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Providing a Skills-Rich Future by Redressing the Gender Imbalance 

 
 
 
Despite more women than men starting an apprenticeship (in England) since 2010

i
, the ongoing gender 

imbalance continues to affect employers’ and the country’s long-term growth prospects.   
 
As much as gender segregation in apprenticeships inevitably leads to a gender imbalance throughout 
employers’ talent pipelines, so the UK’s skills deficit will remain unaddressed if employers in traditionally male-
dominated sectors are unable, or unwilling, to hire more women, starting via the critical apprenticeship route. 
 
This article explores possible reasons for the apprentice gender gap in certain skills sectors, investigates the 
negative influence of stereotypes and gender bias on women’s apprenticeship choices, highlights the negative 
influence of unwelcoming work environments, and suggests effective and positive actions employers can take 
to redress this critical imbalance. 
 
 
Gender-related Barriers 
While both men and women face barriers to accessing apprenticeships (see the Gaia Innovation paper 
“Overcoming the Barriers to Accessing Apprenticeships”), women are particularly affected by four key barriers: 
carer responsibilities that often prohibit full-time work, a reluctance for risk, a lack of gender-supportive 
opportunities, and gender segregation/low pay. 
 
Only 10% of apprentice contracts offer a less than 30-hour work week. Current legislation means any work in 
excess of 16 hours results in loss of child-related welfare benefits, and young women with carer 
responsibilities often take up part-time, low-paid work as an alternative. Resources such as the government’s 
“Find an apprenticeship” service does not allow searches for part-time apprenticeships, so many people 
believe such apprenticeships are unavailable.  
 
In addition, risk-averse young women often regard choosing an apprenticeship as a less ‘safe’ option than A-
Levels or vocational FE course, as they feel it may limit future options. Staying in education also means they 
can stay within their group of friends. 
 
However, when young women do choose an apprenticeship, it is often one of the three lowest-paid: 
hairdressing, health and social care, and early childcare and early-years education. In 2017, research by the 
Young Women’s Trust (YWT) found the scarcity of flexible and part-time apprenticeships in sectors such as 
engineering, IT and construction meant that women opted for apprenticeships in lower-paid sectors where 
flexible working patterns are more commonplace.  
 
According to SEMTA and the Women In Science and Engineering (WISE) website, while women represent 
more than 50% of all apprentices, they represent less than 10% of those within STEM frameworks: 2% in 
construction, 3% in engineering and 10% in IT. This has not changed in the past five years.  
 
The Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy’s apprenticeship pay survey showed almost 
18% of apprentices were paid below the legal minimum rate in 2017 – particularly acute in female-dominated 
sectors such as hairdressing (48%, and childcare (28%). The YWT states that female apprentices earn on 
average £6.67 per hour while male apprentices earn on average £7.25, an apprentice gender pay gap of 8%. 
 
 
Negative Assumptions 
Parents can also be an obstacle to a career in a traditionally non-female sector, with their reasons ranging 
from adherence to traditionally female roles to concerns about safety, influenced in part by the lack of 
adequate current knowledge on gender-friendly opportunities. 
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The “Not For People Like Me?” report published in 2014 by Women in Science, Technology and Engineering, 
found that “mothers, in particular, need to know their daughters could be happy and supported in a job where 
women are in the minority”. Understandably, parents may feel a male-dominated industry might not be a 
supportive place for their daughters to work, and the #metoo sexual harassment scandals has increased 
concern about the safety of daughters in male-dominated working environments.  
 
In addition, career leaders’ and teachers’ perceptions also influence students against choosing a non-
stereotypical role, simply by promoting traditionally female roles and traditionally male roles. Ideally, careers 
leaders and teachers would visit workplace environments to see how jobs have changed, and thus alter their 
negative assumptions. 
 
In fact, girls are often better academically qualified than boys in the STEM subjects required by many 
apprentice roles in male-dominated sectors. However, recent WISE statistics show that every year 
approximately 67% of girls don’t take any Level 3 STEM qualifications and of those that do continue, only 
0.4% gain their qualifications through apprenticeships as opposed to A-levels or vocational qualifications. And, 
despite extra funding to do so, schools do little to encourage girls to take STEM-related apprenticeships 
instead of making a more traditional choice. 
 
Unwelcoming Work Environments 
Some employers are also reluctant to counter stereotypes, and those with over-subscribed apprentice 
recruitment programmes do little to attract the best or sufficiently diverse applicants. Others hold biased views 
whether women will “fit in” with established teams of men, or and what constitutes “men’s work” and “women’s 
work”. The bias can also be subconscious, as recruiters may look for applicants with similar characteristics to 
their male predecessors, or have fixed views as to what a successful candidate should be like. 
 
On a practical level, apprenticeships in some sectors require protective clothing and tasks that need a degree 
of physical strength. However, some employers fail to provide work wear in female-friendly sizing, nor provide 
manual-handling equipment for those with a lower lifting capability. Additionally, there may be no female toilets 
in areas where the roles have previously been filled by men. 
 
Further adding to an unwelcome work environment for female apprentices, some male-dominated workplaces 
continue to show instances of misogynistic behaviour and attitudes. When women leave such an organisation 
(and often also the occupation and sector), the departure will be rationalised (by the organisation) as the 
woman did not like or couldn’t do the job, rather than admitting to the organisation’s hostile or predatory 
environment. 
 
Finally, while practical considerations are important, values are also an influencing factor: when a company 
portrays itself as caring about the issues that resonate with women, then more women will apply for its 
apprenticeships.   
 
 
Summary and Recommendations 
Effective employer actions to correct the gender imbalance will enable employers to choose future talent from 
a wider, more diverse talent pool, and will extend apprentice job roles and progression opportunities for both 
women and men on an equal basis, while reducing the UK skills deficit.  

Positive action can help remove gender-related barriers, and challenge negative assumptions and stereotypes 
among women, parents and teachers. Together, we can create an inclusive, welcoming work culture that 
leads to a higher retention of female employees both during their apprenticeships and for the rest of their 
careers. 
 
Actions that employers can take include: 
 

 Introduce flexible apprenticeships 
Introduce part-time or flexible working hours to the current apprenticeship programme. 
NOTE: The successful Camden Council pilot programme helps parents older than 25, and with children, get 
back to work by part-time apprenticeships with flexible working hours built in. The roles range from a 

https://www.wisecampaign.org.uk/resources/2014/11/not-for-people-like-me
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document controller for large construction companies to catering assistants with the Quakers. The 
apprenticeships can take two years, and incorporate Level 2 or Level 3 qualifications.  
 

 Help overcome company bias and apathy 
Go through your apprentice-marketing materials and placement, and apprentice-recruitment processes to 
ensure any bias is removed, and make sure such materials are put where a female audience will see them, 
such as in schools, on social media or in lifestyle magazines, rather than in male-dominated locations such as 
trade magazines or industry websites.  
NOTE: A recent apprenticeship event had the pun “Get up to Speed” as an event title because McLaren was 
at the event. Yet, most of the apprenticeships in manufacturing and engineering had nothing to do with speed 
or engines, and the title made the event seem only appealing to ‘petrol-heads’. 
  

 Create a welcoming, inclusive and safe work environment 
Robust anti-harassment and bullying policies can create a work environment in which female apprentices can 
thrive. Apprentice supervisors, assessors and mentors should be given subconscious-bias training.  
Ensure parents and all female applicants are reassured about the company’s pastoral and safeguarding 
measures, especially when the apprentices attend modular blocks of training with a residential requirement.  
And, on a practical level, invest in the necessary facilities, clothing and equipment to enable men and women 
to perform all roles safely.  
 

 Show that your company offer values that resonate with women 
Review organisation and apprentice-role descriptions, looking for values that will resonate with potential 
female apprenticeships. For example, emphasise that your company is environmentally friendly, or works in 
the renewable-energy sector, and consider making a positive, female-friendly change in a job title, such as 
from technician to “customer-service technician” or from engineer to “design engineer”.  
NOTE: When Toyota GB changed the job title from Trainee Sales Executive to Trainee Customer Consultant, 
it received many more applications from women. “It sounds simplistic, but women see themselves as creative 
or as ‘people’ people,” said Helen Wollaston, chief executive of WISE.  
 

 Tell the world! 
Feature the careers stories of female apprentices on your company website and social media channels, and 
create a Facebook page for female apprentices in their member organisations to connect with each other. 
Introduce female-only open days and careers events to increase the number of female applicants. 
Volunteer to participate in school programmes such as “Inspiring the Future”.  
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