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INTRODUCTION
TO THE POSITIVE
ACTION PROJECT
THE PROBLEM

THE SOLUTION:

Women are notably underrepresented in the STEM
and built environment sectors: only 27% of women
who study STEM go on to work in industry and only
12% progress to leadership roles. This is due to
significant and pervasive barriers persisting at every
career stage. Many of these barriers are invisible and
hard to pinpoint, like unconscious bias.

The Positive Action Project is funded by Scottish
Government under Equate Scotland, the leading
national experts on increasing women’s participation
and progression in the STEM and built environment
industries. Hosted by Edinburgh Napier University,
Equate has been working to make positive change for
women for over 10 years.

When organisations consider STEM issues and gender,
they typically focus on recruitment and/or outreach with
schools. It is also important, however, to consider the work
or learning environments that new recruits or learners
would enter. Environments with dominant groups of any
kind can be unwelcoming, despite often appearing neutral
and friendly.

The term positive action refers to lawful measures allowing
disadvantaged groups to access work or training, for
example, running STEM engagement events for schoolage young women or adapting recruitment language to
target potential women applicants. In contrast, positive
discrimination is when candidates are hired based on
protected characteristics.

Creating change presents various challenges to employers
and educators. Some organisations may be getting
started, questioning what they can and cannot do under
the law. Some may be taking action already but not
getting results. Others may be uncertain how to create
change with limited resources or may have trouble
convincing their colleagues to participate.

The project supports organisations to:

73 88

–– Think big picture and give retention and progression
the same resource as recruitment and outreach

EQUALITY

%

of women who study STEM do
not remain in the industry.

%

of women who remain in
STEM do not progress to
senior roles.

–– Make a sound commitment to gender both strategically
and on the ground
–– Improve their work or learning culture by identifying
and tackling barriers like unconscious bias

–– Have confidence in implementing positive action
measures.

“

EQUITY

POSITIVE ACTION DOES
NOT ALLOW WOMEN TO
JUMP THE QUEUE. IT SIMPLY
ALLOWS WOMEN TO JOIN
THE QUEUE.
JAMIE HEPBURN, MSP
Minister for Employability and
Training, Scottish Government
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SUPPORTING
RECRUITMENT,
RETENTION AND
PROGRESSION

DELIVERY METHODS
AND IMPACTS
IN 2016-2017

The Positive Action Project offers free advice, open courses and
bespoke training on any issues relating to the recruitment, retention
and progression of women in STEM. The advice can be broadly split
into three main areas:

We engaged 77 unique organisations in total
across various sectors:

ENGAGING
WOMEN AND
GIRLS

THE PROBLEM:
Powerful cultural messages steer women and girls away from
STEM and built environment careers. This puts them at a
disadvantage and means they cannot make informed choices
about these pathways.
THE SOLUTION:
Equate provides support and training on developing
outreach activities and work-based learning programmes to
engage women and girls effectively and counter the negative
effects of cultural messages.

IMPROVING
THE WORK
OR LEARNING
CULTURE

THE PROBLEM:
STEM and built environment industries are typically maledominated with very few women visible. This creates an
unwelcoming environment that is often mistaken for neutral.
THE SOLUTION:
Equate provides support and training on improving
workplace culture, such as considering unconscious bias,
workplace language and developing women’s networks.

RECRUITING
FAIRLY AND
LAWFULLY

THE PROBLEM:
Recruiters tend to hire in their own image. This powerful bias
can affect every stage of recruitment, from the language of
job/course descriptions to how interviews are managed.

Universities (10)

Built
Environment (9)

Other (4)

THE SOLUTION:

Colleges (4)

Science (2)

Partners (4)

Forestry (1)

Technology (8)

Finance (2)

Food/
Agriculture (2)

Engineering (24)

Youth Work/
Schools (4)

Equate can review recruitment policy and practice, including
raising awareness of unconscious bias and adapting the
language used in job/course descriptions, aptitude tests and
other documents.

Local
Authorities (3)
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DELIVERY METHODS AND
IMPACTS IN 2016-2017

DELIVERY METHODS AND
IMPACTS IN 2016-2017

WHAT WE DELIVERED

OVERALL IMPACTS

1-2-1 MEETINGS:
Held in person or over the
phone, these meetings
allow in-depth, tailored
discussion on key issues
such as work culture,
language and interview
practice.

BESPOKE TRAINING:
Training sessions are
designed with the
organisation’s specific
needs in mind and allow
positive action to be
explored in depth.

OPEN COURSES:
Open courses provide
training on both positive
action and unconscious
bias, and offer a unique
opportunity to make links
with other professionals.

LANGUAGE REVIEWS:
Reviews are typically
focussed on recruitment,
helping organisations
detect gender bias in their
recruitment materials.

24 6 2 15
9 14 76 8
24 meetings took place

organisations noted interest

sessions took place

organisations noted interest

courses took place

individuals attended

language reviews took place

organisations noted interest

100 93
%

of 1-2-1s included significant discussions
on language

%

of open course attendees have more confidence
taking positive action

Equate sent impact surveys to 20 organisations
Out of the 17 that responded:

100

%

–– have more confidence in taking positive action,
–– have more confidence about the role of language,
–– were satisfied with the services they received
In addition to the above services

16

organisations sought brief support over
telephone or by email

These included

7

short language reviews

9

calls about outreach or
other activities
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CASE STUDY:
THE FORESTRY
COMMISSION
“Forestry Commission Scotland has been engaging
with Equate Scotland since July 2016 in order
to consider positive action measures that can be
taken to increase the diversity of our workforce.
To date this has included the following:
–– Staff attending an Equate Scotland seminar for STEM organisations
on positive action measures;
–– A 1-2-1 meeting which considered steps we can take to improve our
recruitment practices to encourage more applications from women;
and
–– A bespoke training session on unconscious bias, positive action
measures and good practice for 20 of our senior managers.
I have found the expert knowledge, guidance and support from Equate
Scotland to be invaluable and of great benefit to the organisation.
As such, colleagues are now more aware of the unconscious bias and
other barriers faced by women in historically male dominated workplaces
and of the practical steps we can take to recruit and retain women in
our workforce.
As a direct consequence of working with Equate Scotland, we are now
in the process of reviewing some of our recruitment practices in order
to do all we can to reach and appeal to a diverse audience. We hope
that in time this will lead to an increase in the number of job applications
that we receive from women, and in future we can reap all the known
benefits of a diverse workforce.
Equate Scotland has recently agreed to assist us further in this process
by providing bespoke training to our HR Team in order that we can
develop a new process of reviewing the language used in our job
advertisements.”
Linda McKenna, Equality and Diversity Manager, Forestry Commission
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WHAT
ORGANISATIONS
SAY

“SEStran has found engagement
“Equate Scotland has been an
“In our efforts to enhance our
with Equate Scotland easy, efficient
inspirational organisation to work
workplace and promote equality and
and enlightening. The initial 1-2-1
with. I recently engaged with their
diversity, we have had the pleasure
meeting was highly informative, well
service when I was looking to expand
to work with Equate Scotland. We
structured and thought provoking.
my team. After meeting Barbara for
have used their services to host a
The recommendations were precise
a 1-2-1 meeting, she shared the
training workshop centred on the
and focussed and followed up with
various ways Equate would be able
role that recruitment language plays
bespoke training offers and clear
to help me find a female software
in obtaining a diverse workforce.
concise advice on how to make
developer. One of the ways Equate
Their presentation was so wellchanges to our communication
helped was through their language
received that we are currently making
culture. We feel engagement with the service, analysing my job description
significant efforts to ensure that our
project has helped us continuously
to make sure the language wasn’t
job descriptions and other recruiting
improve our public sector equality
male orientated and would engage
materials are as inclusive as possible.
duties and started us on a journey
a female audience. Equate is a great
We couldn’t have been happier with
of making our communications
organisation that does very important
our experience with Equate Scotland
across all mediums as welcoming
work for women in STEM.”
and we certainly look forward to
and inclusive to the widest possible
working with them again in the very
Sarah Stenhouse, Pixey
audiences. We would highly
near future.”
recommend other organisations
Dominique Green, University of
taking up the services offered by the
Edinburgh Information Services
Positive Action Project.”
George Eckton, SEStran
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THE ROAD AHEAD

RESEARCH: WOMEN-ONLY
INTERVENTIONS: YES, NO, MAYBE?

A NEW OUTPUT:
FULL-DAY CONSULTANCY

In our pilot year, the project ran a survey to explore views
surrounding interventions for women and girls. The aim of
this research was to evaluate our own practice while giving
anyone with STEM links the opportunity to voice their
views. In particular, we sought the views of people with
concerns about women-only interventions.

The project will add a new full-day consultancy output,
free for a number of organisations, providing they can
arrange a group of key people across their organisation to
attend. Benefits include:

Among the respondents who noted concerns:
–– There is clearly misunderstanding and conflicting
thoughts and feelings around positive action, or
concerns about the impact of others having this
misunderstanding
–– There is a tendency to disproportionately look to
schools, parents, girls and women to take responsibility,
rather than the culture within STEM organisations.
The positive action project will take these views and
results into full consideration in all work going forward.

–– Participation from a diverse group of influencers within
an organisation, such as marketing professionals,
IT professionals and strategists
–– Better communication, embedding good practice
to catalyse culture change across various teams and
departments
–– Joined up working to avoid duplication and ensure a
coordinated and cohesive approach
–– Bespoke problem solving and expert facilitation from
Equate Scotland.
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Equate Scotland,
Edinburgh Napier University,
Room 1/41, Craiglockhart Campus,
219 Colinton Road, Edinburgh,
EH14 1DJ
T: 0131 455 5108
E: info@equatescotland.org.uk
www.equatescotland.org.uk

