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Rail Professional

Women of substance

Clare Burles looks at the reasons why rail needs to reinvent its image

arlier this year, a company in

the US faced an unexpected

baclklash after featuring an

attractive female engineer in

a recruitment advert. People
couldn't "buy’ the ides that she was eraly
an engineer - some even stated thar it
couldn't be ‘remotely possible’. Others
accused the company of putting women
off engineering through an nnrealistic
image, and attracting men with the allare
of a pretty girl.

Isis Wenger, the engineer pictured in
the advert, wasn't expecting the barrage
of ignorant comments that came her way,
But why was it so implausible for a pretty
girl to be an engineer? What would have
been more believable?

During a time that the STEM
industries are experiencing strong growth,
it is fundamental that within the rail
sector we change people’s perceptions of
what we do and who we are, because we
need a strang supply of talent.

1f we're not seen as an opportunity-

Eulogy

rich, innovative and exciting Industry, it's
not great for business,

.‘il1ol’.|ti1‘|ﬂtyJ this prejudice apainst
STEM careers begins at a young age, A
2014 Metworl Rall study shows that girls
s }lﬂ‘u ng as seven hl\'{f an unconsclous
bias against englneering, and by 14, many
have fully switched off from it as a carcer
option, Girls aged 7 to 9 were switched
ofl by thinking engineering was too
dirty and messy and those between 10
and 12 were worried that engineering is
dangerous and that they weren't strong,
enough. So we've got work to dol

Changing perceptions

The same Network Rail study also
highlighted that younger girls were
attracted to a career in engineering by
understanding its social purpose, and
those between 10 and 12 responded
positively to role models in engineering,
In order to change perceptions of a carcer
in STAM industries, we need to showcase
and shaut loudly about all of the fabulous

women that work in our industries.
After being shocked by the reaction
to her appearing in a STHM recruitment
advert, Tsis Wenger started using the
hashtag #1LookLikeAnEngineer, Calling
fellow female engineers Lo post pictures
under the hashtag. Her goal was to help
redefine what an engineer ‘should’ look
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MY TEAM IS GREAT.
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T This showed the world that there are
plenty of women wor ling In STHM, and Inspirational Womenin Rall short/ist
highlighted the number of role madels ¥\ aran |
out there far younger generations. U thora
Similarly, wich the Introduction of fnow tlial
Lord Davies' tazget for 93 per cent female 1.65 bill
PTSE 100 boards by 2020, more and mare
women ace In the STEM C-suite, At
Virgin Trains Bast Coast for sxample, ns
we were recruiting for n new excoutive
hoard in early 2015 it was crucial for the
MD, David Horne and myself 1o get [ts
composition right, This meant getting
the right skills and experience within the
team to get the business off to the very ‘
best possible stare, but the gender balance e i i rall i
was ulso important for us - not anly to
set an example but also for the innovation
and creativity that a different perspective
cin bring to the table.
We now have three women on our fall fneu
board - making one third of the executive Eitra
like, to show that appearance has no team female, [e's unusual in rail, but
bearing on their level of skill, abllity and shows that it can be done, The more : 3 T
professionalism, women at the top, the more role models o
Within hours, the STHM community younger generations have,
had responded. They highlighted their
nchievements, hobbles, families and
demanded not to be judged by how they
look. In less than a week the hashtag had
been used 86,000 times, in approximately
0 coantries, Clare Burles is people director at Virgin Trains
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