
Lackof studentnumbersposes threat to
futuresustainability ofStem industries

Despitepositivity, numbers studying
theseareasat third level remains low

ÁINEMcMAHON

The concept of positive role
models and their capacity to en-
tice young people, especially
women into careers in science,
technology, engineering and
maths (Stem), is a much-dis-
cussed topic these days.

International statistics show
that women are under-repre-
sented at senior management
level and that female participa-
tion rates in Stem-related disci-
plines are surprisingly low.

In Ireland, as in many other
countries, only a quarter of peo-
ple working in science, technol-
ogy, engineering and maths
are women.

The child-bearing years are
seen as a barrier to promotion
at industry and academic level,
but how much of this comes
down to policy or personal
choice?

Regina Moran, chief execu-
tive of Fujitsu in the UK and Ire-
land, sat her Leaving Cert at a
time when primary school
teaching was seen as a more ob-
vious career path than engi-
neering. Moran says her col-
lege options were limited by
having ordinary-level maths
but she still managed to work
her way to the top.

She studied for a certificate
in electronic engineering in
Waterford and later a diploma
programme at Cork Institute
of Technology that focused
largely on computers.

She then worked her way up
from an electronic technician
to a hardware engineer work-
ing on mainframe computers;

by 27 she was managing a team
of the top technical engineers
in Ireland.

After completing her mas-
ter’s of business administra-
tion, she went on to become
chief executive of Fujitsu Ire-
land in 2006 and chief execu-
tive of Fujitsu UK and Ireland
in 2015.

Qualityoflife
Moran, a mother of three, says
it is hard for women and men to
have it all and that care issues
are not confined to women.

“My husband and I couldn’t

both have high-flying careers
and travel all over the world
and raise a family, so I think
there are choices that people
need to make,” she says.

“Men and women want a
high-flying career and children,
but it’s very hard to have every-
thing and have a quality of life
with your family. I think em-
ployers understand that more
and more. Choices do have to
be made and everyone’s situa-
tion is different. Flexibility
does need to be a key on behalf
of employees, not just in Stem
but in all industries.

“It’s more difficult to be a
parent these days. Schools re-
quire more participation from
parents and more is expected
from parents. Children do
more extracurricular activities
and you want them to be in-
volved, so it can be hard to
strike the balance.”

Moran says a career in the
Stem field is no more demand-
ing on parents than other ca-
reers and everyone’s situation
is different.

“The make-up of families is
different now. It’s hard to be
prescriptive about it from an
employer’s point of view be-
cause every parent’s situation
is different,” she says.

“People go through differ-
ent cycles in their lives and flexi-
bility is needed depending on
where they are in their life cy-
cle. People starting out in their
careers or in their 20s want to

travel or when they hit their
30s they may want to start a
family.

“These days, companies are
a lot more flexible with child-
care arrangements and increas-
ingly people have to look after
elderly relatives. Childcare is
not the only challenge; compa-
nies need to be flexible with all
employees.”

Rolemodels
Moran says there are more fe-
male role models for young
Irish women who want a Stem
career than ever.

“In Ireland there are a lot of
women in senior roles at the
top: women like Anne Heraty
at CPL, Louise Phelan at Pay-
Pal and Cathriona Hallahan at
Microsoft. Compared to our Eu-
ropean counterparts Ireland
had more role models in terms
of women at the top of Stem
companies,” she says.

“I was president of Engi-
neers Ireland in recent years
and was the third woman in 178
years to do so. There is a way to
go but it’s about getting out in
front of young women and
showing them other women
who have blazed a trail.”

Prof Christine Loscher, di-
rector of DCU’s new Health
Technologies Research and En-
terprise Hub, says the Stem aca-
demic arena is a tough place to
be for women and men because
promotions are competitive.

She cites the Athena Swan
charter to which universities
sign up in order to remove any
potential blockade to women
progressing, particularly in the
Stem area.

Loscher says key factors for
promotion in Stem are re-
search and research perfor-
mance.

“That is difficult to maintain
while on maternity leave be-
cause you’re replaced on your
duties. Research is so personal
and you can’t have someone
come in and cover that. Things
like publishing papers, writing
grants and supervising PhD stu-
dents, which are all key for pro-
motions, are all things that can
potentially suffer when women
take long periods of leave,” she
says.

Trying to come up with ways
to lessen the impact that time
out has on your career is a key

focus now for universities, says
Loscher.

“Trying to decide what is an
issue for an academic or a wom-
an is difficult because it is very
competitive in academia right
now; the bar is very high,” she
says.

“Women still take the bur-
den of childcare responsibili-
ties though. Not only do they
take maternity leave but they
don’t travel as much as their
male colleagues to conferences
and meetings for networking.”

Confidenceissue
The biggest challenges are con-
fidence, applying for senior
roles and career progression re-
lated to travel, which is difficult
when you have small children,
says Loscher.

“Women have come back to
work after maternity leave and
if they apply some time after
for promotion and don’t get it,
they can get disheartened and
then they make a decision not
to apply any more,” she says.

“One of the stumbling
blocks for women progressing
is that they don’t apply for pro-
motion. They don’t think they
have enough in their portfolio
and that’s a confidence issue.

“The classic issue is men see
three things out of a list of 10
that they can do and say, ‘I’ll
give it a shot’, whereas women
see eight things they can do
and say, ‘I need two more be-
fore I can apply for the job’.”

Loscher agrees with Moran
that women progressing can
be down to personal choice
rather than policy.

“When women aren’t pre-
sent at a higher level in a com-
pany or in academia it is be-
cause they are not applying for
these roles. There’s lots of rea-
son women don’t progress and
some of it has to do with person-
al choice and circumstances
that no policy is going to be
able to address,” she says.

Innovation in the Classroom

ÁINEMcMAHON

A career within science, tech-
nology, engineering and maths
– the Stem disciplines – is wide-
ly seen as a worthwhile and
highly desirable one by Irish
people.

According to a recent Sci-
ence Foundation Ireland (SFI)
study, 72 per cent of Irish peo-
ple have a favourable view of
the industry, but take-up
among Irish students remains
low.

Irish students are not choos-
ing to study these areas at third
level in enough numbers to sus-
tain the future of Stem indus-
tries.

Leaders in the fields of sci-
ence, technology, engineering
and maths came together re-
cently for a round-table meet-
ing to discuss the issues sur-
rounding the future uptake of
careers within the industry, or-
ganised by AbbVie and hosted
by The Irish Times.

The SFI report found that
while half of Irish adults feel
well informed about research
and development in science
and technology, many feel
intimidated by science and
Stem.

The report found 70 per
cent believed Stem is too spe-
cialised for them to under-
stand. The manner in which
the subjects are taught, and the
preconceived notions passed
on by peers and parents also
can have an impact.

Potentialcareer
Margie McCarthy, head of edu-
cation and public engagement,
SFI, said children are highly in-
fluenced by their parents and
peers when it comes to nega-
tive associations with Stem sub-
jects.

“As parents we need to be
aware that unconsciously we
can frame our child’s thoughts
about a particular subject and
potential career paths from a
very early age without mean-
ing to.

“Our research shows that
when it comes to picking out
third-level courses, young peo-

ple are overwhelmingly influ-
enced by the idea of “fitting in”
and parents can be very influ-
ential in that regard from an
early age.”

The government has set out
significant aims in the recently
launched BioPharma ambi-
tion report.

The biopharma industry
alone is worth more than ¤30
billion to the Irish economy in
exports and has the potential
to add 8,000 jobs here over the
next three years.

Highlyinnovative
Irish students need to be en-
gaged with directly from a
young age in order to foster a
lifelong love and interest in
Stem to ensure that Ireland
continues to be seen as a hub of
scientific excellence and
achievement.

At the roundtable meeting,
organisations, including Sci-
ence Foundation Ireland
(SFI), Engineers Ireland, Bio-
PharmaChem Ireland, IDA
and representatives of some of
Ireland’s leading universities
discussed the current land-
scape of Stem in Ireland, re-
viewing the challenges and op-
portunities that exist in this
area.

Outlining the importance of
Ireland to AbbVie’s business
during the meeting, general
manager todd Manning ex-
plained: “AbbVie creates new
medicines for chronic, serious
health issues by combining ad-
vanced science with deep
knowledge of diseases. We har-
ness Irish expertise in complex
chemical and biological re-
search, testing discoveries
through clinical trials as well
as manufacturing many of our
medicines and delivery devices
here in Ireland.

“Our aspiration is to help
Irish students better see the po-
tential that undoubtedly exists
for successful, fulfilling ca-
reers utilising Stem disciplines
in Ireland with locally-based
companies such as AbbVie.
We feel that as a research-driv-
en innovative company, it is vi-
tal for us to be proactive so we

can ensure that the talent pipe-
line is in place for all compa-
nies active in Stem areas in Ire-
land,” Manning added.

The products manufactured
by the biopharma industry are
highly innovative and have a
huge impact on the health and
wellbeing of millions of people
worldwide, but students and
young people are disconnect-
ed from the industry and can
find it difficult to understand
what career paths are availa-
ble to them.

There was consensus at the
roundtable discussion on the
need to make students
throughout the educational
system, from primary school
all the way through to PhD and
post-doctorate level, aware of
what careers are available with-
in the pharmaceutical sector
and other Stem areas.

Head of the School of Phar-
macy and Pharmaceutical Sci-
ences in Trinity College Dub-
lin, Prof Anne-Marie Healy,
agreed there was a lack of
knowledge about the pharma-

ceutical industry within sec-
ondary schools. “Formulation
science, for example, is an in-
herent part of a pharmacy de-
gree,” Prof Healy explained.
“But most students at second-
ary level would never have
heard of formulation science.
A student who aspires to be a
pharmacist is aware of a career
as a community or hospital
pharmacist – but something
like formulation scientist is an
alien concept, they don’t under-
stand what it has to do with a
pharmacy degree and the possi-
bility of a path into the pharma-
ceutical industry. Industry
needs to work directly with
schools to open students
minds up to the multiple possi-
bilities available to them with-
in Stem,” said Healy.

School-basedworkshops
Caroline McClafferty, HR Di-
rector of AbbVie, outlined how
the company aims to promote
Stem at all ages.

“One key objective for Ab-
bVie is to help transform, pro-

mote and support Stem-relat-
ed projects and activities, and
we actively engage with
schools, colleges and industry
partners to achieve this ambi-
tion.

“The work that organisa-
tions such as SFI have been un-
dertaking in the area of Stem in
order to develop a future pipe-
line of talent is very reassuring.
However, there is an ongoing
requirement on all stakehold-
ers to encourage an engage-
ment with science from an ear-
ly age and overcome any nega-
tive perceptions of Stem. This
is something that AbbVie takes
very seriously and that we ac-
tively support through our se-
ries of school-based work-
shops that we run with the
Young Social Innovators, and
through our own science pro-
gramme Seek (Science Engi-
neering Exploration Knowl-
edge). Beyond primary and
post-primary level engage-
ment, we also incentivise
third-level students in various
ways such as through our In-

tern of the Year Award and the
Operations Development Pro-
gramme,” said McClafferty.

Matt Moran, director of Bio-
PharmaChem Ireland, empha-
sised the exciting opportuni-
ties to travel that young people
working in Stem can avail of.

“There are huge opportuni-
ties for those who study Stem;
for example, biopharma is one
of the fastest growing sectors
in Ireland with jobs in areas as
diverse as quality control, man-
ufacturing and research. If you
study Stem at third level, once
you graduate you will also
more than likely end up work-
ing with a multinational compa-
ny which gives you fantastic op-
portunities to grow your ca-
reer and gain invaluable first
hand-experience, and also to
travel and see the world while
you work.”

Engagementlevels
Concluding the round-table dis-
cussion, Science Editor of The
Irish Times Dick Ahlstrom said
fundamental “societal change”

was needed in order to in-
crease the interest levels in
Stem education and careers.

“Some of the suggestions
made by this group could, if ac-
tivated, improve long-term en-
gagement levels in Stem disci-
plines across all levels of educa-
tion. The respect for Stem is
there; now we need to demysti-
fy it and whet the appetite of a
future generation by showing
them how a career in science or
engineering can improve socie-
ty hugely, as well as open many
doors for them on a profession-
al and personal level.

“The future is bright for
Irish students but we all need
to play our part and work col-
laboratively to guide them to-
wards these potential careers
paths that they may otherwise
not consider.”

Oneof the
stumbling

blocks forwomen
is that they don’t
apply forpromotion

■ Irish Times Science Editor
Dick Ahlstromwith Caroline
McClafferty, HR director,
AbbVie, and ToddManning,
generalmanager, AbbVie

Students
intimidated
byStem
subjects

Moreemployers
areawareofneed
for flexibilitywhen it
comes to family life

ASpecialReport

‘‘

Thework that
organisations such
asSFIhavebeen
undertaking in
theareaof Stemis
veryreassuring
‘‘

■Women are in a better
position today to consider a
career in the Stem area.
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Successful career inStemfieldnowmoreachievable forwomen
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