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ABSTRACT

Whilst evidence presented in recent scholarship suggests initiatives aimed at increasing female recruit-
ment to the industry may be proving somewhat effective, retention of female engineers is falling, and
there has been minimal progress on breaking down vertical segregation in the engineering workplace.
In this chapter the authors explore the situation of women engineers in the UK; they examine, using
qualitative and quantitative data collection methods, whether women in engineering do indeed suffer
from the application of descriptive and prescriptive stereotypes in the workplace, and how they are
able to circumvent them. In particular, the authors instigate the factors, such as self-promotion and
confidence, which may aid or hinder the progression of women's careers. They urge educational insti-
tution and engineering industries and organisations to nurture such qualities. Their findings indicate
that confidence and self-promotion should be high on the agenda of women engineers to survive and
progress in the engineering industry.

INTRODUCTION

plication of stereotypes to women in their gender
and occupational roles. As women, they are assumed

Social psychologists examining organisational
gender relations have confirmed the existence of
a ‘double bind” for professional women (Rudman
& Glick 2001). This bind arises because of the ap-
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to possess communal traits (nurturance, kindness,
consideration for others) (Parsons & Bales, 1955),
and at work, because of their shorter working histo-
ries and lesser social status they are assumed to be
less competent than men (Acker, 1990). Put simply,
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because of the prevalence and pervasiveness of
stereotypes regarding the proper role of women in
the workplace, women who exhibit agentic behav-
iour may suffer from a backlash effect expressed
in negative social repercussions (Glick & Fiske,
1999). Engaging in agentic behaviour might al-
low them to break down the stereotype of lesser
capability, but such behaviour and its correlates
(independence, forcefulness, competitiveness,
ambition) are incompatible with the prescriptive
communal stereotype. Rudman (1998: p. 629)
describes succinctly how self-promotion — high-
lighting and marketing one’s skills, qualifications,
prior successes and expertise - can be a double-
edged sword for women:

Because social influence is a function of both
competence and social attraction (e.g., Carli,
LaFleur, & Loeber, 1995), women may suffer
from backlash effect in which self-promotion may
enhance perceptions of their qualifications, but
at the cost of social rejection. That is women may
be stuck in a catch-22 in which they are damned
if they do self-promote and damned if they don t.
(Rudman, 1998, p629)

Thus, although a woman can be perceived as
competent when assuming “masculine” behav-
iours, she risks being judged as insufficiently
likeable. In contrast, agentic men are acting in
accordance with the stereotypic prescription that
this is natural behaviour, and although this may
mean that they too, such men are not perceived as
likable, likeability is not a prescribed stereotype
for men. Thus women and men who behave in
an identical fashion are judged differently, with
women being treated more harshly (Heilman,
2001).

Recent statistics suggests that initiatives aimed
at increasing female recruitment to engineering
may be proving somewhat effective in the UK.
However, the retention of female engineers is
falling and there has been minimal progress on
breaking down vertical segregation in the engi-

neering workplace (Charles, 2004). In the review
and critique of the science, engineering and tech-
nology (SET) literature, Sappleton & Takruri-Rizk
(2008) consider the persisting low representation
of women in SET professions and argue that the
path or “pipeline” for female progression through
SET professions endures an increasing level of
attrition at specific points after the entry stage for
varied reasons. This is despite over 30 years of
equality legislation and the recent introduction
of the gender equality duty. We suggest that the
‘double bind’ may be a major contributing factor
to this stasis. Women in nontraditional fields like
engineering suffer from the likeable-but-incom-
petent impasse to a greater extent that women in
more traditional domains of work because these
women have what Glick and Fiske (1999) refer
to as a negative (competitive) interdependence
with their sector’s in-group, i.e. men.

In this chapter we examine whether women
in engineering careers in the UK do indeed suffer
from the application of descriptive and prescriptive
stereotypes in the workplace, and how, if at all,
they are able to circumvent them. In particular, we
instigate the factors, such as self-promotion and
confidence, which may aid or hinder the progres-
sion of women’s careers. After the background
literature we present our research methodology.
Using focus groups, questionnaires and in-depth
interviews with engineers, technical directors and
humanresources (HR) professionals, we captured
the experiences of men and women working in
engineering occupations. Next, we present an
analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data
we collected supported by the research of other
scholars in similar fields. We investigate the per-
sonality/character that may help female engineers
to“getinand on” inthe engineering industry. Then,
we inspect the perception of the women who do
posses the “winning female engineer character”
and hence managed to shatter the glass-ceilingand
climb up the career ladder. Our findings indicate
that confidence and self-promotion should be high
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