their families.  
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Job satisfaction and being able to work in the areas that they are passionate about came across 
strongly in the FG discussions. Expectations voiced in the FGs pertained to a stable but dynamic job 
that allowed them to have career development opportunities. A participant in the Swansea FG 
voiced her priority as: 

I want to be challenged and developed with every job I do. I want to raise and level 
up to the next level and gain some skills (…) When I leave that job, I'm not going to 
the same kind of job. A lot of recruitment firms now will tell you as a young person, 
you shouldn't expect to stay in the same job for like a long time; because you will 
have to move and change and adapt; which is fine, but, obviously, it's more stressful 
than our parents had to deal with. But because of that [requirement] I'm very 
conscious [and] I want to grow in every position.  

Stability and a dynamic career can seem contradictory to each other, but stability was 
conceptualised in the discussion as having a job and an income, not necessarily working in the same 
workplace, and having the opportunity to follow a career path. The participant who emphasised 
stability in one of the Cardiff FG said that: 

I think with stability, I honestly think it comes as a sacrifice as well.  So, you can be 
stable and secure in one career.  If you progress and just keep pushing forward, there 
are times where you put yourself at risk; but it comes back to what are you doing…is 
it something that you want to be doing, is it important to you, is it your passion?  So, 
for example, the humanitarian thing – I might put myself at risk by moving to Africa 
and starting from nothing, or…hopefully I’ll have a English degree by the end of this, 
and then I can easily go to get a QTS from somewhere then stay in UK, but I’m not. I 
can easily go for one route, but it’s still educational.  I can still be an educator, but 
I’m choosing…something that I’m more passionate about.   

In the same FG, another participant outlined her concerns about the pressure to take “any job” 
rather than being able to secure the rewarding career with an employer that supports her 
development:  

I think for me, whatever sort of job I have in life, I think it has to be like an important 
job, otherwise I wouldn’t do it. I think that’s my main focus, is like to do something 
that I think is really important, but I think there’s so much… especially for us as young 
people to just take any job because it’s a job, and like I want an employer to offer me 
something that I also want.  I don’t want to just go with them just because I need the 
money or anything.  I want to go with them because I think they do important work, 
like I think it’s necessary work. So, I want sort of that relationship where I feel like 
they’re offering me just as much as I’m offering them. (…) I’d like them to like take 
me on courses and things and like me give me like further qualifications, you know, 
maybe send me into like different areas and different aspects.  I’d want them to 
consistently sort of challenge me and develop me as much as I’m developing myself.  

While young women want to be financially secure, they want to be working in roles they are passion 
about. However, financial and time pressures were cited by a number of participants as a potential 
barrier to developing a career aligned with their passion.  
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FG discussions showed that young women wish to carry on doing extracurricular activities to support 
personal development and pursue their passion; yet, they lack the necessary time due to work and 
family commitments after they finish university education. Financial difficulties and expectations 
from their families urge them to find a job promptly. The conversation below taken place in the 
Swansea FG discussed this issue.  
 

Focus Group participants in Swansea discussed the pressure on new graduates: 

P6: I think it's also about personal development as well, because like if my 
parents, my mum, just went into a job, it was a college I think. And my dad went 
into an apprenticeship that he's been into like 40 years. They have like kind of 
said do as much as possible; don't do what we've done. Like travel, get different 
qualifications, gain as much experience as you can and work yourself up, rather 
than just staying at the same sort of level. 

P7: I think there is always a panic that as soon as graduate you have to find your 
career in, get your job… Instead of realising like 21, 23, 25 finding a job to dive 
in. That's so young, you know we are still so young. (…)  I think that's [trying 
different works and activities] what university also allows you to do. Like my 
boyfriend graduated in July. He didn't really get involved with anything and now 
he's lost those kinds of chances to be in a society or sports club. All those kinds of 
things quite unique to the university.... Once you graduate, that's kind of gone… 

P1: All your time goes to work. You haven't got the chance to do all these 
extracurricular... 

Collective: yeah 

P2: That's one of the biggest struggles that I have since I have been full-time 
employed. I used to be in bands, I used to… The only thing I can about to 
maintain now is doing pole tennis and I'm rubbish at it. [laughter] I just don't 
have the time to pursue any of these things that I'm passionate about. 

P3: Yeah, especially when you started to have kids and things... You don't have 
the time to do anything.  

Collective: Yeah 

P7: It is so scary… 

 
In the Swansea FG, some of the young women, who came from low-income families, who received 
Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), have student debts and an overdraft said that money was 
a priority in their career choices. However, they also mentioned that they do not want to “live to 
work, but work to live”. They mentioned that coming to university has transformed their vision of 
money and a career path even though in their families, work still means earning money. One of the 
participants said that:  

Since coming to university, it has broadened my options and everything. I realised, 
the world isn't just about money and I shouldn't be expected to be a big earner if I'm 
doing a certain job. (…) I want money but I also want personal development.  
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The young women who participated in our research underlined that money is necessary for their 
immediate needs but job satisfaction and success are not totally related to money. A BAME 
participant in one of the Cardiff FGs also mentioned that money was an important priority but also 
satisfaction at work and being able to be herself and achieve her goals were important. She defined 
success as “helping other people who were struggling or who have been treated unfairly. That would 
make me feel, I have been successful.” 
 
 

Conclusion 

While young women outline a number of priorities for work, money and finance are critically 
important. Location of work, work-life balance, flexibility at work and job satisfaction are also 
important.  

Family is listed as less of a priority but many comments made in relation to money, work-life balance 
and career development were made with reference to family life. Young women want to have 
successful careers and a happy family life. They see themselves as earners first, not carers, and they 
want to sustain a family life alongside a career. 

Priorities for work seem to shift by age. As age increased, the desire for a stable job in a preferred 
location that provides career development and job satisfaction become much more important. 
Whereas, family is prioritised more amongst younger women.  

There is a clear desire for a rewarding, stable job, aligned with their passion. It is important to note 
that by “stability”, young women do not mean working in the same workplace throughout their lives. 
Young women want a stable, secure path as their career progresses, but they also want a dynamic 
job where they feel challenged and able to be themselves.  

Choices can be shaped by immediate priorities, such as securing an income, but young women are 
predominantly in search of good quality jobs in which they will enjoy working. Concerns remain 
around progression and professional advancement and having the time to gain the relevant skills 
and experience.  
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7. Factors affecting career choices of young women  
 

“I think that family, friends and everyone do impact your career choice because 
they are always going to think, have their opinion on what you can do and what 

you are capable of doing.  But I think unless you try it and go for it, you can’t really 
prove them wrong or whatever.” 

As we know from previous research, there are varied factors affecting young women’s career 
choices. Among them parents and family members, peer groups, education settings and media play 
key roles.  
 
In the survey, we asked a multiple-choice question to participants to determine what has affected 
their career decisions. The result of the 263 responses is shown in the graphics below.  
 

 
 
As the graph shows, the young women participating in the survey thought that external factors were 
important in their career choices. Strikingly, the results show that ‘social relations’ covering social 
media, parents and friend groups are the most profound factors affecting the career choices of 
women; social media comes first as a factor. Noticeably, Career Advice Services (CAS) seem to be 
among the least influential.  In the “other” category, individual interests and gender roles are 
mentioned.  
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The graphic above shows that there is a shift by age, with the influence of peers growing with age. 
This could be due to changing peer groups and greater interaction with those who share common 
interests or professions. The influence of CAS also appears to increase with age.  
 
Respondents highlighted a number of factors that were not listed in the multiple-choice question. 
Eight of them referenced gender stereotyping, traditional roles and society as a whole as factors 
affecting women’s career choices. A 17-year-old participant said:  

I think general stereotyping especially from teenage boys, which surround young 
girls has a huge impact on our belief in our own ability. 

Another 17-year-old criticised “Misogynistic members of society” and a 25-year-old said:   

The Patriarchy! Society at large! All of that nonsense! I think everyone, regardless of 
gender, is much more influenced by the background radiation of the world around 
us than we would care to admit. 

In relation to the traditional roles and social values, culture of the country was mentioned in two 
comments. A 23-year-old participant said:  

I feel the general culture of the country limits options for girls- we don't see ourselves 
reflected in many sectors and the few women in these sectors are undervalued at 
every level. 

Four survey respondents stated the importance of role models in career choices saying: 
“Observation of who is in these roles already, through media and real life i.e. role models” (18-year-
old participant). A 21-year-old participant said: “Men being more prominent and celebrated at higher 
levels of different businesses/ services, so girls don’t see other female role models high up” which 
suggests that more women role models are needed. In addition to these comments, some family 
members were also named as role models.  
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Parents 73% 67% 81% 74%
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Five of the comments highlighted that career choices were shaped by their own interests and 
experiences.  
 
FG discussions identified similar factors to the survey, with social media again considered a highly 
influential factor. However, FG participants considered parents and teachers to be more influential.  
 
Alongside the positive influence of parents, some negative issues were raised in the discussions. An 
A-level student in Denbigh FG told us she was dissuaded by her father when she said that she 
wanted to be forensic scientist:  

Personally I used to want to be a forensic scientist, and it was actually my Dad who 
put me off. Because he was like “well that’s really male-dominated” and he was like 
“well it’s really hard to get into, do you really want to train all that time and then 
something like have to hold you back?” I was like why would that have to hold me 
back?  Just because it’s male-dominated, doesn’t mean that if I put the work in, and 
I put the effort in, that I can’t get that job?  So, I think it [gender stereotyping] does 
need to change because in some ways, we do have other strengths.  Like, each 
gender has their own strengths, and we can’t deny that, but there’s no reason that 
we can’t use them both. 

This experience demonstrates how gender stereotypes can shape parent’s mind-sets; it also 
highlights how women can be put off from male-dominated sectors at a very young age. In this case, 
the participant said she felt quite deflated because her dad actually knew that she was capable, but 
for him, this occupation might be a problem in the future for her because of the work culture.  
 
Another participant in Denbigh FG experienced a similar approach from her father:  

My dad, he doesn’t want me to go into anything to do with the police and that type 
of thing, because he thinks it’s a dangerous job, and he wouldn’t want me to get hurt 
because he cares about me.  

A 17-year-old participant in the survey also commented on how parents tended to reinforce gender 
stereotypes:  

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. 

 

Participants in the Rhyl FG discussed the intervention of parents who have limited knowledge of 
the current job market:  

P3: I was looking at archaeology because I quite like that, but my parents have 
always been “but there’s no jobs in it! You won’t get to go like excavating stuff 
because there’s no room for you!” I’ve been through many phases of what job  
want to do, so then I was like “maybe a lawyer”, and my Dad was like “but there’s 
so many lawyers out there now that don’t have jobs, there’s 20% or something 
that don’t have jobs because the market is full.”  So, then I’m okay, so I can’t be a 
lawyer!   
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P1: Yeah.  I’ve been like you.  (…) As long as I can remember up until about a year 
ago I wanted to be a teacher, and now I’m like switching between jobs, so like film 
director, like midwifery… And if I mention it to my Mum, she will be “oh you can’t 
do that, it’s too competitive” or “that’s unrealistic, you won’t get in there”, but… 
I don’t know, it’s just little things, little doubts put in my mind that put me off 
doing certain jobs that I would like to do. 

P2: I feel like almost everyone (…) no matter what job you’re doing, has to give 
you a little negative comment towards it.  Even if I’m on about psychology because 
I want to help people, and then they’ll be like “oh, but the emotional toll, you’re 
not going to handle it, you won’t be okay.”  Why does everyone have to have a 
little dig at you about what you want to do?  That really annoys me.   

I: What do you think the reasons are for that? 

P2: Because they’re scared for us. 

P3: They’re trying to look out for us, but I don’t think it helps. 

(…) 

P3: I feel like society is constantly changing and a lot going on technology, so I 
don’t think they realise what the work industry’s like now. 

P5: I think my Mum’s still in like the 70s.  [Laughs] 

P2: My Mum, she dropped out of high school when whilst at sixth form when she 
was my age, and she really easily got into like a job working as a dentist assistant, 
and she’s been like “oh you can work as a dentist assistant”, and I’m like “no, you 
need like a degree now for it!”  (…) I don’t think they understand that it’s a lot 
harder for us to get a job, which is why a lot of us are okay, we need to go to 
university.   

 
BAME participants from the FGs in Cardiff emphasised the importance of support from their families 
in their career development. All the BAME, Muslim participants in the focus groups mentioned 
discrimination they experienced in school and how their family’s support was critical at those points. 
A BAME participant studying English literature in the college said that:  

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. 

Although families generally supported young women, particularly in low-income families, financial 
constraints and limited knowledge about the current education system and job market might have 
affected the level of emotional support families offered. In the Swansea FG, this issue was raised by 
some of the participants: 

I also felt…pressure from my family as well because I'm from a low income family 
and parents are kind of like… In our family to exist you need money to keep 
developing and go further. And when I was thinking…to go to university, my mother 
didn't want me to go because she was scared of student debt…When I got to 
university and got my BA and then I was like "ah I'm going to do a masters" and they 
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were like "are you going to get more debt?" (…) They never went to college; they only 
went to secondary school, so they don't actually understand…the whole A-level and 
degree system because they went straight into employment. So, they have this mind 
set where as long as you got a degree, you going to get in a job and you don't do 
that, because it's so hard. 

Personal experiences are also seen to influence career choices. A BAME participant in the Cardiff FG 
demonstrated this by explaining how her experience of discrimination, racism and a lack of 
understanding of diversity among employers and society, made her think about working in equality 
and diversity areas:  

I think the equality side of it interests me more and more, now even more so that 
now I'm in certain jobs, the first thing is literally they look at you and the way you 
dress. So, I want to tackle that and maybe like do like some sort of training in 
organisations, training them on like unconscious biases.  

The impact of personal experience was also raised in the Rhyl FG discussion by an A Level student:  

I’ve had issues with mental health and stuff, and then I’ve gone through 
appointments with people and it made me think that I’d like to help people with… 
Helping with personal experiences to kind of get like the gist of how someone else is 
feeling, so then they wouldn’t feel so alone with the help from them. 

FG participants also discussed the influence of individuals in schools, although participants said they 
did not get much inspiration from school overall. A negative experience about school settings was 
given by a BAME participant in one of the Cardiff FGs:  

I don't think I would ever had a conversation where we were pushed to do a certain 
subject, the teachers didn't even know how to deal with us. There was more focus on 
behaviour rather than career aspirations. I didn't get career aspiration from school, 
at all. Even the teachers admit it now; I see them when I go to school sometimes and 
they are like “we didn't know how to control you”. They don't discuss "I knew you 
were going to do this and be in this position, I knew you were going to do this and do 
well in this job”. They are like "oh we didn't even know how to deal with them, these 
ethnic minority children", we are just so wild, that's what they'd say. 

However, this person also said that the only teacher that she had received support from was her 
health and social care teacher, and she is now a graduate from this department. 
 
The discussions showed that teachers are important in young women’s career choices. Although 
some of the young women who took part in the focus groups complained about the lack of support 
and encouragement from their teachers, others emphasised the influence of particular teachers who 
pushed and encouraged them. A participant in the Swansea FG said that:  

In school, for me, the only teacher I remember pushing me to fulfil my potential and 
go further was my history teacher and I always asked why I always enjoyed it. I guess 
because she was passionate, and she was the only one who didn't look at us as a 
class of miserable kids, and think "oh I have to teach you to get a good mark for me 
as a teacher or get school a percentage". 

This young woman is a history graduate and currently doing her masters’ degree in modern history.  
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FG discussions also demonstrated the impact of university. In Cardiff, one participant from Rhondda 
said that women mostly did not have the chance to go to university where she lived. However, 
university had a greater impact on her personal development and career aspirations: 

Especially where I live, there aren’t as many people who go to university. If I look 
back at myself now and before I came to university, I would be telling you completely 
different answers.  [University] is engaging in sort of different conversations with 
people, learning about different things, meeting different people. I think sometimes, 
I find that some of my friends haven’t had that experience.  And so, they just sort of 
are complacent with their life, that they… that’s what they want to do.  And if that’s 
what they want to do, that’s obviously fine. (…) I think [university] is really expensive 
and that’s part of the idea too – some people can’t afford to go to university, so then 
they miss out on all the things. I feel like even though I’m working class, I’m very 
privileged to have been able to go to university.  So, I think it directly correlates to 
education and opportunities.  

 
Conclusion  

There are many factors that affect young women’s career choices. The majority of young women in 
this research are influenced to a greater extent by “social factors” including social media, parents 
and friendship groups, with social media the most influential. Notably, Career Advice Services (CAS) 
are the least mentioned factor affecting young women’s career choices. Individual interests, gender 
stereotyping and traditional roles associated with women are also acknowledged as factors affecting 
women’s career choices.  

There was an observed shift in the influence of peer groups by age, with peer groups becoming more 
influential among older groups. This might be due to the change in peer groups and the extension of 
social networks towards areas of interest and professional life as young women leave school. A shift 
was also observed in the influence of CAS by age. The reason for this is not clear from our data but 
could be linked to the different ways in which careers advice is provided in school and in university 
and the fact that older individuals are more likely to seek out careers advice.  

Reliance on personal experience and social circles for information and careers advice is concerning 
as it is likely that young women will only gain limited knowledge about available career 
opportunities.  Furthermore, given that the career choices are made at younger ages, personal 
experiences are likely to be limited as well. 

Schools, as education settings seem to have less influence on the career choices of young women. 
However, some individuals in educational settings, particularly some teachers, have influence on the 
career choices of young women. Teachers, in some cases, become role models and a source of 
support for young women, influencing their career choices.  

Parents have critical importance in the career choices of young women; they can have a positive 
impact as well as a negative impact. The attitudes of parents towards stereotypes is a determining 
factor in the advice that they give. Furthermore, parents are the main support mechanisms for 
young women in terms of career development.  
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8. Barriers to Career Development  
 

P2: It is just so frustrating. There are so many barriers… It is this sort of 
intersectionality of it. It is like, being a woman you face barriers, coming from a 

low-income household there is another one…  

P6: More barriers… 

P2: If you are stuck with potentially racist employers, another barrier. You do not 
want to put that you are disabled on your form; another barrier. There is 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 
just because we are women, with this glass ceiling we got to break through to 

actually achieve bare minimum what we should be being provided with. 

 
Young women aspire to secure a decent, rewarding career, but many perceive barriers to achieving 
this. As the chart below shows, 67% (175/263) of the survey participants identified barriers to 
achieving their career goals.  
 

 
 
As the chart below shows, as age increases so does the proportion of women stating they see 
barriers to achieving their career goals.   
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The survey participants were then asked what sort of barriers they were concerned about through 
open-ended questions. From 168 comments made in the survey, we determined 14 thematic areas 
as barriers:  
 

1. Financial barriers 
2. Gender - discrimination, pay gap, sexism, stereotyping, under-representation of women 
3. Underqualified/not achieving required grades  
4. Lack of opportunities (geographical etc.) 
5. Competition/competitive labour market/difficulty in getting into the sector 
6. Starting a family/becoming a mum 
7. Lack of confidence  
8. Inexperience in getting a job/sectors/start-up a business 
9. Disability  
10. Lack of self-evaluation/motivation 
11. Expectations of employers (free youth labour/overlooked because of age) 
12. Family/parents 
13. Ethnic/religious/racist discrimination 
14. Lack of direction for the future 

 
The table below shows the frequency of response under each barrier category, split by age group.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

63%

37%

67%

33%

72%

28%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Yes No

Do you see any barriers to achieving your career goals? 

16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO



 

52 
 

Barriers to achieve career goals 
  16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO Total % 
Financial barriers 16 23% 10 24% 16 29% 42 25% 
Gender - Discrimination, Pay Gap, 
Sexism, Stereotyping, Under-rep. of 
women 

10 14% 11 27% 11 20% 32 19% 

Underqualified/not achieving grades  21 30% 3 7% 7 13% 31 18% 
Lack of opportunities (geographical etc.) 5 7% 9 22% 12 21% 26 15% 
Competition/Competitive labour 
market/difficulty in getting into the 
sector 

11 15% 6 15% 6 11% 23 14% 

Starting a family/Becoming a mum 4 6% 8 20% 10 18% 22 13% 
Lack of confidence  10 14% 3 7% 8 14% 21 13% 
Inexperience in getting a 
job/sectors/start-up a business 

2 3% 5 12% 4 7% 11 7% 

Health/Disability  1 1% 3 7% 4 7% 8 5% 
Lack of self-evaluation/Motivation 4 6% 0 0% 4 7% 8 5% 
Expectations of employers (free youth 
labour/overlooked because of age) 

1 1% 1 2% 5 9% 7 4% 

Family/Parents 3 4% 0 0% 3 5% 6 4% 
Ethnic/Religious/Racist discrimination 0 0% 3 7% 2 4% 5 3% 
Lack of direction for the future 2 3% 1 2% 2 4% 5 3% 

Total no. of response  71   41   56   168   
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As the table and charts above show, there are clear differences between age groups. Financial 
barriers were the biggest concern of the 22-25 year-olds, whereas being underqualified / not 
achieving grades was the lowest in this group but the highest among the younger age group.  Lack of 
opportunities was mentioned more with age.   
 

Financial Barriers  

Financial barriers were the most commonly cited barrier. Rising university tuition fees, becoming a 
graduate in debt and rising living costs were key concerns. As a result, many young women 
interviewed felt the pressure to find a job immediately rather than pursuing further work 
experience, learning or career development activities. 

A young woman at the Swansea FG, who was an English literature graduate, said that she turned to 
social work but did not have enough resources to carry on her career progression in this sector:  

This year, I really turned my gaze into sort of more social work as well, and issue with 
that seems to be everybody wants QVC Level 3 qualification in social work and that 
would be me taking another year out from actually earning money and I come from 
a quite low-income family. And there is no reserves, you know, I am still in masses of 
debt, my overdraft, not to mention like student debt and it just I kind of feel like I'm 
stuck and I'm still, I am desperately looking for jobs at the minute. 

Another participant in the Swansea FG told us that due to not obtaining the necessary qualifications 
to become a teacher, she changed her career path and decided to continue in academia. However, 
she still needed funding to carry on in this area:  

I wanted to go into a PhD... But now the academic climate has really stopped…PhD 
is easy to get into but the funding's not there and that's really hindered me. I want 
to become the first doctor in my family…but all these barriers are putting me down. 
I had to completely change my career path, so now I'm looking for career advice and 
work placements to hopefully leave me with something to help me to get into admin, 
marketing type of stuff and come back to a PhD when I'm older and I have money to 
do it. 

The cost of a university education created a challenge not only for the young women but also for 
their families. Another participant in the Swansea focus group, who was a psychology graduate, 
mentioned that her parents were very keen for her to go to university but when they learned about 
the cost, they were shocked:  

…They were all very excited when I wanted to go [to university]. That was something 
they were all like “Yay! Go and do it!”. But they were all shocked to how much money 
it costs. Like it was a money thing that [made them think] like "oh is that [psychology] 
what you are going to do? Are you going to be a doctor?” . You have to do something 
like that [doctor] to make it worthwhile! 

In one of the Cardiff FGs, a participant from the Valleys said it was not easy for people from working 
class families to access the same opportunities as non-working class students. Last year, she was 
able to go to Canada to study for four months thanks to the University’s exchange programme but 
the bursary that the university provided was very limited; luckily for her, her parents supported her:  
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I don’t really know any young people from my area in the Rhondda that actually went 
to study abroad, and Cardiff University is an amazing university, but I literally got 
£400 to study for four months.  I had to pay for my flight, I had to pay for my 
accommodation, I had to pay to live there, and you know what?  Overall, it cost about 
£6,000.  My father works in a factory and my mother is a carer, I’m a working class 
person, but I’m very privileged to have been able to go. My parents to work so much 
and do that. But that was a big strain on my family to have that opportunity. (…) I 
may have the upper hand than some other people because of jobs but that’s only 
because I was privileged enough to go; and I think that’s really sad because more 
people would generally go if they could. I mean, most of the people who I met, they 
were studying abroad; all went to private school, their parents are really rich…  

In the survey, respondents noted a number of ways to overcome financial barriers:   
 Taking support from family 
 Working (and potentially taking a gap year) to save money particularly for education 
 Taking out loans  
 Looking for support from the Welsh Government, particularly for the university degree 
 Looking for scholarship/funding particularly for further education and qualifications 
 Seeking advice  
 Developing a strong business plan 
 Changing career goals if there was no support 
 
Taking support from the family was the most common solution mentioned, however, this solution 
would be challenging for low-income families.  
 

Gender as a barrier  
 
One of the striking themes that came out in the survey responses was the extent to which gender is 
seen as a barrier. In this thematic analysis, we brought a range of gender issues together, including 
gender discrimination, gender pay gap, sexism, stereotyping and the underrepresentation of women 
in sectors and senior roles. Although these issues overlapped at times with the ‘family’ theme, we 
analysed it separately to address specific examples related to traditional family roles associated with 
women.   
 
The table below shows barriers cited in relation to gender issues in the survey by age: 
 

16-18 year-olds  Gender pay gap and disproportionate amount of male to female lawyers 
 Being a female, from a poorer background 
 It [sector] is male dominated  
 Gender stereotyping and being over-looked 
 Male dominated areas of work 
 Funding issues and male dominated senior positions  
 Though the lower rungs of the psychology workforce are predominantly 

female higher levels are male dominated and so finding opportunities at 
higher levels may be difficult 

 A male dominating role and men who will undermine my ability to succeed 
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19-21 year-olds  Gender Discrimination  
 Gender related, ethnicity related etc. 
 I may be underestimated in my potential because I am a woman 
 Men tend to dominate high power roles, and family life may limit my 

career  
 Everything 1. I’m a girl 2. I’m from ethnic backgrounds 

22-25 year-olds  The current area I would want to go into is still very male orientated, plus 
the funding isn’t there 

 Sexism, implicit and explicit.  
 Self-confidence, pay inequality, stereotyping. 
 Lack of other women in leadership roles in the arts 

 
As the table shows, young women emphatically expressed both personal and general concerns 
about the gender issues in their career development.  
 
Gender discrimination was discussed widely in the FGs as well. Issues raised in the Swansea FG were 
sexism in the workplace and a lack of gender diversity. However, these issues were discussed based 
on the current experiences of women, rather than being expressed as a concern for the future. An 
example for both of them was given by a participant who was working part-time in a shop selling 
building equipment where she was the only woman on the shop floor among four men:  

The amount of sexist things I hear on the shop floor… I can't report it because they'll 
know it'd be me, because I'm the only girl there. I've heard like 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.  

She said that she experienced sexist behaviour in this male dominated work place several times, 
which made her question why she was working there: 

“…if they want women to come into this industry where it's dominated by men…they 
shouldn't be acting like this way behind the scenes. (…) I'm the only one there with a 
degree, I'm, basically, higher educated than my manager, and he feels he can speak 
on an educated level with me but he talk differently to other people then. So, he'll 
speak educatedly to me, and then when he talks to the boys in work, he'll start talking 
derogatory. And I'm just like, why am I here? 

All the focus group participants said that sexism in the workplace is a big concern for them and 
affects their career progression. Another conversation in the Swansea FG was about the words that 
the managers used to refer to young women:  

P1: I have a part-time job in a restaurant and my manager is.. He's disgusting! 
Friends, the stories they have said just like the way he talks to them, and like the way 
he calls us babe and things like love and like that. 

Collective: *gasps 

P2: Probably a lot of men would say I'm not sexist and don't think that is sexist. 
Because they haven't had it back at them they don't realise how one small comment 
will then just stay in your mind all day. 

Collective: yeah exactly. 
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An important barrier, particularly for BAME women was ethnicity/religion/race discrimination. 
BAME participants cited ethnic, religious and racial discrimination as barriers to career development: 

I think being a black Muslim woman is just like “Oh my God”!  Honestly, everyone’s 
against you! System is against you, everything’s against you, and for you to be okay, 
you have to work so hard.  Not only against people who are more privileged because 
of their race or because of their gender, not only because of that, because of your 
own society, because of the people who are in your community who are saying “no 
you can’t do that”…(…) there’s so much problems, and just fears like… Islamophobic 
fears, racial fears… (…) And when I’m trying to apply for jobs, I’m always thinking in 
the back of my head, what if my name messes this up?  Or, I’ll be speaking on the 
phone and I’ll sound like this as normal, or normal, and then you’ll drop your name, 
and it’s just…I swear you just can feel it… (…) It’s so much barriers that you just can’t… 
and I just exist!  I can’t help that I’m black, I can’t help that I’m a woman, I love my 
religion, so I’m not going to change that for nobody! Why am I facing this oppression 
when all I do is exist?  It’s crazy!   

Ethnic, racial and religious discrimination against BAME women has severe consequences in their 
everyday life and work practices and barriers experienced by young women seemed amplified for 
BAME participants.  
 
The list below shows some of the ways that the young women thought they could tackle gender 
inequality: 
 
 Being able to confront employers in the cases of gender and other discriminations and sexism  
 Working hard and proving competency  
 Looking for support from female networks 
 Speaking out against sexism, being active in campaigns and policy around women  
 Support from teachers and mentors  
 Support from family and friends 
 Improving confidence and resilience (for changing ideas) 
 Support from professional organisations if the problem gets out of control  
 Contacting women in the male dominated industries  
 Supporting diversity and more women in leadership positions. 
 
As the answers show, the participants have an appetite for engaging in women’s networks and 
campaigns around gender inequality. Most of the actions to break down the barriers are related to 
engaging with networks working in these areas. A 20-year-old respondent said that she will look for 
“other women around the country trying to break gender stereotypes”. A 19-year-old participant said 
that: 

I believe my gender should not hinder my success and so I will advocate for myself if 
I encounter any discrimination, and if it is severe I will look for appropriate help e.g. 
Citizens Advice, ACAS.  
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Another idea was to raise confidence levels and resilience to speak out about discrimination. A 24-
year-old respondent said that she could tackle pay inequality by confronting her boss over a 
contentious issue using a carefully chosen approach.  
 

Lack of qualification/not achieving the grades 
 
Young women also see being underqualified and achieving good enough grades for their career goal 
as a concern and a barrier. This theme was mainly raised by 16 to 18-year-olds in the survey, but 
university students and graduates also raised the issue in the focus group discussions.   
 
An English literature graduate said that she wanted to be a teacher but her GCSE grades were not 
good enough: 

So, I've always wanted to go into teaching and I'd wanted to be a SEN [special 
educational needs] teacher for a while but that's really difficult to do in Wales 
because you have to have a B GCSE Maths to pursue a PGCE in Wales. And I only got 
a C because I really really struggled with it. And that's kind of hindering me at the 
minute because I am here for the next few years and it feels like I can't progress 
further without taking an equivalency test and I don't think my maths skills are up to 
scratch. 

She also added that she had not been previously told about the requirements. Lack of appropriate 
information regarding qualifications was a critical challenge for young women.    
 
Similarly, in the focus group at Swansea University, the participants also criticised misinformation 
and a lack of encouragement from their teachers, particularly about the potential impact of STEM 
subjects in their future career choices. A history graduate from Swansea University told us that she 
was not informed about the grades:  

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

 
A related point to qualifications was the need for training and work experience to achieve a good 
career after finishing in education.  Young women were concerned that a university education would 
not bring them instant employability unless they developed their portfolio through work experience. 
Furthermore, increasing tuition fees and graduating with student debts made young women 
question the quality and necessity of university education. This issue was discussed in the Swansea 
FG with regards the quality of university education and employability after university. One of the 
participants said: 

When I first started university I was like ‘oh I'm going to learn and become 
employable at the end of it’; and now I feel like ‘oh I just paid a ton of money to go 
and learn critical thinking, that's making me critical of this whole process’.  

Another participant added:  
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I know from my best friends, they suffer from postgraduate depression now, from 
student debt being living on overdraft and not being able to get a job even though 
she has a BA in religious studies and she thought that getting that would really open 
doors and it hasn't. She's from Cardiff, like from Cardiff University as well. So, it 
doesn't add more value it feels like no matter what university you go into, what 
degree you do, you're still limited because one you are a woman and two you are 
Welsh. 

The negative perceptions developing towards university degrees and the uncertainty of both the 
present and the future make it difficult for young women to define a clear career pathway. Although 
university education opens new doors, there is rising concern about employability after university.     
 
Participants agreed that university education should include more practical learning and work 
experience opportunities to strengthen the qualifications obtained in the degree and help improve 
the employability of graduates: 

I definitely, am a practical learner. I've always got that part-time job since I could 
have one, and I've always learned my biggest skills through my jobs, even in 
university I'll say that I probably got more of my skill from working part-time in the 
student union than I did from my degree. and I'm just fortunate enough that they 
kind of worked that I was doing in the SU like with events and stuff like that, I could 
use, that can go hand in hand with my PR degree. 

To overcome this barrier, some solutions noted were:  
 Looking for support from teachers 
 Working hard 
 Planning for further study, getting more qualifications 
 Support from family and friends 
 Being motivated  
 Advice from others in the industry/connections/networks 

 

Lack of opportunities/ access to support   
 
Lack of career opportunities, particularly in their local area, and access to support to overcome 
barriers were other obstacles that the young women reported.   
 
A 22-year-old respondent stated “Location for fashion jobs are outside where I am currently residing 
so this would mean moving to find work.” A 24-year-old added that being located in Wales is a 
barrier to her.  
 
In addition to the geographical limits, young women also mentioned limited opportunities in their 
favoured sector and a lack of information about how to get into sectors as an obstacle. A 23-year-old 
said:  

Limited opportunity to get into the sector and little advice on how to get into the 
sector once I graduate, partly due to my background possibly. 
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One of the Swansea FG participants, who came from a low-income Welsh family and is currently 
studying for her master’s degree raised her concerns about the opportunities and career prospects 
for women in Wales, which was supported by the other participants:  

I don't feel like there's a lot of career prospects for women. It’s all just one way. As 
far as I know it's all admin based, it's nothing like product development, or going into 
an industry where you can learn a skill and develop that way. It's all just like “ah you 
got a degree in geography, history, you can go straight into admin”, you're settled 
by then. You don't really get to develop yourself. You stay in one job for years and 
years until you finally get that promotion. That finds a lot of women who work in this 
university as well, as admin. And that's scary, because I don't want to sit too 
comfortable I really want a chance to fully become empowered and develop myself 
in the role, but I don't feel like I've got that opportunity in Wales. 

This young woman also said that she does not want to move from Wales and want to carry on living 
in Swansea, but is concerned she would have to. The same issue resonated in the Cardiff FG with 3 
out of 5 participants stated that they want to live in Wales, but it would depend on whether they 
could find a rewarding job in Wales.  
 
In Denbigh, there were different views amongst the participants with the majority of them wanting 
to leave Wales as they believe that there are more opportunities in big cities, particularly in England. 
In addition to this, some of them mentioned that living in small communities present limited 
opportunities for social relations and they would prefer to go somewhere that “not everybody knows 
everyone”. In that respect, the big cities of South Wales like Swansea and Cardiff are seen as an 
option for them. It is worth noting that among this FG, the age (16-18 years old) and place of 
residence could be determining factors, as they are about to decide on their higher education path 
and currently they are living with their families in fairly small communities. Their perspective of 
Wales is likely to differ from other young women who have been through higher education in Wales, 
have already moved from their family home, and experienced some career opportunities in Wales.  
 
Young women also saw lack of support as a barrier to their career progression. In the survey, a few 
respondents mentioned that coming from a low-income family would be a barrier to them due to 
prejudice against low-income families and their limited opportunities to access support related to 
career development.  
 
Another barrier that the young women mentioned was in relation to health conditions, particularly 
with regards to disability and mental health, and the difficulties in accessing support.  
 
A 22-year-old respondent who identified herself as disabled raised her concern about the support 
after her graduation: “I have support from DSA [Disabled Student Allowance] in university but not 
sure what support I would have in the work place”. 
 
In the Swansea FG, one of the participants who had dyslexia and identified herself as disabled said 
that she is worried about talking about her disability as it could hinder her ability to find work:  

“I have dyslexia, I'm like, a visual-audio learner, as well as a practical. I use all these 
different forms of learning and I wonder sometimes if that's going to actually impact 
the way I learn in the work place. Because I class myself as disabled…but I don't feel 



 

60 
 

like that should be a label on me. That's why I don't like putting on my job 
applications "yes I have dyslexia" because they might say "ah no. you got dyslexia, 
you might not"... (…) even though it says on there in the discrimination act, I still feel 
like I would ultimately be discriminated against…” 

Some of the respondents had more inward looking approaches to tackling this barrier such as 
improving confidence and self-esteem. A 22-year-old disabled respondent determined her strategy 
as “Be open and realistic about the issue without letting it hold me back”. Support from health 
services, and access to other services such as allowances were listed as key in overcoming these 
barrier.  
 
The strategies that young women mentioned for overcoming the barrier of lack of opportunities 
were similar to their strategies to boost confidence, which are noted below:  

 Developing a ‘can do’ attitude and learning how to tackle problems 
 Support from family  
 Researching options  
 Support from teachers/ lecturers 
 Gaining more experience and having training 
 Developing a network 
 Moving away 
 Support from health services 

 

Competition in the labour market, difficulties in getting into sectors or in starting a business and 
expectations from employers 
 
Young women taking part in the survey see high competition and the oversaturated labour market 
as barriers to getting into their chosen sector and progressing in their careers. They are concerned 
about their limited work-experience and knowledge of how to progress in the labour market and the 
expectations of employers.  
 
Survey respondents mentioned that they do not have enough experience in their chosen sector or of 
recruitment processes. In the Swansea FG, one of the graduate participants said that she was 
desperately looking for a job but she said: 

Everything I apply for; you need experience of at least a year, you need experience 
of 2 years, you need this qualification, you need that and it's just… It’s a lot of noise. 
And it does feel like I am a bit deprived to be honest. 

In the focus groups, particularly in Cardiff and Swansea, volunteering was emphasised as a way of 
getting experience. However, as one of the participants in the Swansea FG said, “the experience [you 
got from volunteering] doesn’t pay the bills”. Work experience, internship and volunteering are 
welcome by young women to get more experience in industries and working environments, but they 
come with financial constraints. Young women want fair pay for their time: “With volunteering, 
internships, women are giving up their time and their skills; pay us!” 
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Regarding the financial constraints which accompanied work experience opportunities, in one of the 
FG’s in Cardiff, a participant also raised her concerns about graduate schemes especially in 
traditionally women dominated sectors:  

I think it’s really sad sometimes, when I’ve looked at some of the graduate schemes 
and things that I really want to go for, I completely can’t do that on the wage that 
they’re offering. So, I think that’s what’s the most, sort of sad thing at the moment, 
that you can’t necessarily sometimes do what you want to do specifically because 
there is that risk that you may not be able to actually financially take. 

The low pay awarded in apprenticeship schemes was also criticised. In one of the Cardiff FGs, a 
participant complained about the exploitation of young people:   

I think it’s disgusting how low apprenticeship wage is.  Lots of my friends are doing 
it, and it’s like three pounds something an hour.  Genuinely! I think students and 
young people are exploited so much… I’ve got to live!... I’ve got a rent, I’ve got bills. 
I think apprenticeships are an amazing opportunity, but I wouldn’t personally go into 
an apprenticeship because I actually can’t afford to get paid three pound an hour.  
And also I don’t want to get paid that amount of money, and I’m not going to work 
that hard for something that I don’t think reflects my skills and gives me what I really 
deserve.  

The young women face a clear dilemma in the early stages of their career. In order to get a job and 
go into sectors that they want to work in, they need more experience and techniques to be used in 
the recruitment processes; it is apparent that they needed to build up a portfolio as just having a 
degree or a diploma is not enough. However, work experience, internships, apprenticeships and 
volunteering, where they could attempt to build a portfolio, come with a cost. Moreover, they do 
not have clear strategies to overcome these barriers.  
 
Another barrier mentioned by young women regarding barriers in employment related to 
employer’s expectations. Survey participants said that employers have a tendency to overlook young 
people, not take them seriously in their competency because of their age and they underestimated 
the value of their labour. The young women also mentioned that employers expect to pay young 
people less or to work for free, which resulted in low pay to young women in the post-education 
phase.  
 
A 23-year-old respondent who see the “attitudes of potential employers” as a barrier to achieving 
her career roles said that she would tackle this problem by “trying to keep a low profile, and get 
support from friends in the industry.” A 25-year-old respondent said “People don't take me seriously 
because I'm too young or they value older males because they've been around longer, regardless of 
whether they are competent” and she expressed her strategy to tackle this issue as “I show that I am 
competent and utilise my network of strong female mentors”.  
 
The strategies that young women want to utilise to tackle these barriers were:   

 Working hard, focusing on skill development 
 Taking every opportunity to get experience; applying for an apprenticeship 
 Volunteering 
 Developing networks, using social media to be visible  



 

62 
 

 Attending open-days in businesses 
 Taking career advice from people working in industry, having connections and networks 
 Engaging in existing networks; particularly utilising networks of university/college   
 Getting support from friends and family 
 Support from women’s networks.  

  

Starting a family 
 
We categorised ‘starting a family and becoming a mother’ separately from gender related issues, 
although there are clear connections between the two. Analysing them separately allowed us to see 
how traditional roles, particularly caring, associated with women affect young women’s career 
choices. The survey results shows that 22 out of 168 women listed starting a family and having a 
child as a barrier to their career progression.  
 
The table below shows some of these barriers listed by age:  
 

16-18 year-olds  It's hard to have a family and a full job 
 Family life - maternity discrimination. Office sexism. 
 I want a family and worry I’d have to cut down hours 
 Family commitments to full climb the career ladder 

19-21 year-olds   Moving away from home and later on starting a family 
 Finding the right job and dealing with pregnancy 
 Maternity leave set backs 

22-25 year-olds  Sometimes it's difficult for women to pressure a career as a hospital doctor 
and progress through their training if they choose to have a family. 
Hospital specialties don't lend themselves to part time working. 

 Maternity leave or family responsibilities 
 That I have a child to look after. 
 Being a mother 
 Starting a family 
 That I would like to have children 
 Juggling work and my little man he comes first always 
 Going on Maternity leave in a few years.  
 At 25 I'm beginning to become aware of the assumption that women will 

take career breaks to raise children and so can't be counted on in the long 
term. 

 
Even though the research participants are young and the majority are not yet planning to start a 
family, they are worried about the disruption that having a child might cause to their career 
advancement.  
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The difficulties of starting a family and parental responsibilities were discussed in the Swansea FG 
with a particular emphasis on the difficulties that young, single mothers face:  

P1: Especially if you are a single parent; that can be a drastic change! You go from 
being in a partnership where you both looking after the child to single parent, full-
time mother, there's nothing else you can really do but support your child, 
especially if they are really young. 

P2: Or if you have a child when you are in your 20s as well… You know, go by 
today's standards, you're probably only just moving into what you actually want 
to be doing. And that I can just see that I don't plan to have kids, until… Because 
my mum had me when she was 36, my brother when she was 30, and that's in to 
my head age to go for, because she managed to set herself a career by then. 

P1: Set a career first… 

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

Collective: no 

P1: It needs to be planned.  

P4: 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 think like all these factors can 
just damage your child really bad. 

 
Women want to build up a career before having a family not only in order to fulfil their career goals, 
but also to be able to sustain their family and provide their child with a better environment. It is a 
known fact that current workplace cultures can make it difficult for women to have a family and 
progress in their careers. In response to this, many young women try to build up their career first if 
they have the opportunity to do so.  
 
Alongside the concerns of starting a family and become a mother, caring for elderly relatives was 
also raised as a barrier. A 24-year-old respondent said that her parents might be a barrier due to 
their ill-health as they get older. She expressed that she is the only child and responsible for the care 
of her parents. A 25-year-old also raised a similar concern about her elderly parents.  
 
The actions that young women might utilise to tackle this barrier and their recommendations were:  
 

 Using family support 
 Choosing a career that will allow for caring responsibilities 
 Working around the caring requirements 
 Postponing having a family, prioritising a career 
 Flexible working 
 Affordable childcare 
 Having more women in leadership  
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 Support from other family members and relatives 
 Support from social services.  

 
A few of them also said that they did not know how to tackle this problem. It was noticed that, in the 
survey, only two people mentioned sharing parental responsibilities with a partner in response to 
this question, although the issue was discussed more readily when asked about solutions (Chapter 
12). One said that her partner supported the family life, and the other said “I don't think there's a 
way to support people individually with the childcare issue - men just need to start looking after their 
kids!”  
 

Lack of confidence and direction  
 
Confidence was another critical barrier that young women mentioned as an obstacle to their career 
advancement. 21 out of 168 women mentioned that they had confidence issues and low self-
esteem.  
 

In one of the Cardiff FGs, participants related the lack of women in the senior levels to the lack of 
confidence of women in the workplace: 

P2: I think, men are in always like elevated and put on a sort of pedestal, and I 
don’t think women necessarily are.  Like, I think we are taught to be that we are 
less and I think it’s sometimes a self-confidence issues too.  Like, I feel like I have 
to prove myself a lot more than some of like my male counterparts.   

P3: If you look at like all the roles that are really at the top of a field... if they are 
generally held by men, I would guess that does affect, young women’s confidences 
in going into new roles and how far are they actually going to be able to progress 
with that if all the top jobs are taken up by men. 

 
A 23-year-old women who wants to be a full time, freelance writer/author explained the barriers 
that she perceived in achieving her career goals as:  

Motivation to go freelance is tough. Also, it will take time to be successful and I want 
to have children and provide them with a financially stable life. Also, the industry is 
very competitive so lack of confidence is an issue. 

 
A lack of direction for the future and difficulty in making a career choice were also seen as barriers 
by young women, which affected their motivation and confidence. In the FGs, the lack of direction 
and its impact on career choices of young women was discussed as a part of the broad coverage of 
subjects that the participants had chosen to study. One of the participants in Swansea FG studying 
English literature said that:  

…with English literature I think it is really hard to know what direction to go in after 
my degree as well, because it is such like an open degree. It is hard to know exactly 
what part you want to take. There are many options which is a positive thing but 
negative is which one do I go for and which one is going to like ultimately get me a 
career and something that's going to be stable. 
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A psychology graduate raised a similar concern in the Swansea FG:  

I am really jealous my friends who did degrees like teaching, where they have a clear 
career path. They know what they can do when they leave university. So I did 
psychology and I really feel like it's very open ended, I feel like you with like your 
education, it's like what do you do like where is the clear path for me to follow. 

Similar concerns were raised in both Cardiff focus groups. All of the young women who were 
studying  Art and Humanities and Social Sciences degrees had concerns about what route they 
would choose after they finalised their degrees.  
 
To overcome these barriers, young women explored various options. A notable quote from a 17-
year-old participant who is aware of the significance of appearance in the acting industry was as 
follows:   

I can’t tackle the looks barrier but I’m not going to go for roles that are for slim and 
beautiful women anyway as that’s not my type. Build my confidence. 

In the Swansea focus group, one of the participants said going to university is a good opportunity to 
boost her confidence:   

Before [coming to university] I was really isolated, and I didn't like to get involved, 
but I thought this is a new chance for me to really express myself. University really 
built my confidence and everything, which I'm really thrilled with. 

In order to overcome the barriers of lack of confidence, motivation and direction the young women 
planned to:  

 Get support from family and friends  
 Get support from teachers/mentors  
 Set goals, targets and do self-evaluation 
 Be more resilient and gain self-control to maintain motivation 
 Get more work experience  
 Invest in personal development 
 Communicate more with people to get motivation 
 Develop a ‘can do’ attitude and learning how to tackle with problems 
 Use counselling services  
 Take up work experience/apprenticeship/volunteering   

 

Political climate 

In the focus group discussions, a number of other barriers were also discussed. One of particular 
note is the current political climate.   

In the Swansea FG, an English literature and French language student said that she want to work 
abroad, but the current political climate affects her plans:   

I personally want to study in France and move to France after my degree, and I feel 
a bit hindered with the state of the UK is at the moment with Brexit and things like 
that. Not really sure what my options are and like it's kind of tricky to know where 
I'm going to go after my degree like if I'm going to be able to do Master's in France, 
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if I can just move to France like, not really sure what I can do yet and what my options 
are. 

Uncertainty in the political landscape affected the young women’s career choices and hindered 
them when making plans to progress in their careers.   
 
 
Conclusion 

The majority of young women see barriers to achieving their career goals, and this increases with 
age.  

Financial barriers are the most commonly cited barrier. Rising university tuition fees, becoming a 
graduate in debt and rising living costs are key concerns. As a result, many young women feel the 
pressure to find a job immediately rather than pursuing further work experience, learning or career 
development activities. In seeking to overcome financial challenges, ‘Support from family’ is the 
most commonly cited mechanism. This is clearly a problem for students from lower-income 
backgrounds, whose family may be less able to offer financial support. 

It was clear that young women experience sexism and discrimination about gender, disability and 
ethnicity/religion, and they see this as a barrier to their career development. Recognition of this 
issue may have been the result of increased media focus on the issue in the wake of the #MeToo 
movement.  Young women do not want to be silent about discrimination. They are keen to take 
advice and challenge sexism and discrimination. 

Starting a family is seen as a disruption to professional life from a young age. To overcome this 
problem, young women offer a variety of solutions but sharing parental responsibilities were not 
mentioned as often as might be expected or hoped. However, in focus group discussions there was a 
call to improve shared parental responsibilities and leave provision. To manage caring 
responsibilities young women suggest turning to family for support and arranging their working 
patterns according to caring responsibilities and access to affordable childcare. 

Lack of qualifications and appropriate information about qualification requirements in certain 
careers is a critical barrier for women. Furthermore, a lack of direction about their career choices 
and lack of information about available careers and sectors create barriers to the young women.  

Young women participating in our research are also concerned about developing practical skills and 
gaining work experience. Participants agree that university education should include more practical 
learning and work experience opportunities. While internships, work experience and volunteering 
are seen as useful ways of gaining experience; for some, financial pressures can make accessing 
these opportunities difficult. 

Young women were also aware of the impact of the political climate on their career development. 
Brexit, rising hate crimes and a racialised labour market are among the political concerns of young 
women. 

Taking support from women’s networks, speaking out about sexism, challenging the working 
conditions, seeking advice from professional groups and seeking more work experience are notable 
strategies stated by young women to overcome these barriers.  
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9. Career Advice Services and Support  
 

“They do not encourage to seek your interests but tell you to go for careers that 
have "security", they don’t look at strengths and weaknesses, where you would 

actually enjoy working, what suits you. They are very demotivating and not 
adaptable.” 

Career Advice Services (CAS) are an important consideration within the scope of this research. As 
outlined in Chapter 7, formal CAS seem to have a limited influence on women’s career choices. In 
this chapter, we discuss young women’s experiences of careers support and some of the problems 
they have encountered.  
 
 

 
 
A worrying majority of survey respondents do not have a career development plan. Those that are 
working on a career plan, are predominantly doing so alone (42%) or are working with parents 
(22%). Just 9 out of 72 respondents are working with career advice services in school or university.  
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Strikingly, 64% of survey respondents had not used career advice service as the pie chart above 
shows. Use of CAS seems to be more common among younger participants, which could reflect the 
availability of support for those still in school compared to those in post-compulsory education or 
work. Interestingly, as discussed above in Chapter 7, the influence of CAS increases with age, even if 
use or accessibility does not. This raises important questions about what support is being made 
available and when, as well as the relevance of support for different age groups.  
 
As the graphic below shows, the majority of participants use CAS available through their school 
(76%). What is unclear is whether this is support and guidance provided by teachers and school staff, 
or services available in school by organisations such as Careers Wales.  
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In terms of which career advice services were being used, 16 participants mentioned CAS at 
university or college, 6 of them said Careers Wales/GO Wales, and 2 of them mentioned other 
services, one of which was Chwarae Teg. Overall, the results demonstrate that the vast majority of 
the young women had used CAS provided by their schools and universities.  
 
We also asked whether young women found career advice services accessible and useful. 
Interestingly, our survey respondents were split down the middle regarding accessibility and 
usefulness of career advice services as the table below shows. It’s important to keep in mind, 
however, that the majority stated they were not using CAS.  
 

 
 
CAS were a significant topic of discussion in the FGs, providing greater insight into young women’s 
experiences and critique of CAS. There was a broad consensus that CAS lack sufficient information 
about the variety of careers available, adopt conventional and in some cases traditionally gendered 
approaches to young women’s career development and there is insufficient interaction between CAS 
and students. Many participants raised concerns about the poor accessibility of CAS.  
 
An important message mentioned both in the survey and FGs is the need for an increase in visibility 
of vocational training options. The young women wanted career advice not only to focus on 
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university, but also to discuss vocational career options. This concern was discussed in one of the 
Cardiff FGs as such:   

P2: I think the education system in general needs the biggest reform. I think schools 
push university so much! University is an amazing thing, I’ve had like, the best three 
years of my life, I would never change it, but university isn’t for everybody. I know 
lots of people who’ve been almost forced, if anything, just so the school has, the high 
rate of everyone going to university.  It isn’t for everybody; there are apprenticeships, 
there are internships, there are lots of other things you can do.  

P3: My school was the same.  They didn’t really give us any other options other than 
university.  I just figured I either went to university or I got a job, but in my school, if 
you weren’t looking at university, you were kind of just ignored. 

Similarly in the Denbigh FG, one of the A-level students said:  

We have a careers advisor in school, but I think a lot of it is just geared towards 
universities and it’s focused on universities and not really other opportunities, like 
apprenticeships.  (…) I think they should be more focused on things (...) for those who 
don’t really want anything academic.  

A 21-year-old survey participant mentioned that the services should be available to a wider range of 
women, not only the ones aiming for academic routes: 

[CAS] Target to younger women as soon as they consider their GCSEs. Targeted to 
women who don’t have many qualifications. Just because you don’t have many 
GCSEs or A Levels doesn’t mean you can’t get a job. Total lack of support for non-
academic women. They are forgotten. 

One of the main criticisms about CAS was their traditional and conventional approach to young 
people’s career aspirations. In the survey, a 22-year-old respondent commented that:  

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.  

The gendered approach in CAS was also criticised across the FGs. The experience of one of the 
Swansea participants exemplifies a typically gendered approach, which was labelled as ‘sexist’ by the 
other FG participants:  

In my school, it was a secondary school, I went to the careers adviser and I was like I  
wanted to go down a scientific path; but I'm not good enough at science apparently 
within A-levels and stuff even though I'm really interested in it. And they just gave 
me a printout on how to do like maternity ward stuff. They just literally gave me a 
printout about how to be midwife. 

Similarly, a 17 year-old who wanted a career in performing, reported that she was steered towards 
health and social care instead:  

Last time I had careers advice they told me not to do performing and do something 
in health and social care sector but I was doing so well in drama GCSE and I actually 
failed my health and social.  
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In the Rhyl FG, a participant who was studying psychology, chemistry and media in A Levels 
mentioned that from a young age onwards girls are pushed into certain subjects:  

I think when you’re choosing your options in year 9, you’re pushed to choose specific 
subjects.  Especially when we went to like open days and…fairs, the options we could 
choose... Me and my friend, we went straight into the room, and they were like “girls, 
hair and beauty, come on”, and we were like “whoa!  I’m okay!” [laughs].  And then 
we chose the two hardest subjects. I don’t know, it just wasn’t something I was 
interested in at all. 

The young women also commented on the need for a more tailored approach that offered practical 
support in developing a career plan. A 23-year-old participant said in the survey that:   

The one I went to did not help me with any ideas or resources on how to get onto the 
career path I wanted. They basically just told me that my ideal career sounded good 
and that was the end of my meeting. They could have helped formulate a career 
plan, or suggest different ways in which I could have gotten to my ideal destination. 

Similar concerns, related to the availability and accessibility of CAS and careers staff, were echoed in 
FG discussions. A participant in one of the Cardiff FGs explained her experience, which summarises 
the critical issue about time and interactions in CAS:  

There was a lady that come in our high school. I think it was 2 to 3 weeks and she 
was going through the whole of people with GCSEs; so she literally had 2-minute 
conversation with all of us to say "What do you want to do? These are the subjects 
you can pick". She had to go through about 300 pupils in 2 weeks to ask "What you 
want to be when you grow up?" And you would say, she'd be like "these are the 
subjects you can pick" and then kids would stick into that and just pick one up. Who 
picks, when you are 14? You’re going to pick the subjects that are going to stay with 
you your whole life! 

 

Lack of adequate time for sufficient conversation about career opportunities was raised in the 
Rhyl focus group:  

I: When you get careers advice, do people talk to you about your earning 
potential?   

P3: It’s just like jobs. We had a Careers Wales person in high school and he was 
just trying to get us a job.  We did a questionnaire type of thing, he said "you can 
go for this job and this job" but no one really talked about the financial side of it. 

P4: I think he was helpful but it was very rushed at the end of year 11.  We never 
spoke with him before.  I didn’t know where he even came from, didn’t know who 
he was. [Laughs]  It was just one day, he was like “you’ve got an appointment”; I 
didn’t know who he was, didn’t know what for, just got there and it was just like 
“oh okay”.  And then for some people, they didn’t even fit them in time.  So, he 
was either like “I’ll help you get into college” or “you can get yourself into college”, 
and then he sort of calmed me down about university debts a little bit, but didn’t 
go into anything further than that.  
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P2: I had to go get an appointment myself because there was like a group of 
people did get appointments, and because it was only for the year, it was really 
tight squeeze, so he had open sessions where anyone could go and find out about 
stuff.  So, I had to go get that myself because I didn’t get put into an appointment. 
And a lot of it was during lesson time, wasn’t it?  So, you’d have to go and find 
him during your lesson because he was on breaks otherwise. 

P4: I mean, we ran at him in a car park just to ask him some questions. [Laughs] 

 
One of the participants in the Swansea FG said that CAS are useful if a student already knows what 
they want to do:  

For me, the careers advisers were ok, if you knew what you wanted to do, but if you 
don't have a clue what you wanted to do then it's, they don't know what to do with 
you.  

The lack of meaningful engagement between students and CAS staff and officers was a clear concern 
among the young women. Many commented on the need for more personal, tailored, and 
communicative CAS that supports discussion about student’s strengths and weaknesses, and 
provides useful advice on which career paths to explore and available routes into them.  
 
The accessibility of career advice services after compulsory education was also criticised. Young 
women coming out of school do not have enough information about CAS if they are not already 
aware of them. One of the Swansea FG participants said:    

 I found that there is support for employability, like we have Go Wales and we've got 
SEA (Swansea Employability Academy) as well. But you only know those things are 
available if you go looking for them. 

Critics of CAS also say that career advice services are aiming for low paid, traditional roles for women 
and not advising women with higher ambitions to a good enough standard. A 17 year-old criticised 
the career advice services as follows:  

They should stop knocking people down and believe in dreams and aspirations. I feel 
like the only advice they give you is to aim lower.  

A political science graduate in one of the Cardiff FGs highlighted the importance of CAS for those at 
university studying degrees that are not linked to a particular career path, a position that many arts, 
humanities and social science graduates can find themselves in: 

You also feel like with conventional degrees there’s kind of a guarantee that you’re 
going to have a job at the end; you know what job you’re going to do. All my friends 
who’ve done medical degrees, they’re all straight into work now and probably going 
to work there for a really long time and progress in those job; whereas, I’ve only got 
one friend who’s graduated so far, but she’s just doing some admin work right now. 
And my other friends who are in our degrees now, we have no idea exactly what a 
set path we’re going to go down, we don’t know what job we’re going to get.  So, I 
think maybe there should be even just a bit a more support with how you can find 
your job when your degree doesn’t directly lead to a job.  (…) We’re doing things that 
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open up loads of different opportunities, but we just don’t necessarily know what 
those opportunities are and we don’t know how to access those opportunities.  

This discussion also touched on career fairs and the perception among participants that arts, 
humanities and social sciences get “forgotten about”. One participant spoke of a campaign they 
have undertaken to address this:  

My campaign is like an employability campaign which is creating an event showing 
what an Arts and Humanities student can do with their degree and what 
opportunities they have; because, with SEA [Swansea Employability Academy], there 
are annual career’s fair but quite often they sort of forget about Arts and Humanities 
students, it's only like teaching (…) government work or publishing.  

 
As outlined in Chapter 8, a lack of direction, knowledge and information about the variety of career 
paths available were reported as barriers by research participants.  Formal CAS can support young 
women to overcome this challenge but as these discussions articulate, current CAS are not seen to 
be sufficient by the young women to do so. Although some of the participants in the FGs mentioned 
that they found some practical services – such as mock interviews, preparing a CV etc. – offered by  
CAS in the university quite useful, CAS particularly in schools, are neither impactful nor useful for 
many young women.  
 

Conclusion 

Worryingly, the majority of young women in this research are not using formal CAS and do not have 
a career development plan. Those who are working on a plan, tend to do so alone or with parents, 
limiting the breadth of information available about the variety of career paths open to them.  

Those who have used CAS, have most commonly accessed those available in schools. There have 
been substantial cuts to the budget of Careers Wales and, as a result the availability of independent 
careers advice in schools, in recent years. It may be that this has kept the number of young women 
in this study who have accessed CAS low. There is a clear call from young women for greater 
provision of careers advice.  

Young women were divided in their opinion of the usefulness of careers advice services, with a 
number of concerns raised about current provision. The main points raised by the critics of CAS in 
schools, were poor availability, a lack of sufficient information about the variety of careers available, 
conventional and gendered approaches to young women’s career development, insufficient 
interaction between CAS staff and students and a lack of understanding about young women’s 
career aspirations. The accessibility of services for those who have left compulsory education was 
also criticised.  

Young women want a more personal, bespoke, understanding and communicative careers advice 
service that is responsive to the dynamic nature of career planning.  
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10.  Women in Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM)  
 
Women remain under-represented in STEM sectors. As we saw in Chapter 5, many of the survey 
respondents favour feminised subjects and sectors, despite there being a reported skills shortage in 
STEM sectors and a need to increase the number of people following STEM pathways. We wanted to 
explore the issue of women in STEM in this report.  
 
We asked the survey participants whether they knew any women who were successful in STEM 
subjects in school but had given these up or had not chosen a career related to these subjects. As 
the chart below shows, just over half of the survey respondents knew at least one women who gave 
up STEM subjects.  
 

 
 
Following on from this question, we gave multiple choices to the participants to define the reasons 
for withdrawal from STEM subjects, the results of which can be seen in the chart below.   
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The results show that the majority of the survey participants who knew someone who had given up 
studying/ working in STEM stated this was due to the male-dominated cultures in these areas (49%; 
65/134). Many of these also noted additional reasons. These are set out below.  
 

 15 only stated it was due to male-dominated cultures 
 22 stated it was due to male-dominated cultures and there not being opportunities for 

career development in these areas 
 18 stated it was due to male-dominated cultures and women not wanting to work in those 

areas 
 17 stated it was due to male-dominated cultures and working in these sectors not being 

suitable for women  
 15 stated it was due to male-dominated cultures and concerns about future family life  

 
Similarly, respondents linked not wanting to work in these areas with other factors.  
 

 27 only stated that women did not want to work in these sectors  
 18 stated that women did not want to work in these sectors and were worried about male 

dominated cultures 
 11 stated that women did not want to work in these sectors and were/are worried about 

their future family life 
 8 stated that women did not want to work in these sectors and did not think that there is 

opportunities for career development for women in these areas 
 5 stated that women did not want to work in these sectors and did not think working in 

these areas are suitable to women” 
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Many respondents drew a link between a perceived desire to work in STEM sectors and male-
dominated cultures, although there was a recognition that some women simply do not wish to work 
in these sectors, regardless of other factors. 
 
Survey responses also highlighted gender stereotypes as a factor in giving up STEM subjects.  
A 17-year-old survey respondent voiced the reasons for women giving up the STEM subjects as “the 
prejudice and discreet discrimination against her as she was the only female in the class”. A 16-year-
old explained the reasons as “They were told they can't work in those areas”. In line with this 
comment, a 25-year-old also stressed that “Teachers were off-putting and enforced gender roles”. 
 
In one of the Cardiff FGs, the work culture in STEM areas was described as “hostile”, deterring 
women from pursuing this option. An English Literature student said that:  

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

A 25-year-old survey respondent explained her own experience in the STEM subjects as:  

The woman is me! I achieved A grades in all of my GCSEs but pursued humanities A 
Levels because those were my interests at the time. I might make those choices 
differently now, I think that children are made to narrow their options at too young 
an age.  

Furthermore, focus groups, participants mentioned a lack of information or guidance about what 
opportunities there are in STEM. An A Level student in the Rhyl FG said that:  

I feel like we were never exposed to a lot of career options.  I don’t even really know 
what engineering is about!  Maybe if I was, had it explained to me or I’d have like 
tried it a little bit, then maybe I would like engineering.  I don’t know, but we’re sort 
of just pushed into more academic stuff or hair and beauty stuff because we’re girls. 

A participant in the Cardiff FG made a similar comment: “we haven't been exposed or given 
opportunities and say "you can do this" and pushed to do triple science, because triple science were 
just for those kids who were in top-sets”.   
 
Another participant from the Rhyl FG shared her frustrating experience with a visitor to their school 
talking about apprenticeships and only addressing the boys:  

We’re angry about this.  We had one man come in to talk about apprenticeships, one 
time in year 11, and he was literally, [while] addressing the audience, we were all in 
the audience, he was just like “okay, so boys…” He wasn’t even talking to us! There 
was no point in even being in there!  [collective agreement] He was from Airbus, 
yeah!  Just speaking to the boys.  They just wanted boys.   

 
Chapter 5 outlined that the majority of young women who took part in the survey and focus groups 
were interested in non-STEM topics. Although STEM areas and the support schemes to encourage 
women into STEM were given significant importance by the research participants, some of the 
young women participating in this research also criticised the focus on guiding more women into 
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STEM. Respondents suggested that the emphasis on STEM can seem excessive and at the expense of 
support for those who wish to follow another path.   
 
A 16-year-old survey participant stressed that there is too much campaigning for STEM subjects and 
it makes her feel that young women choosing traditional roles are looked down upon. She said:  

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. 

A similar concern was raised by a participant in one of the Cardiff FGs.  

I sort of felt like even in school, if you didn’t do Maths or Science, they don’t really 
care. If you wanted to do Maths or Science, they would help you so much.  I know 
every person, in my school; they got like given a grant to go to university, and every 
one of them did Science and Maths, like not one of them did any subjects related to 
humanities or anything like that.  I think it’s still that sort of prejudice that we talked 
about that is.  

The participants of Swansea FG raised their concerns about the lack of support for social science 
and humanities topics:  

P8: There is so much work in making women going into STEM and it's such a like 
a great movement but I feel that I really don't identify with it. 

Collective: Yeah!  

P4: We are completely off the radar. 

P5: (…) During my secondary and my GSCEs and everything, I was such a like 
higher set at arts and humanities and I was in the lower set for maths. 

P8: It puts you off back doesn't it? 

P5: Yeah, I was immediately classed as one of the dumb girls in school. And I was 
just like but I'm not! Because I thought, I've got at least history and getting A stars 
and everything else. 

P1: Arts and humanities is dismissed so much, compared to STEM. 

(…) 

P8: And I think as well, when it comes to like sciency subjects like you always get 
like "ah we need more women in engineering, we need more women in maths" 
and all this type of thing and it's like you get that support because there is a need, 
there is a gender imbalance. But what about if you want to go into business like 
ok there is loads of women in business but you still need that support to get into 
it. 

Collective: True, yeah 

P8: Because, because there are so many women in business what makes you stand 
out as a woman compare to the rest. 
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Conclusion  

Almost half of the survey participants know at least one woman who has given up studying STEM 
subjects, with many noting that this is the result of the male dominated culture in these areas.  

Young women taking part in the research stated that they were not exposed to career opportunities 
in STEM areas or encouraged to choose STEM topics. They supported the actions taken to encourage 
more women into STEM subjects; but expressed concern that those not following STEM routes can 
be overlooked as a result. There was a clear call for greater support for those following non-STEM 
pathways.  
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11.  Stereotyping  
 

…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'…  

 
Previous research has shown that gender stereotypes can affect the career choices of women and 
men. Traditional roles associated with women and men, such as women as carers and men as 
earners, regrettably, remain in society.  
 
It was important in the course of this research to explore whether the issue of stereotypes was 
something young women were aware of or were experiencing.  
 
Strikingly, 87% of the young women taking part in the survey thought that gender stereotyping is a 
factor in women’s career choices.   
 

 
 
We asked respondents in what way stereotyping affects women’s career choices. Alongside four 
options, we allowed the participants to comment on the question. In total, 231 respondents 
answered the multiple-choice question; results of which can be seen in the chart below.    
 

232; 87%

34; 13%

Gender stereotyping affects women’s career choices

Yes

No
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The majority of young women (177/231, 77%) thought that gender stereotyping affects the 
confidence and freedom of expression of women in their career choices. Secondly, 68% (158/231) of 
the respondents agreed that it affects women’s opportunities at work. In the third and fourth place, 
the respondents mentioned that gender stereotyping affects sector and career choices of women.   
 
Some survey participants mentioned that gender stereotyping affects women’s career choices from 
an early age and their subject choices in school. A 17-year-old survey participant said:  

[Gender stereotyping] affects girls in particular when picking A levels. Barely any girls 
in physics classes, for example. This goes on to effect career choices. 

  A 25-year-old survey participant said: 

At school when you choose your subjects for GCSE and A Level, a lot of girls do not 
chose sciences. That is where all the good jobs are. 

A 17-year-old participant said that: 

The only reason women don’t pick non-traditional jobs (although they do have more 
freedom and opportunities) is because they’ve been taught forever that the only job 
they’re suited to is being a housewife, so they probably lack confidence when trying 
new subjects like engineering for example. 

Other participants reflected on their own career planning, which had been influenced by the 
assumption that they would need to flex their job around childcare.  

When I was thinking about what I wanted to do, I thought, what if I have a baby, 
how will I be able to work with those hours if I had a baby.  And I thought you’d have 
to maybe give up your job and I suppose I don’t think young men, when thinking 
about their careers, don’t think as much about that.   

The perception of women are carers was a common discussion point across the focus groups.  
Chapter 6 demonstrated that many young women are focused on building a career, alongside having 
children and raising a family. However, stereotypes and assumptions about childcare clearly exert 
some influence over young women themselves and over others.  

177; 77%

158; 68%

154; 67%

131; 57%

25; 11%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

It affects women’s confidence and freedom of 
expression

It affects women’s opportunities at work in the 
future

Women do not chose non-traditional roles (e.g.
builder or engineer)

It affects the choice of sectors

Other (please specify)

The way gender stereotyping affects women's career choices  



 

81 
 

 
One FG participant reflected on the impact that going to University can have in broadening horizons 
and challenging stereotypes that are formed as children: 

I feel like you can’t necessarily make an informed choice, whether you want to pursue 
a professional career or be a mother if you don’t like necessarily know what’s 
happening or what you can do.  I mean, I agree going to university and realising that, 
you can do all of this stuff and then have a family afterwards.  That should be going 
on a bit more, because I feel like we are kind of ingrained from a young age. We play 
with dolls, and fake babies – it’s kind of just assumed that, we’re going to grow up 
and be mums.  And that’s it.   

The support of a parent or teacher can be important to challenge these perceptions. A BAME 
participant in one of Cardiff FG expressed her feelings on this as such: 

I don’t really want to think about [a family].  Personally, my mum (…) always says 
that “leave that till last”.  She is like “get your stuff sorted”.  Go do…then come back 
and think about it.  

She told us that she had some difficulties convincing some of her family members about going to 
university, as there are strong stereotypes of women in her wider Muslim family. Yet, with the 
support of her mother, she is now studying at university and trying to achieve her career aspiration.  

For example, culturally speaking, from my culture, a lot of the people who are my 
age are either getting married or expected to get married.  My mum’s getting quite 
a lot of people who just come to our house and they’ll be like “okay so when’s she 
getting married then?”  And I’m like “she’s not!”  That’s what it is, she’s not!  My 
mum’s like “she’s fine, she’s okay”.  And they’re like “yeah but she’s finishing school 
now, when’s she getting married”, and after that “when’s she going to have a kid?”.  
That kind of things…  Not like “when’s she going to get this great job, or start hitting 
that 20…no, 30k mark a year”.  It’s never that! 

Notably, some survey respondents outlined in their comments that gender stereotyping does not 
only affect women’s career choices but also men’s. A 25-year-old survey respondent stressed that 
the question should also include men, and said:  

…gender stereotypes don't just affects 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.    

Similarly, a 19-year-old survey respondent underlined that “gender stereotyping affects men in all of 
these ways such as male primary school teachers and midwives/nurses.” Another 25-year-old survey 
participant also emphasised the effects of gender stereotyping on men saying that “it prevents men 
from choosing 'caring' roles contributing to the framing of these as 'women's jobs' ”.    
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The inclusion of men into the conversation of gender stereotyping was discussed in one of the 
Cardiff FGs as such:  

P3: I completely think [stereotyping] is sort of a social construct, but again I think 
it is the same with men.  I have one friend who’s doing like nursing, and like he’s 
basically told that he can’t be a nurse because he’s a boy, so do you know what I 
mean?  I think it works both ways, really.  It’s the same as like for a boy, if he 
wants to do English or if he wants to go into humanities and things.  It’s like oh 
why would you want to do that when you can do these roles?  So, I think there’s 
something that we need to break down for like all women, but I think it’s for men, 
too. 

P2: I agree with that, because I don’t see that…what, like, barriers there could be 
possibly be that’s based on someone’s gender. Because, like with the lifting thing, 
women can be really strong as well. One of my friend’s girlfriends is a bodybuilder. 
Women have the capacity to be really strong and men have the capacity to do like 
caring roles like nursing and stuff…it’s nothing to do with their gender why they 
can’t do those roles, so I don’t know why in society we’re like men can’t be nurses 
and women can’t be engineers or can’t lift things and stuff, because we can, like, 
people do it, like.  There’s evidences out there. (…) obviously it’s more than just 
like this is a man’s job and this is a woman’s job issue.   

I: So, you mean taking men on board to break down gender stereotypes?  

P2: Yes.  I feel like it has to be everyone at the end of the day. I think, especially in 
mainstream feminism, there’s this sort of thing like oh women and women 
empowerment and whatever, That’s absolutely amazing but we need to 
remember that we also are like fighting for men’s issues too.  I mean, loads of 
men’s have mental health issues, commit suicide and things too.  So, I think, like, 
we’re not just fighting for women, we’re fighting for equality for both sexes. That’s 
why everyone should be on board about it, because feminism isn’t just for women, 
it’s for men, too. 

 
Alongside gender stereotyping, other perceptions and stereotypes were mentioned affecting 
women’s careers. A 24-year-old BAME survey participant explained her experience in the creative 
industries sectors connecting it to racial and religious stereotyping: 

…Race stereotyping (…) negatively effects women of colour who are black and 
minority ethnic owing to the double jeopardy of those characteristics. Therefore, I 
feel that gender stereotyping is racialized, racialized stereotyping is sexualised and 
there are more factors for women such as myself to consider when it comes to career 
choices because the racialized stress of bullying made me realise I couldn't work in 
the creative industries. Therefore, it affected my choice of sector, what I did, how I 
chose to present myself, my confidence and my ability to work in the future as having 
work in such a small field was contingent on not flagging any of the racism I 
experienced as a woman. 

Racialised, gender stereotyping was also discussed in the Cardiff FGs regarding the negative 
experience and the discrimination of BAME women in education settings and in the workplace. 
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Stereotyping by teachers in schools, particularly towards young Muslim women, had an immensely 
negative impact on the career choices and progression of women. They claimed that stereotyping in 
schools results in low marks due to attitudes of teachers towards BAME students, even though the 
pupils are successful.  
   
During FG discussions it became clear, that concerns about stereotypes and how this may affect 
treatment in the workplace were not merely a concern for the future but already a reality in some 
young women’s day-to-day lives. In the Swansea FG, a psychology graduate reflected on her 
treatment in meetings:  

I'm making my own path which is great; but I sometimes feel like there is road blocks 
that I don't expect. Like, when I go to meetings and stuff like men speaking 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 that 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 that really concerns me. (…) that's my big concern 
is like being taken seriously as a woman and the different, in the business slash 
political world that I'm like kind of veering into.  

(…) The 5 of us Full Time Executive Officers (FTOs), 2 boys, 3 girls… Even though we 
outnumber the other two, in meeting with Senior Management Team (SMT) – (…) 
not in the union, in the union people are generally really good, everyone’s talk to on 
the same level – but when we sit in meetings with the university, on university board, 
with SMT, [2 boys] will get listened to more. And you notice that whoever we 
speaking to will revert back to points that they've made, even though [one of the 3 
girls] have just said something or they will, or they'll kind of repeat what we've said 
one of the boys will have an input and then automatically it would have been their 
idea and it's, it's frustrating.  

 

Judging women by their appearance and outfit was also discussed with frustration in the Swansea 
FG:  

P5: …in academia, I talk to people who're doing their PhDs… (…) This girl who is 
doing her PhD, now she's blonde, she wears a lot of makeup, she still says to me 
like "I feel like I have to dress academically to be considered equal to the men 
there. Because otherwise they see you as a dumb blonde.” 

P1: But it shouldn't matter. 

P5: And yeah, like even going to the job interviews I have, I feel like I have to dress 
like sexy office worker to get noticed. 

P4: That report recently, about women who are dying their hair brown to, in the 
business world, because they don't feel like they can go in with like blond hair and 
like look at the way that they do.  

P2: But there is a subculture to that. Let me tell you as a woman with dyed black 
hair covered in tattoos. I've had to go into interviews with my arms covered with 
like bronzer on because people will assume that you're like if you, you do have lots 
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of tattoos like I do, and if you dye your hair like traditionally got colour, people 
will assume that you are like kinky. And but like not in the sort of that they assume 
that's a kink and they're also like "ah you are also like weird shit" and things like 
that. And you are like "No! I'm just working". 

I: So rather than your talent, rather than what you can do, it's how you look what 
important is… 

P2: Yeah, your appearance is more important than what you bring to the table. 
And a lot of it is like this layer of interest and "Oh why do you have that? Why do 
you dress like this? you know. 

P1: It's not relevant. 

P2: It is not relevant at all, but it becomes part of a reason of why you are hired. 
Even if you are applying for like a job with like a tattoo companies admin woman, 
they want fit alternative girls to be there at the desk on the front facing rather 
than you like, you're actually like quite good at customer service. 

 
Young women expressed concern about being judged on their appearance and a pressure to 
conform to certain expectations. Notably, they did not feel that male peers were subject to the same 
pressures.  
 
The concerns that women have about being judged because of their appearance were vocalised by 
young women from different backgrounds in a similar, discouraging way. Although the underlying 
issues are structurally different, the discussions among the research participants highlighted that 
there is a similar demotivating experience between the Muslim, hijab/headscarf wearing 
participants in the research (see Chapter 4 and 7) and women who are stereotyped as ‘girly’, ‘blonde 
dumb’ or because of their tattoos (as discussed above). Overall, (racialised) stereotyping over the 
appearance and the way that women dress is a demotivating and frustrating experience that young 
women face.  
 

Conclusion 

Young women overwhelmingly recognise that gender stereotyping affects women’s career choices, 
with many stating that it affects women’s confidence and freedom of expression as well as their 
opportunities at work. They also recognise gender stereotyping as an issue that affects men 
negatively and limits career choices.  

The perception of women as mothers or carers is a key concern with many noting that such 
perceptions limit women’s career choices.  

Perhaps most concerning is that for many young women, concerns about stereotypes and sexism 
were not just expressed in relation to their future careers but are part of their day-to-day lives as 
students and workers.  
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12.  Recommendations from Young Women 
 

“We need to utilise everybody’s talents and see them all as positive things.  We 
need to appreciate one another and not put each other down, and see like 

everyone’s talent as being a good talent.”   

 
Responses to the survey and focus group discussions highlighted a number of issues, barriers and 
concerns that are affecting young women’s career aspirations. However, participants also articulated 
a number of recommendations and calls for action that would address these barriers and support 
more women to achieve their goals. These can be grouped into fourteen thematic categories:  
 

1. Improving career advice services, no limit to career options 
2. Empowering women, giving confidence, encouragement 
3. More support, opportunities for women, equal treatment of men and women  
4. Challenging gender stereotyping  
5. More role models & women in senior roles  
6. More training &work experience  
7. Gender awareness and diversity training  
8. Mentoring and leadership programmes 
9. Support with childcare, shared parental responsibilities 
10. Support to women working in male-dominated sectors 
11. Stamping out the gender pay gap 
12. Improving policies  
13. More funding and financial support 
14. Information about (modern) working practices. 

 
The below chart shows the first ten thematic groupings of the recommendations.89 As it 
demonstrates, improvements in CAS is one of the most common recommendations made by the 
young women in this research.  
 
Secondly, young women need more support to gain confidence and empower themselves. Thirdly, 
women are looking for equal treatment of men and women in every aspect of life. Fourthly, they call 
for challenge to the gender stereotypes, which hinder their career progression.  

                                                           
89 For the frequencies, see the detailed table in the Appendix 1.  
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While we see some differences in the priority given to these actions by age group, top priority across 
all age groups is improvement in career advice services and not limiting women’s career choices.  
 

Improving career advice services 
 
As outlined above, there are clear calls for more tailored, personal and on-going careers support 
from young women. Through the survey and focus groups, we were able to explore what changes 
young women believe need to be made to deliver the services they want to see.  
 
98 survey participants responded to an open-ended question on CAS, the results of which can be 
seen in the chart below.  
 

16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO All
Improving career advice

services, no limit to career
option

38% 46% 28% 36%

Empowering women, giving
confidence, encouragement 28% 24% 24% 26%

More support, opportunities for
women, equal treatment of

men and women
27% 13% 17% 20%

Challenging gender stereotyping 26% 15% 13% 19%

More role models & women in
senior roles 7% 11% 15% 11%

More training &work
experience 5% 4% 15% 9%

Gender Awareness and
Diversity Training 9% 11% 6% 8%

Mentoring and leadership
programmes 0% 4% 17% 7%

Support with childcare, shared
parental responsibilities 1% 7% 14% 7%

Support to women working in
male dominated sectors 5% 11% 3% 6%
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The top recommendation made by young women to improve CAS was to improve the provision of 
information about a broader range of careers available in different sectors. There is a call from 
young women for CAS to focus less on traditional roles and provide wider support to alternative 
career routes including vocational trainings, traineeship and alternative careers in non-traditional 
roles.  
 
This was summarised well by a 21-year-old participant who said:  

More access to alternative routes rather than the focus on the school – university-
job route. E.g., things like professional traineeships, apprenticeships, colleges. More 
support for higher aspirations.  

 

14; 14%

5; 5%

7; 7%

7; 7%

9; 9%

12; 12%

18; 18%

19; 19%

20; 20%

38; 39%
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Not aware of services, don’t know 

Suitable for higher ambitions, not demotivating
and aiming low

Varying the services, providing contacts with
businesses, sector reps.

Providing wider support about alternative routes
(e.g. traineeship, vocational trainings)

Less focusing on traditional roles

Providing longer support and equal services for all
(e.g.for lower sets/higher sets/non-academic

people/post-secondary)

Making them more accessible

Promoting and advertising more where and what
they can offer

Improving bespoke/personal/communicative
services, understanding preferences, strenghts

and weaknesses

Improving the awareness of wider range of career
options and sectors, providing clear information

How to improve career advice services
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Similarly, a 22-year-old woman said:  

Show young women that you can do anything you set your mind too.(…) Having A 
levels and going to university is not the only way to start a career path. 

A 20-year-old respondent commented:  

Make them approachable and friendly warm services that are exciting diverse 
creative and really pushing the boundaries of what employment can look like. 

A participant in the Rhyl FG asked for more informative, personalised advice about career choices. 
She mentioned that there is a need for firm guidance in order to let young women make the right 
choices:  

I needed someone to go up to me and just tell me that this was going to impact my 
future.  The options that I chose were going to like lead on to what I chose at college 
and what I chose at university and then what I did as a job, because I feel like we just 
chose what would be fun. 

There was also an appeal by a young woman to make services available after secondary school. A 
few people mentioned that they are not aware of the services in the post-secondary school stage, 
hence they could not comment on how to improve them. Participants called for greater accessibility 
to CAS for women from all backgrounds, and better information about what services are available, 
particularly for those who have left school.   
 
Another suggestion to improve CAS was to ensure that all those involved in providing careers advice 
undertake equality and diversity training. A 24-year-old BAME participant in the survey talked about 
her negative experience with career advice services, particularly due to their assumptions about 
BAME groups. She suggested in her comment that: 

We need to ensure that they [CAS officers] are trained to not to perpetuate 
stereotypes of i.e. poor Asian women controlled by their partners out of the job 
market.   

Young women also asked for careers advice to start earlier. More interactive careers education that 
supports young people to discover areas of interest is an issue highlighted by research participants. 
There was a clear message that girls should be explicitly informed that choices in the early years of 
education will affect their future career path: 

Start earlier on in schools for girls 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. 

This was articulated particularly clearly by a 16-year-old respondent:  

I think that in year 9 when we're asked to choose our options it should be clearly 
explained that those choices will affect the career paths we will go down in the 
future. I also believe that more choices should be available and high schools should 
be interconnected. If a certain course isn't taught at one high school, there should be 
the option for the student to travel to another one nearby in order to do that course 
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which would then benefit them in the long run if it was applicable to their aspirations 
career-wise. I also believe that more advice should be compulsory, as many young 
women don't know that advice is readily available for them and even if you don't 
believe you need it one session with a careers adviser would be helpful. In my 
personal experience I have been calmed down a lot about the stress of university fees 
etc. by my high school careers adviser. 

One of the important issues that the research participants criticised about career services was the 
perceived one-size-fits-all approach. They suggested that, in order to effectively support young 
people, career services should not be seen as a tick-box activity; rather various issues about 
employment and the labour market - such as earnings, working conditions, and entry requirements - 
should be discussed, and more career choices should be introduced to young women. Young peoples 
should be supported and encouraged to look beyond focusing only on university and conventional 
roles, and be provided with information about alternative career options. In the Denbigh focus group, 
one of the participants suggested that there should be more talks about some of the ‘more abstract 
careers’:  

Obviously a lot of young people here about the doctors, the nurses, the vets, things 
like that, but there’s not many people talking about careers that you wouldn’t usually 
think of. I think there needs to be more talk about the wide range of opportunities... 

Concerns about a conventional or traditional approach were also voiced in relation to gender roles. 
There was a strong call from young women for CAS to breakdown stereotypes. Women want to 
know that there is no limit to career options because of their gender and they want to be informed 
about available careers in STEM areas and other male dominated industries and not be pigeonholed.  
 
A 17-year-old participant commented that:  

Girls in school should be encouraged to study more ‘non-traditional’ roles such as 
engineering and science subjects. They should be taught the benefits of these and 
allowed to make their own balanced decision. Similarly, boys should be encouraged 
to take subjects like Sociology which is usually labelled as a ‘woman’s subject’. 

 

Empowering women, boosting confidence 

“Encouraging them to have the self-confidence to pursue whatever career they 
want” 

Confidence and self-esteem are two important issues arising from this research. Young women 
participating in the research clearly see that boosting the confidence of women and empowering 
them are crucial in supporting with career development. In the recommendations, they did not 
mention a specific programme for this, but the key message was the importance of support 
programmes in increasing the confidence of young women and encouraging them to prosper. The 
message is that if young women have the confidence and encouragement, they can progress in their 
career more easily.  
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As a 20-year-old participant suggested:  

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 

An 18-year-old participant’s recommendation regarding confidence was to “Allow them to make 
decisions on what they want to study and not persuade them to aspire for a job that is not suited to 
their interests.” 
 

Equal treatment, more support and improved opportunities for women 
 
Participants are aware of the extent to which broader, societal issues are shaping women’s 
experiences; and they made a number of recommendations to address this, related to ensuring 
equal treatment and improving support and opportunities for women.   
 
A 17-year-old participant stressed that women should not be subject to unfair criticism or pressure, 
whether they pursue a traditional path or not: 

We should encourage women in all aspects of careers, from stay at home mothers 
to CEO’s to Prime minister. We need to stop perpetrating the idea that should a 
woman not choose a traditional role she is failing as a woman, or as a mother. We 
should also stop forcing women to get brilliant jobs just because we fought to have 
these rights. Women, as men are, should be encourage and inspired to be and do 
whatever they want to. The strict ideas of society should not barricade women into 
a box of what is the right choice for them, we should all experience the right to 
choose our own paths in lives. It isn’t about inspiring woman by making the sector 
attractive, or fashionable but about making women confident in their ability, and 
confident that anything men can do, so can we. 

Participants were concerned about issues such as the gender pay gap and discrimination in the 
workplace. A participant in Denbigh expressed support for anonymised CVs to counter some of these 
issues:  

I think maybe…when women are, when you’re applying for a job, and you’re giving 
in a CV, I think the companies, they shouldn’t have to see what your gender is or 
what your name is… Your age or your race, that type of thing...  So, you could say 
everybody has an equal chance, and they can’t be biased because of your gender or 
race or ethnicity. 

Discussions of equal treatment were common across the survey and FGs, with strong support for 
continued action to achieve equality. Notably, there was broad agreement that in order to achieve 
equality, women and men needed to work together and champion change.  
 

Challenging stereotypes and stereotyping  
 
As we have seen, young women are acutely aware of the issue of stereotypes. It’s therefore 
unsurprising that challenging stereotypes was one of the more commonly cited areas for action. The 
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majority of young women highlighted that addressing gender stereotypes would not only deliver 
positive change for women, but for men as well.  
 
A 24-year-old participants reflected on the unfair perceptions that can be held about women who 
progress:  

Women need to be viewed as able and equal to male counterparts in the professional 
world, and worthy of their roles as individuals not as women. Their needs to be less 
judgement on women, less rumours of how they may have received a promotion or 
bonus- which would never be associated with a male receiving a promotion. We need 
to be viewed as smart competitors and not as pity hires. 

Young women were clear that to overcome gender stereotypes, men must be involved in the 
discussion.  
 
Participants reflected on the ways in which stereotypes can be perpetuated, with a number 
commenting on the role that teachers can play, as well as careers professionals:  

I think teachers as well, even in primary school should be encourage, to encourage 
kids to do whatever they are enjoying doing, because teachers maybe even without 
realising it encourage girls to play with girly toys without even realising that is 
damaging.  

To address this young women called for more training for teachers to support them to challenge 
stereotypes.  
 

Role models 
 
Young women spoke of the importance of relatable role models, calling for more women 
ambassadors in their chosen subjects, who are in touch with the reality of day-to-day life. A 17-year-
olds participant said:   

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 boy young boys to 
destigmatise certain lines of work such as cosmetics, therapy, stay-at-home 
parenting, cleaning, etc). 

Young women across the FGs consistently called for more women role models from STEM sectors, 
and who had followed different career routes. The insight that these role models can provide was 
seen as crucial. A participant in the Denbigh focus group said that meeting with real people working 
in the sector would be useful to overcome her confusion about sectors:  

…you get to know the community that you’re going into and you get to know the 
type of people that you’re going to be working with, whereas if you’re straight into 
it without knowing any of that, you’re putting yourself…you can’t be putting yourself 
at risk.  So, I think getting to know a community before you go and work into it, and 
see what the people are like and sort of is involved, I think it’s a lot better than just 
having an outside view. 
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Similarly, in the Rhyl FG, a participant said: 

I need someone like from personal experience to be able to tell me they have done 
this and this is how you do it and this is how I like progress, because I just didn’t… 
you just don’t get that information at all. 

 
Connected to calls for more role models, were calls to improve the number of women in senior 
positions. There was recognition of the need for more role models in these positions but also the 
impact this shift could have with regards workplace culture and breaking down stereotypes.  
 
Mentoring and leadership schemes were seen as a means of securing more women in senior roles 
and of supporting more women to achieve their career goals.  
 

Training and work experience  
 
Young women recognised the importance of developing workplace skills, beyond their qualifications 
and called for better access to training and work experience to enable them to do this and compete 
in the jobs market. Young women highlighted work experience, internships, apprenticeships, 
volunteering and part-time work as means of securing workplace experience and developing skills.  
 
However, the financial viability of some these was questioned, prompting calls for a greater number 
of paid opportunities.  
 
One other area highlighted in relation to training was support for those with family commitments.  
A 19-year-old participant underlined that the importance of making training courses and work 
experience accessible to all women, and called for “more apprenticeships and flexible courses 
available for women who may have family commitments”.   
 

Gender awareness and diversity training 
 
Training and information about gender equality and diversity was identified by a number of 
participants as a tool for addressing gender stereotyping and unconscious bias. There were calls for 
such training to be delivered much more widely to men and women, and to educators, careers 
professionals and employers. 
 
A 17-year-old commented:  

Both boys and girls (and men and women) educated on the danger of stereotyping 
people based upon gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion, etc. and how 
detrimental that can be for our country's development.  

On this subject, some young women also pointed out the importance of teachers and other career 
advisers. An 18-year-old women said that:  

To ensure teachers and other influential people at school e.g. councillors aren’t 
centring women’s lives around the domestic domain and encouraging or prodding 
them to consider having children. Boys rarely ever get asked about how they’re going 
to handle a career and a family but the conversation almost always comes up for 



 

93 
 

girls. Teachers should be more focused on pushing girls to aspire to greater 
achievements instead of making them feel guilty for picking a career over children. 

Survey respondents also advised that businesses should consider gender awareness training. As a 
20-year-old participant suggested:  

More training for current staff in business to be more open to women and want to 
develop women within business as well as men 

A 17 year-old also highlighted the importance of including men in the agenda by saying that: 

Not just education women on this subject but also men so they can support us as 
well. Women will then feel more confident to pursue their dream jobs and careers.   

 

Affordable childcare, shared parental responsibilities  
 
An important area for action identified by research participants related to affordable childcare and 
shared parental responsibilities, as a means of overcoming barriers created by caring responsibilities.  
 
A 20-year-old respondent said:  

maternity and paternity pay and leave should change, along with provision of child 
care, so it is completely up to the parents how much having a child affects their work 
- having a child or possibly having a child should not be reducing the chances of 
career progression.   

A 23-year-old respondent added that:  

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

Recommendations related to childcare came more strongly from older participants, perhaps as a 
result of the issue being of more immediate relevance if they are planning on starting a family soon.  
 
Young women in this age group called for improvements in a number of areas:   

“Young working mothers need access to affordable childcare and secure maternity 
leave.” 

“Smoother back to work transition after mat leave, better mat leave packages.” 

“Support for those with caring responsibilities to access training and roles.” 

“Helping young women who have children and have to work full time to keep up with 
household bills to have the chance to learn and get a university type qualification 
through distance learning and respectable, affordable rates.” 

Young women also want to know more about the working practices and patterns available to them 
in their working life. In particular, they were interested in flexible working, childcare offers and other 
working practices to be better prepared for working life and to develop their career plans. As a 22-
year-old respondent suggested, knowing the workplace policies might help women to be more 
positive in the development of their career:  
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more awareness of the options e.g. that workplaces have childcare vouchers/work 
from home/job shares etc so that girls don't assume that one day they will have kids 
and give up work.  

 

Supporting women in male-dominated sectors 
 
The young women participating in our research are aware of the difficulties of working in male 
dominated sectors and therefore called for better support for women in these sectors.  
 
A 19-year-old participants made the suggestion:  

Educate them [women] on their rights and show examples where women have 
become successful in a male dominated career. Ensure that women have equal pay 
to men in the same position as them and ensure that there is no 'bullying' or making 
a woman feel undermined about the career she has chosen. 

Young women are aware of the fact that it is not an easy choice to work in a male dominated 
environment given that sexism and stereotyping remain a problem. While there are issues recruiting 
women into STEM workplaces there are also problems retaining the existing female workforce.  
To increase the resilience of women working in a what some described as a ‘hostile working 
environment’, there is a need to offer greater support to women working in these sectors as well as 
working to change the work culture.  
 
A 22-year-old participant also mentioned that there is a need to “Tackle the media and society’s 
perceptions of women in male-dominated industries”. 
 

Funding  
 
The importance of funding was highlighted by a number of participants, particularly in relation to 
support for those from low-income backgrounds.  
 
A 25-year-old remarked “working class young people, young women need economically viable access 
to education.” 
 
Discussions of funding for university demonstrated support for the new approach being adopted in 
Wales. This is voiced in the Swansea FG as such:  

There is like a real opportunity now with the funding review in Wales with the 
universities and how that's going to be funded differently, that students are going to 
have access to more money while they are at university. So I think that's, now is a 
good chance for Wales because they are in this new progressive funding era, where 
people can have, they'll have more money so they can do more voluntary things. I 
think there is, there is a gap coming up right now where we can actually do things 
that'll make a real difference for women at university. 

 
An area identified for further investment by participants was Welsh language learning schemes. 
Swansea FG participants voiced this as:  
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 “I think there should be more funding for Welsh language; because being able to 
speak is giving me so many opportunities and other women as well.” 

“I think, I think there is like a massive right now though in the job market, if you can 
speak Welsh, it's like a huge step up.” 

 

Conclusion 

Young women want to see action in a number of areas to address the barriers and challenges 
identified in this research.  Overwhelmingly, improvement to CAS was identified as a top priority. 
Young women want to see a service that is more accessible and tailored to their interests and 
aspirations. They want CAS to provide information on a broader range of careers and the different 
pathways that can be followed into these careers, including traineeships, apprenticeships and other 
vocational options.  

On a related point, young women would like to see greater opportunities to develop workplace skills 
and experience. While the role of voluntary positions was recognised, there were clear calls for more 
paid opportunities to gain experience, so that no one is disadvantaged due to their financial 
situation or background. Similarly the importance of funding was raised, with support for the new 
approach to student funding adopted in Wales.  

Young women noted the importance of role models and called for more relatable, accessible role 
models from non-traditional sectors or senior positions. Linked to this was the issue of confidence 
and support for schemes and initiatives that sought to empower young women.  

To challenge stereotypes and bias, young women call for equality and diversity training to be more 
widely delivered to educators, careers advisors and employers and to men and women.  

Young women also identified a number of actions necessary to support women in the workplace to 
continue to develop and progress in their careers. This included better provision of affordable 
childcare, better support for those sharing parental responsibilities, support for women working in 
male-dominated workplaces alongside action to change workplace cultures and tackle the gender 
pay gap.  
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13.   Conclusions and Recommendations   
 
This report sought to explore where young women see themselves in 25 years’ time, what their 
career aspirations are, what their priorities for work are and whether they anticipate any challenges 
to achieving their goals.  
 
Through this research, we’ve been able to explore a range of issues that affect the career plans and 
day-to-day experiences of young women in Wales. Here we set out the key findings and 
recommendations for change to ensure that young women are confident that they can achieve their 
goals and that they are able to achieve their full potential.  
 
Where do young women see themselves in 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 the young women themselves.  
 
While many young women would like to stay in Wales, many 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 the young women.  
 
Choices of young women 
 
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.  
 
Occupational choices are also seen to change with age, with safer or more stable sectors such as the 
public sector and education being favoured by older women in place of arts and the creative 
industries. It is clear that career choices continue to shift and are influenced by experiences as young 
women mature, suggesting a need for lifelong career advice and support   
 
It is also important to note that the preferred sector choices of young women do not align with 
labour market forecasts, which would suggest a need for data analysists, digital technicians and 
engineers as well as professions in the elementary sectors.  
 
Priorities for work  
 
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.  
 
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.  
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There is a clear desire 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 of what career 
paths are open to them in the areas they are passionate about.  
 
Factors affecting career choices   
     
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.  
 
There is some difference across age groups, with peer groups and careers service becoming more 
influential with 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 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 an individual is slightly concerning, as this means support across the 
student population is unlikely to be consistent.  
 
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.  
 
Barriers to career development 
 
The majority 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 concerns, which can push young women to move into 
employment as soon as possible following university, due to the unaffordability of further learning 
or work experience. In overcoming this barrier, overwhelmingly support from family was listed as 
the main approach with clear implications for those from lower-income families.  
 
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 clear 
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.  
 
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, none listed sharing caring 
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responsibilities as a solution. There is clearly much more work to do to normalise the idea of shared 
caring responsibilities.  
 
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. 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.  
 
Careers Advice Services  
 
Careers Advice Services 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 no it alone.  
 
Use of Careers Advice Services is higher among younger respondents. However, we know that the 
influence of CAS is greater among older women in our sample, when the availability or accessibility 
of these services seems to become less common.  
 
Overwhelmingly, those respondents who had used CAS had used their school’s career advice service, 
raising questions about the provision of careers support for older people, who are still making crucial 
decisions about which path to take.  
 
Young women are divided on the usefulness of CAS, 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, lack of relevant information about the 
requirements of certain career paths,  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.  
 
Women in non-traditional sectors 
 
There remains an under-representation of women in STEM roles in particular and our respondents 
appear to be favouring more traditionally feminised pathways. Around half of our respondents knew 
women who have up studying STEM, with most saying that this was due to the male dominated 
cultures in these areas.  
 
Further 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 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.  
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Gender 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 also harmful for young men.  
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.  
 
Priorities for change  
 
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.  
 
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.  
 
There is a need for better provision of work experience opportunities and a focus on developing 
soft-skills to 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.  
 
There is a need for continued efforts to tackle gender stereotypes, including more relatable role 
models, mentoring and leadership programmes.  
 
There are calls for better support for working parents, including more affordable childcare and 
better support for those who want to share caring responsibilities.  
 
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.   
 
Recommendations  
 

1. Improve availability and accessibility of careers advice, including face-to-face support and 
support for those after Key Stage 4 (year 10 and 11) and post-compulsory education.  

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

3. Provide training for all 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 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 



 

100 
 

whole curriculum, not merely the health and well-being AOLE. Opportunities to educate and 
challenge stereotypes through the new SRE curriculum should be maximised.   

5. Women, particularly those in non-traditional roles, should be more visible. Media, 
broadcasters, politicians and other prominent individuals and organisations should take a 
stand against all-male panels and pro-actively seek new 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.  

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 SPL and make necessary changes to address the 
documented financial barriers that are keeping take-up low.  

9. Employers should actively promote SPL to their staff and ensure that workplace policies 
related to maternity, paternity and SPL, do not create barriers to those who may wish to 
share caring responsibilities.  
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Appendix 1 – Additional Figures 
 

Chapter 2, Section 2.3 
Graph: Industries respondents would consider working in by gender90 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
90 City & Guild (2015) Great Expectations: Teenagers’ Career Aspirations Versus the Reality of the UK Jobs 
Market. https://www.economicmodelling.co.uk/2015/11/30/great-expectations-teenagers-career-aspirations-
versus-the-reality-of-the-uk-jobs-market/ Accessed: May 2018. 
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Chapter 4  
Where do you see yourself in the next 25 years?  
  16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO All 
Working in the favoured job/Self-
employed 

79 48 63 190 

Have a family/children 35 15 12 62 
Successful/Respected/Prospering 21 19 20 60 
Happy/healthy/enjoying  18 7 9 34 
Stable/secure/settled career  10 8 4 22 
Financially Stable  6 3 5 14 
Travelling/Working abroad 4 2 8 14 
Having own house  2 7 2 11 
Having a degree/in Uni. 6 1 1 8 
Unsure 7 3 8 18 
Total Response 113 60 79 252 

 

Chapter 6  
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Chapter 12  
Recommendations of young women 
 

16-18 YO 19-21 YO 22-25 YO All 

Improving career advice services, no limit 
to career option 

31 38% 21 46% 20 28% 72 36% 

Empowering women, giving confidence, 
encouragement 

23 28% 11 24% 17 24% 51 26% 

More support, opportunities for women, 
equal treatment of men and women  

22 27% 6 13% 12 17% 40 20% 

Challenging gender stereotyping  21 26% 7 15% 9 13% 37 19% 

More role models & women in senior 
roles  

6 7% 5 11% 11 15% 22 11% 

More training &work experience  4 5% 2 4% 11 15% 17 9% 

Gender Awareness and Diversity Training  7 9% 5 11% 4 6% 16 8% 

Mentoring and leadership programmes 0 0% 2 4% 12 17% 14 7% 

Support with childcare, shared parental 
responsibilities 

1 1% 3 7% 10 14% 14 7% 

Support to women working in male 
dominated sectors 

4 5% 5 11% 2 3% 11 6% 

Stamping out Gender Pay Gap 4 5% 2 4% 2 3% 8 4% 

Improving policies  2 2% 1 2% 4 6% 7 4% 

More funding and financial support 2 2% 0 0% 3 4% 5 3% 

Information about (modern) working 
practices 

0 0% 0 0% 4 6% 4 2% 

Unsure  3 4% 1 2% 1 1% 5 3% 

Total no. of response 82   46   72   200   
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Appendix 2 – Survey Questions  
 

1. How old are you? 
 

2. Which of the following categories best describes your employment status? 
Employed, working full-time (35+ hours) 

 In which sector?  
 What is your role?  

Employed, working part-time (up to 21 hours)  
 In which sector?  
 What is your role?  

Studying and working  
 Where and which topic are you studying?  
 Is it a temporary or permanent job?  

Studying only  
 Where and which topic are you studying? 

Self-employed, business owner 
 In which sector? 

Work-experience/in training  
 In which sector?  
 What is your role?  

Unemployed – looking for work  
 In which sector?  
 What sort of work are you looking for?  

Not employed – not looking for work  
 Please state a reason, such as career break, stay at home as a carer/parent... 

Not able to work (please state the reason…) 
 Please state the reason  

 
3. What is the highest level of qualification * you have received? 

-Secondary Education (GCSE/O-Levels) 
-Post-Secondary Education (College, A-Levels, NVQ3 or below, or similar) 
-Vocational Qualification (Diploma, Certificate, BTEC, NVQ 4 and above, or similar such as 
apprenticeship) 
-Undergraduate Degree (BA, BSc etc.) 
-Post-graduate Degree (MA, MSc etc.) 
-Doctorate (PhD) 
-Other (e.g. foreign qualifications. Please indicate) 

 
4. Could you please tell us the first part of your home postcode (e.g. LD3 or CF10)? 

 
5. What is your ethnic group? 

A: White 
British, English, Northern Irish, Scottish or Welsh 
Irish 
Gypsy or Irish traveller 
Any other white background, please specify 
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B: Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 
White and Black African 
White and Black Caribbean 
White and Asian 
Any other mixed or multiple ethnic background, please specify 

C: Asian or Asian British 
Indian 
Pakistani 
Bangladeshi 
Chinese 
Any other Asian background, please specify 

D: Black, African, Caribbean or black British 
Caribbean 
African 
Any other black British, African or Caribbean background, please specify 

E: Other ethnic group 
Arab 
Any other ethnic group, please specify 

F. Prefer not to say 
 

6. Do you have a disability, long-term illness or other health condition? 
-Yes 
-No 
-Prefer not to say 

 
7. Are you married or in a civil partnership? 

 
8. Do you have caring responsibilities? 

-None 
-Primary carer of a child or children (under 18 years) 
-Primary carer of disabled child or children 
-Primary carer of disabled adult (18 years and over) 
-Primary carer of older person or people (65 years and over) 
-Secondary carer 
-Prefer not to say 

 
9. Which topics have you been most interested in at school? (Please select all apply…) 

-Art and design 
-Music 
-Drama 
-Literature 
-Languages 
-Economics 
-History 
-Politics 
-Physical Education/Sports 
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-Physics 
-Chemistry 
-Biology 
-Maths 
-Technology/Computing 
-Other (please indicate) 

 
10. In which sectors would you most like to work? (Please select all apply…) 

-Agriculture, farming, fisheries, forestry 
-Manufacturing 
-Energy and utilities 
-Construction, engineering and real estate 
-Wholesale and retail (including beauty and hair) 
-Tourism and Hospitality 
-Food and Drink 
-Financial, professional, administrative/business support services 
-Defense, military, policing 
-Education and training (including higher education/academic) 
-Health and Social Care 
-Arts, entertainment, creative industries 
-Internet, computing, digital 
-Science (biology, physics, chemistry) 
-Public Sector 
-Other (please specify) 

 
11. What sort of job/profession do you want? (e.g. lawyer, engineer, scientist, beautician, 

marketing etc.) 
 

12. What are your priorities for current/future work? (e.g. time, money, family, location, 
travelling etc…) 
 

13. Where and in what role do you want to work? (e.g.; office, offsite, self-employed, * manager 
of… etc.) 
 

14. Do you have a career development plan? 
 

15. If yes, with whom have you been working on this plan? 
 

16. Have you used or are you currently using careers advice services? 
 

17. If yes, 
-School's career advice service 
-Another career advice service (please specify) 

 
18. Do you find career advice services accessible and useful? 
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19. If no, what could be done to make them better? 
 

20. Do you think that gender stereotyping (roles associated with either men or women) affects 
women’s career choices? 
 

21. If yes, in what way do you think it affects? (select all apply) 
-It affects the choice of sectors 
-Women do not chose non-traditional roles (e.g. builder or engineer) 
-It affects women’s confidence and freedom of expression 
-It affects women’s opportunities at work in the future 
-Other (please specify) 

 
22. Do you know any women who has given up studying STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering, Maths) subjects even though they were successful in these topics at school? 
 

23. If yes, what might be the reasons? (select all apply) 
-They did not think that there is opportunities for career development for women in these 
areas 
-They did not think working in these areas are suitable to women 
-They did not want to work in those areas 
-Because of the male-dominated cultures in these areas 
-They were/are worried about their future family life 
-Other (please specify) 

 
24. In your view, what factors have an impact on the topics of study and/or career  choices of 

girls? 
-Parents 
-Teachers 
-Peer groups 
-Career advice services 
-Social media 
-TV, film, magazines, newspapers 
-Other (please specify) 

 
25. Where do you see yourself in the next 25 years? 

 
26. Do you see any barriers to achieve your career goals? 

 
27. If yes,  

-What sort of barriers do you see? 
-How do you tackle with these barriers? Do you have any support to overcome these 
barriers? If so, from whom? 
 

28. What should be done to support young women’s career development? 
 


