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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Terms of Reference 

1. This research relates to the Engagement of Under-represented Groups theme of 

Digital 20/20 and more specifically, Strand 11 which is to „Map the Picture of Under-

representation in the IT/Digital Creative Media sectors in the Region‟. 

 

2. The purpose of this Interim Report is to provide the empirical evidence base for 

disadvantage, where it exists, and identify the key issues and barriers.  The Final 

Report will include additional qualitative evidence, map national and local initiatives, 

and provide pragmatic recommendations for how Digital 20/20 can effectively engage 

and add value. 

 

3. The mapping is particularly focused on issues related to women and Black Minority 

Ethnic (BME) groups.  The aim of the mapping is two-fold: 

 

 to identify gaps in knowledge of where the need lies; 

 assess where Digital 2020 can add value. 

 

4. The methodology has included desk research, consultations with key stakeholders in 

the region and initiating discussion fora with Becta‟s ILT Champions‟ list and the 

Association for Learning Technology (ALT). 

 

UK and Regional Perspective 

 

IT Sector 

5. Gender imbalance continues to be a significant issue within the IT sector.  The issues 

are ingrained and increasing year-on-year.  The proportion of women participating in 

professional roles has decreased from 22% in 2001 to 18% in 2008.  The proportion of 

females choosing IT as a first degree is currently 15% and the proportion participating 

at A level is 10%. 

 

6. The ethnic mix of IT & Telecoms professionals in general mirrors that of the UK as a 

whole, but with a larger proportion of „Asian or Asian/British‟. 

 

7. The latest data for Yorkshire and the Humber presents a very similar picture to the UK 

as a whole.  However, whilst there is no reason to be complacent, the data suggests 

that representation of BME groups within the sector is comparable with demographic 

data. 
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Digital Creative Media 

8. The overall representation of women within the sector is 38%. This compares 

reasonably well with 46% for UK economy as a whole.  The representation of women in 

Yorkshire and the Humber is a good match for representation across the UK as a 

whole. 

 

9. Representation of ethnic minorities across the region in the sector was recorded as 

2.8% in 2006. This compares to 6.9% BME in the entire Yorkshire and Humber 

population (according to the 2001 National census). It also compares unfavourably to 

a national representation of BME in the industry of 7.4%, which is more in line with the 

national proportion of ethnic minorities in the UK population (7.9%).  The data 

suggests that ethnic participation may be a significant issue for the region. 

 

Key Issues Arising 

 

10. Whilst it would be tempting to address under-representation of women and BME 

groups for both sectors, focusing on discrete issues within the individual sectors is 

more likely to result in pragmatic actions moving forward.  Our analysis of the data 

suggests that the focus and key issues are around: 

 

Under-representation of women within the IT sector 

 lack of knowledge about the breadth of the sector; 

 a perception that the sector not attractive to women; 

 sector perceived not to be creative; 

 lack of female role models in business; 

 lack of female tutors; 

 family commitments affected by working patterns/mobility; 

 KS3 issue. 

 

Under-representation of BME within the Digital Creative Media sector 

 sector not perceived to have 'professional' status; 

 cultural issues related to mobility/working patterns; 

 over-representation in low-skilled sub-sectors; 

 mentoring/support required when in sector; 

 lack of BME role models; 

 lack of BME tutors; 

 not translating personal digital media use  into careers; 

 informal networking barrier. 
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BME Evidence Base 

11. On the whole, the knowledge base regarding ethnic minority representation within the 

Digital Creative Media sector is poorly developed, especially at a regional level.  Before 

formulating recommendations to address some of the issues identified, it will be 

important to gain a more in-depth understanding of whether the issues apply across 

the BME community spectrum, or for some specific ethnic groups in particular.  The 

picture is complex and it would be unwise to „homogenise‟ BME communities as one 

single „under-represented‟ target group. 

 

The Evidence for Under-Representation 

12. There is an unhelpful cycle of under-representation for both women and BME 

communities that stems from a lack of role models, including the lack of 

representative tutors. 

 

13. Given sensitivities about sexism and racism, this report is a minefield for over-

simplistic generalisations. Many of the people we have interviewed would say that the 

reasons given for under-representation do not apply to them, yet they have been put 

forward by others. 

 

14. The IT industry, currently employing one in five of the workforce, deprives women of 

significant choice and overlooks the positive contribution women could make to IT.  In 

addition, ethnic minorities are disproportionally well-represented in the less-skilled 

jobs and are rare in more skilled areas, despite ethnic minorities being cited as being 

at the forefront of digital communications in terms of take-up and usage. 

 

Causes of Under-representation 

15.  The gender difference in the use of IT may begin at an early age with the recreational 

use of IT.  In addition, there is evidence to suggest that the way that IT causes are 

taught discourages female participation.  It is much less clear that the under-

representation of ethnic minorities in Digital Creative Media is due to lack of appeal. 

There is a suggestion that some of the under-representation is a consequence of 

choices made by BMEs. On the other hand, much of the Digital Creative Media seems 

to operate on the basis of informal networking, which may be harder for BMEs to 

break into. 

 

Vignettes 

16. A number of vignettes of from our consultations are presented that illustrate some of 

the issues that have arisen in relation to the under-representation of women. 
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Existing Initiatives 

 

17. We are far more aware of existing initiatives that aim to tackle gender issues 

compared to BME issues.  We will complete the picture with a mapping of initiatives 

that address BME issues in a further iteration of this report.  We are aware of the 

following existing initiatives in relation to women and IT: 

 Leeds girl geek dinners; 

 Lovelace colloquium; 

 Ada Lovelace day; 

 British Computer Society Women; 

 Women on the Web; 

 Forward Ladies; 

 Women in Technology. 

 

Recommendations 

 

18. We have developed a range of pragmatic recommendations in line with the key issues 

presented for gender issues.  We have not yet made recommendations in relation to 

BME issues for reasons already cited.  The twelve recommendation are: 

 

i. Inviting more women to present at Digital 20/20 events. 

ii. Commissioning short „talking heads‟ films with high-profile women in the IT 

sector. 

iii. Updating the Digital 20/20 website to highlight under-representation. 

iv. Extending the geographical scope and remit of girl geek dinners. 

v. Establishing a small reference group to stimulate and prioritise activity. 

vi. Sponsoring women within the IT sector to write guest blogs. 

vii. Engaging more proactively with e-skills UK around GCSE IT review and the IT 

curriculum generally. 

viii. Undertaking additional research to understand why take-up of IT qualifications 

in Wales is significantly higher in Wales than in England. 

ix. Consulting with IAG professionals to determine whether they have appropriate 

materials to promote careers in IT to girls/women. 

x. Engage with e-skills UK at it extends existing initiatives to determine whether 

equality issues can be addressed. 

xi. Explore the potential of an increased Trade Union role in relation to working 

patterns/mobility. 
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xii. Promotion of bite-sized courses that investigate the use of IT in relation to 

working patterns/mobility.  Consider using more women tutors/women only 

cohorts. 
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1 TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Background 

1.1 This research relates to the Engagement of Under-represented Groups 

theme of Digital 20/20 and more specifically, Strand 11 which is to „Map the 

Picture of Under-representation in the IT/Digital Creative Media sectors in 

the Region‟. 

1.2 The purpose of this Interim Report is to provide the empirical evidence base 

for disadvantage, where it exists, and identify the key issues and barriers.  

The Final Report will include additional qualitative evidence, map national 

and local initiatives, and provide pragmatic recommendations for how 

Digital 20/20 can effectively engage and add value. 

Aim 

1.3 The mapping is particularly focused on issues related to women and Black 

Minority Ethnic (BME) groups.  The aim of the mapping is two-fold: 

 to identify gaps in knowledge of where the need lies; 

 assess where Digital 2020 can add value. 

1.4 We recognise that a wider ranging study of other disadvantaged groups, for 

example, older workers or people with disabilities, will need to be addressed 

at some future date. 

Objectives 

1.5 The objectives of the research are as follows: 

 to describe the regional picture of under-representation in IT/Digital 

Creative Media sectors; 

 to use existing research to identify the key issues; 

 to scope new research if appropriate and identify how it would add 

value to the existing body of evidence; 
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 to identify national and/or local initiatives to address under-

representation, for example, e-Skills CC4G and Screen Yorkshire BME 

Placement Scheme; 

 to make recommendations for how Digital 20/20 can add value to 

partner activities. 

Methodology 

Desk Research 

1.6 A key part of the mapping is to examine existing evidence, and in particular, 

determine whether there are any regional differences in relation to the 

representation of women and BME groups in the IT/Digital Creative Media 

workforce compared to the national picture.  

1.7 The key sources of evidence that we reviewed included: 

 e-Skills UK, Women in IT Scorecard, March 2009; 

 e-Skills UK, Technology Counts, 2008; 

 Skillset, Employment Census, 2006; 

 Ofcom, Media Literacy Audit, 2008 

 Ofcom Communications Market Nation & Regions, 2008; 

 Ofsted, 'The Importance of ICT', 2008; 

 'Closing the gender skills gap', A National Skills Forum report on 

women, skills and productivity, February 2009; 

 European Commission, Code for Best Practices for Women in ICT, 

March 2009; 

 US Commission on Technology, Gender, and Teacher Education's 

„Tech-savvy: Educating Girls in the New Computer Age‟, 2000; 

 www.womenintechnology.co.uk; 

 www.ukrc4setwomen.org; 

 www.gracehopper.org; 

 Guardian Media Awards. 

http://www.womenintechnology.co.uk/
http://www.ukrc4setwomen.org/
http://www.gracehopper.org/2009/
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Consultations 

1.8 Consultations were used to validate the evidence emerging from the desk 

research and to provide a more qualitative dimension to the mapping.  In 

addition, the Final Report will include anonymised vignettes/mini-case 

studies to illustrate personal perspectives.  

1.9 We have consulted the following people within the region as part of this 

research and we acknowledge their assistance in helping to refine the 

mapping: 

 Imran Ali, Dev Dalai, bmedia; 

 Paul Bachus, Freelance IT Consultant; 

 Leah Bassett, West Yorkshire LLN; 

 Linda Broughton, NTI/Leeds Metropolitan University; 

 Jonathon Grove, Futurate; 

 Emma Cheshire, Screen Yorkshire; 

 Ruth Palmer, Skillset; 

 Ali Rashid, Skillset Media Centre, Bradford University; 

 Anthony Sherlock, eSkills UK; 

 Lillian Soon, Freelance IT Consultant; 

 David Squire, Desq; 

 Monica Taylor, Kilo75; 

 Sana Waliyat, Versa. 

Additional Activities 

1.10 To augment the desk research and consultations we: 

 attended the Girl Geek Dinner in Leeds on Thursday 12th March.  This 

provided an opportunity to speak to a number of women in the IT 

industry to obtain their perspective about issues, barriers etc;  

 discussion fora were initiated within the following two web-spaces to 

provide additional qualitative evidence; Becta‟s ILT Champions‟ list; the 

Association for Learning Technology (ALT). 
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2 UK AND REGIONAL PERSPECTIVE 

Introduction 

2.1 As part of this research we are looking at four perspectives of under- 

representation.  The four perspectives are presented in Figure 2.1 below.  It 

is important to recognise that the issues and barriers women face in the IT 

sector are different to those that they face in the Digital Creative Media 

industries.  Similarly, people from ethnic minorities are also facing different 

issues across these two sectors. 

 

Figure  2.1: Perspectives of Disadvantage 
 

 
 

2.2 Below we present the key national and regional workforce and demographic 

data in relation to both these sectors.  We acknowledge that there is a 

degree of cross-over between the two sectors and we have therefore 

adopted the sector footprints of e-Skills UK (IT) and Skillset (Digital Creative 

Media industries). 
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IT Sector 

Female Participation 

2.3 Gender imbalance continues to be a significant issue within the IT sector 

(see Figure 2.2).  The issues are ingrained and increasing year-on-year.  The 

proportion of women participating in professional roles has decreased from 

221% in 2001 to 18% in 2008.  This does not compare favourably with the 

overall UK workforce being 47% female.  The root cause can be identified by 

reviewing the participation rates at degree and A level.  The proportion of 

females choosing IT as a first degree is currently 15% and the proportion 

participating at A level is 10%. 

 

 
 

                                            
1
 ONS: Labour Force Survey 2001 - 2007 



Yorkshire Forward 

Digital 20/20: Under-represented Groups  

 

 

 

6 

2.4 The only IT & Telecoms professional occupation where women are well 

represented (64%) is in the sub-sector subject to the largest decline 

(Database Assistants/Clerks) across all occupational areas. 

2.5 The picture is replicated, although to a lesser degree when comparing the 

composition of the IT & Telecoms sector as a whole.  There has been a drop 

of female representation from 28% in 2001 to 25% in 2007.  The issue of 

female participation is an international issue.  The countries with the highest 

proportions of females are Ireland (28%) and the USA (27%). 

2.6 The representation of women in professional IT roles within Yorkshire and 

the Humber mirrors the national situation with 17% of women participating 

in these occupations.  We are in the process of confirming whether the 

figures for HE participation and A level take-up are also similar to the UK 

position.  

BME Participation 

2.7 The ethnic mix of IT & Telecoms professionals (see Figure 2.3) in general 

mirrors that of the UK as a whole, but with a larger proportion of „Asian or 

Asian / British‟. Of the UK‟s IT & Telecoms professionals, 89% identify 

themselves as being „White‟ (compared to 91% for all occupations in all 

sectors in the UK), and 6% as „Asian/Asian British‟ (compared to 4% for all 

occupations). 

2.8 The latest data for Yorkshire and the Humber presents a very similar picture 

to the UK as a whole.  However, whilst there is no reason to be complacent, 

the data suggests that representation of BME groups within the sector is 

comparable with demographic data. 
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Digital Creative Media 

Female Participation 

2.9 The overall representation of women within the sector is 38%2. This 

compares reasonably well with 46% for UK economy as a whole.  The 

representation of women in Yorkshire and the Humber is a good match for 

representation across the UK as a whole. 

2.10 However, representation varies significantly between sub-sectors (see Figure 

2.4).  Below we illustrate some of these differences by using the UK data.  

2.11 Representation varies between terrestrial TV having the highest proportion 

of women (50%) and processing laboratories having the lowest (5%).  This is 

in direct contrast with BME groups where there is high representation within 

low skill areas and low representation in higher skill areas. 

 

                                            
2
 Labour Force Survey, October-December 2006 
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2.12 Differences in the representation of women also exist by occupational 

group.  For example, women constitute the majority of the workforce in 

make-up and hairdressing (87%) and costume and wardrobe (87%), but a 

small minority of those working in camera (16%), broadcast engineering 

(15%), cinema projection (13%) and lighting (8%). 

BME Participation 

2.13 Representation of ethnic minorities has increased slightly to 7.4%, from 7.0% 

in 2004. By comparison, 7% of the population of working age in the UK are 

ethnic minorities. As half of the audio visual industries workforce is based in 

London it is also relevant to draw a comparison with the proportion of 

ethnic minorities in the entire London workforce, which stands at 24% 

(Labour Force Survey Quarterly Supplement, Summer 2004). 
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2.14 Levels of employment of ethnic minorities are above average in cable & 

satellite, processing laboratories and cinema exhibition. At the other end of 

the scale, ethnic minorities make up 5% or less of the workforce in 

animation, computer games, offline multimedia, studio & equipment hire, 

special physical effects and film distribution. 

2.15 Representation also varies between occupational groups. Processing 

laboratory staff have the highest representation of ethnic minorities (19.0%), 

with cinema cleaners (17.4%) and other roles within cinema exhibition also 

high. Studio operations (16.4%) and transmission (12.5%) have also both 

seen a positive increase since 2004. 

2.16 Under 3% of the workforce are ethnic minorities in library/archives, radio 

broadcasting, draw/stop frame animation and special physical effects 

occupations. 

2.17 Representation of ethnic minorities across the region in the sector was 

recorded as 2.8% in 2006. This compares to 6.9% BME in the entire Yorkshire 

and Humber population (according to the 2001 National census). It also 

compares unfavourably to a national representation of BME in the industry 

of 7.4%, which is more in line with the national proportion of ethnic 

minorities in the UK population (7.9%). 

2.18 Apart from overall representation, there are only two sub-sectors (Figure 

2.5) where the UK position can be compared to the situation for Yorkshire 

and the Humber.  The position for all sectors demonstrates that ethnic 

participation may be a significant issue for the region.  The two sub-sectors 

(web & internet and offline media) present a more confusing picture with 

web and internet percentages being very similar and offline media showing 

double the representation of BME compared to the UK as a whole.  It should 

be noted that the individual cell sizes at sub-sector level are very small. 
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2.19 It should be recognised that since the 2001 census, the BME population has 

risen by a greater percentage than the population as a whole.  It is also 

likely that this increase may be more concentrated in Yorkshire and the 

Humber compared to some others due to larger ethnic populations in 

particular urban areas. 
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3 KEY ISSUES ARISING 

Focus 

3.1 Whilst it would be tempting to address under-representation of women and 

BME groups for both sectors, focusing on discrete issues within the 

individual sectors is more likely to result in pragmatic actions moving 

forward.  Our analysis of the data suggests that the two key issues are: 

 the under-representation of women within the IT sector; 

 the under-representation of BME groups within the Digital Creative 

Media sector. 

3.2 The key issues in relation to women and BME communities accessing both 

the IT and Digital Creative Media industries are summarised in the matrix 

below. 
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BME Evidence Base 

3.3 However, there is an important caveat that needs to be made in relation to 

addressing the issues identified facing BME communities.  On the whole, the 

knowledge base regarding ethnic minority representation within the Digital 

Creative Media sector is poorly developed, especially at a regional level.  

This contrasts with data regarding take-up, interest in, volume of use and 

confidence with digital media, which is higher among ethnic minority 

households compared with households in the UK generally. 

3.4 Before formulating recommendations to address some of the issues 

identified, it will be important to gain a more in-depth understanding of 

whether the issues apply across the BME community spectrum, or for some 

specific ethnic groups in particular.  We will then be able to make 

recommendations that take into account any cultural sensitivity.  In addition, 

it would be useful to analyse the age profile for the BME population and 

Digital Creative Media workforce at both a national and regional level.  For 

example, we suspect that the profile for those aged under 30 would be 

somewhat different to the age profile as a whole. 

3.5 In short, the picture is complex and it would be unwise to „homogenise‟ BME 

communities as one single „under-represented‟ target group. 

The Evidence for Under-representation 

3.6 The lack of role models (including the lack of representative tutors) is a 

common issue for both women and BME groups.  This can be perceived as 

an element of an unhelpful cycle which is presented in Figure 3.1. 

3.7 The cycle suggests that recommendations that promote positive role 

models, thereby breaking the cycle, should be actively pursued.  
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Figure 3.1: Cyclical Under-Representation 
 

 
 
 

3.8 Given sensitivities about sexism and racism, this report is a minefield for 

over-simplistic generalisations. Many of the people we have interviewed 

would say that the reasons given for under-representation do not apply to 

them, yet they have been put forward by others. 
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3.9 Several females have, for instance, suggested that IT simply has little appeal 

for most women, yet this is clearly not true of all.  Similarly, some people 

from ethnic minorities have suggested that their parents would not be 

supportive of offspring working in Digital Creative Media because they don‟t 

recognise it as a respected, well-established career (unlike Medicine, for 

instance). Yet others who are more established in the host country's culture 

see the potential of careers in this field. Generalising about ethnic minorities 

is even more perilous than commenting on women in IT, since the issues 

facing newly-arrived immigrants who have never owned a PC are very 

different from those faced by second or third generations, while there is 

little commonality between Afro-Caribbean, Indo-Pakistani and Chinese, 

never mind the many other ethnic groups.  

3.10 There is a clear under-representation of women in the IT profession and it's 

getting worse.  One response we commonly heard was:  

“Maybe the project needs to say it's OK if women don't go into IT” 

3.11 After all, women are under-represented in the auto repair and service 

sector, but there's little pressure to correct this imbalance, since it seems a 

conscious choice by women not to pursue this career, not because they are 

blocked from pursuing their preferred choice of career by outside factors. 

However this seems to overlook the sheer size of the IT industry, currently 

employing one in five of the workforce, depriving women of significant 

choice, while recruiting requirements are changing to more communicative 

skills, which may appeal more to females. It also overlooks the positive 

contribution women could make to IT, with the potential to make it a more 

communicative and creative discipline. 

3.12 The under-representation of ethnic minorities in Digital Creative Media is 

more complex.  The level of under-representation is less acute than it is for 

women in IT and seems peculiar to Yorkshire and Humberside, rather than 

being a national phenomenon. It is, however, likely that the national picture 

is not as rosy as it seems. Ethnic minorities are disproportionately well-

represented in the less skilled jobs, such as cinema cleaners, but rare in 

more skilled areas: under 3% of the workforce in library/archives, radio 

broadcasting, draw/stop frame animation and special effects occupations. 
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3.13 This under-representation in careers contrasts with statistics on usage of 

digital media. Ofcom found that ethnic minority groups are at the forefront 

of digital communications, with high levels of mobile phone, internet and 

multichannel television take-up. Digital TV is more common among BMEs 

than in the population as a whole, partly because it offers greater access to 

international channels, including foreign news. 

3.14 When looking specifically at creative uses of media, Ofcom found that BMEs 

report higher levels of downloading music and programme content as well 

as carrying out creative activities.  Compared to the UK overall, they are 

more likely to upload photographs and develop social networking profiles.  

This seems to suggest that there is an appetite for Digital Creative Media 

that is not being translated into career choices.  The industry may therefore 

be missing out on a potential pool of talent, and one which could have 

particularly useful input on how to appeal to the BME consumer. 

Causes of under-representation 

Gender 

3.15 The US Commission on Technology, Gender, and Teacher Education 

summarised views that have been commonly expressed to us when they 

said: 

“girls are concerned about the passivity of their interactions with the 

computer as a „tool‟; they reject the violence, redundancy and tedium of 

computer games; and they dislike narrowly and technically focused 

programming classes.” 

3.16 The gender difference in the use of IT may begin at an early age, with the 

recreational use of IT. Of course there are gender-neutral digital games, 

such as Sims, but the preponderance of games are Shoot-„em-ups, which 

seem to appeal more to males. 
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3.17 On the other hand, it seems clear that change is coming: shopping on the 

internet is increasing rapidly, which is likely to lead to more female usage, 

while innovations such as 'My Virtual Model' (http://tiny.cc/IFYqa) will 

encourage girls to engage with IT more. The boom in social networking is 

also likely to engage the (arguably) more communicative gender. The 

question is: how quickly will the IT syllabus at school reflect these changes? 

3.18 There is general consensus (supported by the statistical evidence quoted 

above) that the way IT courses are taught is discouraging female 

participation, beginning with GCSE. Students told E-Skills UK that: 

“The ICT GCSE had a major part to play in creating their (negative) 

perceptions. Respondents were often required by their school to take it, or 

they took it because they believed it to be an easier option 

than other GCSEs.” 

3.19 A similar point was made regionally by a representative of Leeds NTI: 

“I think that now IT is presented as being about spreadsheets and word 

processing we have turned girls off.” 

3.20 There is also some evidence that girls are more attracted to IT in single sex 

groups, where they are not put off by the competitiveness of boys. 

3.21 As the number of females in IT declines, there is a danger that a vicious 

circle develops (see Figure 3.1).  Many reports and interviewees comment on 

the lack of female role models and teachers to encourage girls into IT.  This 

will presumably get worse as fewer females progress through the education 

system. 

3.22 Donna Teague and Paul Roe at Queensland University of Technology 

comment that: 

“Women in IT are poorly represented at university which means there is less 

opportunity for support from female peers and possibly from role models in 

academic positions.” 

3.23 Similarly Dr Lynne Gornall at the University of Glamorgan commented: 

“We found that having women IT tutors was important”, so she and others 

recommend “women as well as men involved in design of the 

http://tiny.cc/IFYqa


Yorkshire Forward 

Digital 20/20: Under-represented Groups 

 

 

 

17 

 

course/content and approach, and importantly teaching/presenting.” A 

similar problem for ethnic minorities is suggested by Imran Ali of Bmedia: 

“I've found that positive role models, who can be vocal and visible, play a 

great role in breaking down perceptions.” 
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BME 

3.24 It is much less clear that the under-representation of ethnic minorities in 

Digital Creative Media is based on the field having little appeal to this 

section of the population. bmedia commented that 

“Creative and media careers aren't seen as 'serious' professions in for 

example the Pakistani community...though things are changing slowly.” 

3.25 This view was echoed by other BMEs, suggesting that some of the under-

representation is a consequence of choices made by BMEs. On the other 

hand, much of the Digital Creative Media seems to operate on the basis of 

informal networking, which may be harder for BMEs to break into.   

3.26 The Changing Attitudes Programme Manager at Versa Professional Services, 

commented on her time at YTV: 

“I used to work in Post Production as an assistant editor. I was the only 

token Asian. How many Asian Editors have I come across whilst I worked at 

Yorkshire TV ….nil.” 

3.27 The reason, she feels, is that most business, including recruitment, is 

conducted at the golf club or pub, where BMEs are rarely to be seen.  

3.28 There are some positive signs, however.  Emma McGratten Senior Vice 

President of Engineering at Ingres, has found the gender difference less 

pronounced in India and China and feels this gives hope for future change.  

This view is supported by Leeds bmedia: 

“things are changing slowly.  Based on my travels, in India and Pakistan, for 

example, women consider working in IT, science, engineering and tech as a 

prestigious thing...in Europe and the US it's seen as a bit geeky and 

unglamorous for women.” 

3.29 This could also be seen as a threat: if attitudes do not change here, both 

industries may find they are more successful in other countries, with 

damaging effects on UK employment overall.  
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Vignettes – Women in IT 

3.30 Below we provide some anonymised examples from our consultations that 

illustrate some of the issues that we have been discussing in relation to the 

under-representation of women within the IT sector. 

 

 perceptions of the industry 

 potential flexibility of working practices 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 curriculum design 

 marketing of courses 

 

  

 

 

 importance of women tutors 

 women involved in curriculum design 

 

 

“When I did my MSc in Information 

Management I was the only women on the 

course and I was made to feel out of place 

and not really involved.   I did pass the MSc 

but the course needs to be more open to 

women...I felt it was advertised and designed 
more for men.” 

“We are a women-owned IT company 

(elearning, online communities and social 

media) and we train women in social media 

etc. too. We specialise in remote and flexible 

working which empowers women, as well as 

other under-represented sections of the 

workforce.  I think it's a lot to do with the 

male trainers, and the perception of "geek" 

types, as well as traditional patterns of 

working. Yet the IT industry ought to be the 

first to be able to adopt flexible working 
practices.” 

“We found that having women IT tutors was important - 

so often in education we replicate the issues we're 

addressing! So women as well as men involved in design 

of the course and content and approach, and 
importantly teaching and presenting.” 
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 retention within the industry 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 the 

potential 

impact of 

female IT 

teachers 

 

 

 

 

 negative experiences of IT courses 

 working environment perspective 

 

 

“Before I got into education and e-learning, I did an MSc in 

Information Systems and was one of very few women on the 

course. Within weeks of starting I knew that I never wanted 

to work in IT and in many ways the course was a waste of 

time and money. Whilst highly subjective, these were some 

of the reasons I hated IT so much: The attitude of people I 

met (cold, unfriendly, superior, some bordering on socially 

incompetent). The attitude of lecturers (as above, except 

even more so).  The stereotypical work environment (gray 

office, sat in front of a computer all the time).  The lack of 

creativity - it was taught as being a process driven career, 

which was highly regulated.  I have since found that not all 

of the above are true, but nothing would tempt me to even 
consider a career in IT now.   

“I was one of the first batch of teachers trained in Scotland with a 

qualification to teach IT.  The school I went on to teach at had me and one 

other teaching IT. I am female, the other was male.  We both taught S1 & S2 

classes.  When it came to selecting courses for standard grade, of the kids 

he taught, about 80-90% of the kids who opted for IT at standard grade 

were boys. Of the kids I taught it was about 50% male and 50% female. I 

don't now have the exact figures, but the inference I made was that 

somehow my teaching classes made it „OK‟ for girls to opt into the subject.  

I don't know exactly what it was, whether I gave girlier exercises or 

explained things using more girl friendly metaphors, but the tendency was 
noticeable” 

ñThe issue is not just getting young women to do 
courses and get into jobs.  Itôs also that once in 
these jobs, women tend not to stay.  A project called 
Disappearing Women looked at the stories of 
women who left IT.  Here is a quote: 'when you find 
yourself banging your head against a brick wall it is 
okay to stopò because it hadnôt occurred to me that it 
was ok to stop until that pointéfrom then I started 
thinking that actually I donôt have to do this jobôò 
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 perceived lack of 

creativity in teaching 

 issues related to the 

image of the sector 

 

 

 

 

My theory on why more women don't do it is that 
training in IT is generally taught in a very uninspiring 
way, once you get into the job market the entry level 
jobs are boring and very uncreative and there are very 
few female role models in senior positions to inspire 

you....I think the image and attitude of the 

industry has to come first. Engineering has come 

a long way in terms of changing its image and 

this has had a knock on effect on courses.” 
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4 EXISTING INITIATIVES 

4.1 We are far more aware of existing initiatives that aim to tackle gender issues 

compared to BME issues.  We will complete the picture with a mapping of 

initiatives that address BME issues in a further iteration of this report. 

Women in IT 

4.2 Existing initiatives we are aware of include: 

Leeds Girl Geek Dinners 

4.3 The Girl Geek Dinners were founded on the 16th August 2005 as a result of 

one girl geek who got annoyed and frustrated about being one of the only 

females attending technical events. She was tired of being assumed to be 

marketing, tired of constantly having to prove herself and decided that she 

just wanted a change and to be treated just the same as any other geek out 

there, gender and age aside.  She got in touch with a few well known 

bloggers, posted online about her idea of getting geeks to educate one 

another over dinner and then arranged the first girl geek dinner event. The 

first event was hosted in London and was attended by 35 people. 

4.4 Girl geek dinners started popping up in other UK cities as she trained others 

up in how to run the events.  To date, three Girl Geek dinners have been 

hosted in Leeds, the most recent being 12th March 2009. 

Lovelace Colloquium 

4.5 Addressing a similar issue to Girl Geek Dinners, the Lovelace Colloquium is 

a one-day event for undergraduate women organised by Dr Hannah Dee, 

Research Fellow, Cognitive Vision, University of Leeds.  The latest event will 

be in Leeds on April 16th 2009. 

Ada Lovelace Day 

4.6 Ada Lovelace day took place on 24th March 2009 (http://findingada.com/) 

and is an international day of blogging to draw attention to women excelling 

in technology. 

http://findingada.com/
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British Computer Society (BCS) Women 

4.7 This is a BCS Specialist Group that provides networking opportunities for all 

professional women working in IT.  The Group's main objective is to provide 

support for female IT professionals, as well as mentoring and encouraging 

girls/women to enter IT as a career. 

Women on the Web 

4.8 Courses run by Reach Further: Women on the Web, charge for sessions to 

encourage women to run businesses, for example: 

 Get your mum online; 

 Beyond 9-5 to encourage flexible and remote working (“agile 

working”); 

 offering virtual apprenticeships, teaching various business/IT skills.  

Forward Ladies 

4.9 Although not specifically targeted at the IT sector, Forward Ladies was 

established to engage with specific challenges that women face in achieving 

business success.  Founded by Etta Cohen in 2000, Forward Ladies began as 

a small group of professional women meeting and sharing experiences. 

4.10 Since then, the network has grown and is currently one of the North‟s 

fastest growing, women‟s networking and business support organisations. 

Women in Technology 

4.11 Women in Technology is an information portal for female IT professionals to 

discuss the issues facing the industry.  The organisation hosts and co-hosts 

regular networking events and offers in-depth information about the 

industry.   It also works with companies to put diversity at the forefront of 

their recruitment and employment policies, in part by helping them recruit 

more female technologists.  
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 Other Initiatives 

4.12 Other initiatives aimed at a younger audience include: 

 e-skills UK's CC4G, IT Ambition; 

 Teesside University's annual Girls and Gadgets conference, open to 

200 girls between the age of thirteen and fourteen years; 

 UK Resource Centre for Women in Science, Engineering and Technology 

(http://www.ukrc4setwomen.org/) promotes female role models 

through 'Raise your profile' scheme, 'Women of Outstanding 

Achievement'. 

http://www.ukrc4setwomen.org/
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5 RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 We have organised a range of pragmatic recommendations in line with the 

key issues presented for gender issues in Section 3.  These 

recommendations are presented in Table 5.1 on the following page. 

5.2 We have not yet made recommendations in relation to BME issues for a 

range of reasons cited in paragraphs 3.3 to 3.5. 

5.3 Specifically: 

 our analysis would benefit from some more discrete additional data to 

include age profiles and segregation of different ethnic groups at a 

regional level; 

 BME issues are more complex and we need greater understanding of 

some of the potential cultural issues that different recommendations 

might have; 

 Digital 20/20 needs to extend its network of contacts to include key 

people and associations working directly with BME communities.  This 

research has provided a solid foundation on which to build. 
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Table 5.1: Recommendations 

Under-representation of Women in IT 

No. Primary Action Key Issue(s) Addressed Details Priority/Timescale 

1. 
Women presenting at Digital 

20/20 events  
Role models 

Ensure that there is a strong female presence at 

Digital 20/20 events.  It is important to ensure 

that this action is not seen as „tokenism‟ rather 

that the inclusion of women is appropriate to the 

context of the event. 

High/Short 

2. 

Short „talking heads‟ films with 

high-profile women in IT/Digital 

Creative Media 

Role models/lack of 

knowledge 

Draw up a short list of high profile women within 

the sector who are willing to discuss their careers 

on camera. 

High/Short 

3. 
Update Digital 20/20 website to 

highlight under-representation. 

Lack of 

knowledge/perceptions 

Begin to establish an online evidence base and 

links to reports and regional/national initiatives.  
Medium/Medium 

4. Extend Girl-Geek Events 
Role models/lack of 

knowledge/perceptions 

There is an opportunity to broaden these events 

geographically and provide a focus for activity. 

Girl geek events can be held in Sheffield and Hull 

to complement the existing successful activity in 

Leeds.  It will also be useful to add-value by 

including some structure by means of strategic 

aims and objectives. 

Medium/Short 
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Table 5.1: Recommendations 

Under-representation of Women in IT 

No. Primary Action Key Issue(s) Addressed Details Priority/Timescale 

5. Formation of a reference group All issues 

Establishing a small group of women from a 

range of professional backgrounds will be a 

useful way of stimulating activity, providing 

advice to the wider Digital 20/20 community 

about key gender issues and relative priorities. 

High/Medium 

6. Sponsored guest blogs 
Role models/lack of 

knowledge 

Invite women within the sector to contribute to a 

blog hosted on the Digital 20/20 website 
Medium/Medium 

7. Curriculum review KS3/curriculum 

It is important that Digital 20/20 engages with e-

Skills as it reviews the GCSE IT qualification as 

this is a fundamental issue turning females off 

from taking IT further.  Curriculum review should 

include other streams including Diplomas and A 

levels. 

High/Short 

8. Additional research KS3/curriculum 

The take-up of qualifications at Key Stage 3 and 4 

is significantly higher in Wales.  It will be useful to 

understand if there are systemic reasons for this. 

Medium/Medium 

9. Information, Advice & Guidance 
Lack of 

knowledge/perceptions 

Consult with Connexions and other IAG 

professionals about whether they have up-to-

date and appropriate materials to promote IT to 

girls/women.  

Medium/Medium 
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Table 5.1: Recommendations 

Under-representation of Women in IT 

No. Primary Action Key Issue(s) Addressed Details Priority/Timescale 

10. 
Track the progress of CC4G Next 

Generation and BiG IT Ambition 

Lack of 

knowledge/perceptions 

Consult with e-skills UK as it expands the remit 

of existing activities to identify whether equality 

issues can be addressed. 

Medium/Medium 

11.  
Explore the potential of an 

increased Trade Union role 
Working patterns/mobility 

Consider engaging the TUC in discussions about 

the use of IT to promote alternative working 

patterns.  

Medium/Medium 

12. Promotion of bite-sized courses 

Working 

patterns/mobility/lack of 

female tutors 

Commission a bite-sized course focusing on how 

IT can be used to promote alternative working 

patterns/mobility.  Consider using female tutors 

when this is possible and/or appropriate.  

Consider women-only course where this is 

appropriate. 

High/Short 

 


