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‘I could say we have a roster of 
riches and brilliance, but it un-
derplays the speakers here,” 
said entrepreneur Sonya Len-
non, who chaired the Women 

in Stem Summit 2022. “And the words 
today matter as they make a difference 
to government and to business policy 
in both the medium- and long-term.”

In a packed schedule full of quality, the 
Women in Stem summit showcased a 
large and diverse range of demographics 
and experiences that highlighted both 
the progress made and what steps are 
needed to achieve gender parity.

The summit brought together the full 
range of stakeholders in policy, educa-
tion, business and many more sectors 
to Croke Park on Wednesday, March 30. 
Among numerous elements, one recur-
ring theme was that tackling the imbal-
ance in Stem is more than just an issue 
with the pipeline, education or business.

It’s fundamentally a societal issue 
and everyone has a role in addressing 
it, regardless of gender, background or 
demographic.

This was reflected in the high quality 
of speakers across the board, who chose 
to cover areas like breaking bias in edu-
cation, trailblazing in the industry, tech-
nology, female founders and rising stars.

Contributors ranged from Deborah 
Treadgold, country general manager at 
IBM Ireland giving a keynote on finding a 
pathway in Stem, Sheila Porter, founder 
and chief executive of Sci Fest, and Dr 
Eilish McLoughlin, associate professor at 
the School of Physical Sciences at DCU 
chatting about how they’ve created path-
ways for the next generation of women to 
be inspired by, to poet, writer and play-
wright Felispeaks performing spoken 
word poetry to an attentive audience.

Added to that was an insightful panel 
discussion on how it takes a village to en-
act change, which involved Linda Doyle, 
provost and president of TCD and Dr 
Andrea Johnson, vice president of Work 
Human and chairwoman for Women 

in Technology and Science (WITS). The 
result was a comprehensive, construc-
tive, and in-depth analysis of an always 
topical issue. The first set of talks entitled 
‘breaking the biases in education’ set the 
tone for the day. A key element was how 
perception and biases can start very early 
on in a person’s life.

A great example of this was highlighted 
by Lisa Cusack, first officer for Airbus 330 
at Aer Lingus who highlighted that only 5 
per cent of pilots in the world are women.

Speaking about her experiences in 
talking to primary school students, she 
gave two examples of the challenges in-
volved. One telling thing is that when she 
asks them to guess her job by looking at 
her uniform, she’ll get answers like sailor. 
Another issue is the different approaches 
boys and girls have to specific tasks.

“Sometimes, we split the girls and boys 
into groups and ask them how we scare 
birds away before taking off,” she said. 
“Every time the girls get it right: turn 
the lights on. The boys will say we don’t 
know but what happens if you fart in 
the cockpit?”

Empathetic society
As the conference continued, many 
themes emerged over the day. One was 
the role of empathy, not just for wom-
en, but as a way to address problems in 
wider society.

This was best represented in the section 
‘breaking the biases in industry’ with 
companies showing how they’re rising 
to the challenge.

In their respective sessions, both Shay 
Walsh, managing director at BT Ireland 
and Rhonda Doyle, director of operations, 
services and projects at Schneider Elec-
tric Ireland, mentioned initiatives their 
companies had taken. These included 
creating a culture of empathy, allowing 
flexibility in workers’ lives for parenting, 
maternity and paternity leave, and other 
factors in people’s lives.

Such initiatives are breaking through 

to companies across the board with 
partners and sponsors for the summit 
including WITS, Workequal, HealthTech 
Ireland, BAM Ireland, Schneider Electric 
Ireland, the daa, Enterprise Ireland, Mar-
tinsen Mayer, and Skillnet.

While initiatives bridging the gender 
gap are crucial to bringing better repre-
sentation of women across the board, 
many of the speakers emphasised the 
importance of knowing it creates wider 
benefits in how we treat everyone in 
society.

It’s easy to suggets such issues as iso-
lated, but they impact everyone.

“You have to start from the why,” said 
Dr Claudia Igbrude, learning technologist 
and business adviser. “When you hear 
the gender conversation, it’s positioned 
as if it’s a charity of sorts, or giving back 
to women or a compliance issue. It’s 
beyond that.”

And while the main focus is on wom-
en, another key element is ensuring that 
men are part of the change. The idea 
of allowing men to have permission to 
show up emotionally, say that’s okay and 
engage in parenting and other activities 
that traditionally they may not have been 
able to do in the past.

That men like Gavin Fox, director at 
Martinsen Mayer, could talk about par-

enting freely was already a sign that the 
preconception of what men and women 
can and want to do is dissolving.

Providing that flexibility for parenting, 
parental leave and maternity leave isn’t 
just beneficial for women, it benefits 
men too.

Bringing everyone 
to the table
In one of the later panels about acceler-
ating progress in education and industry, 
that element of connectivity was cru-
cial. Stem does not exist in isolation, it’s 
very much part and parcel of the modern 
world and how it’s constructed is a re-
flection of how the world is constructed. 
Changing the shape of it will take time 
and effort but it will be worth it in the 
long run.

There’s no appetite to have the same 
conversation in ten years’ time and that 
was reflected throughout the entire sum-
mit. Much of what’s necessary for prog-
ress boils down to showing the pathway 
and having the necessary supports and 
structures to address any unseen barriers.

One example that emerged was when 
Enterprise Ireland started looking at why 
the majority of postgrads coming to the 
body for support were men. Deirdre 
Glenn, of start-ups and commerciali-
sation at Enterprise Ireland said that after 
extensive research and getting indepen-
dent evaluations, it was discovered that 
women might be quietly confident but 
reluctant to show it publicly.

“It was the simple things [to work on]; 
it was finding that space at the table. They 
may be quietly confident but showing 
that confidence [is important],” she said. 
“It’s about that self-confidence and really 
encouraging women to get up and saying 
it doesn’t matter if you make a mistake.

“The companies that do best are the 
ones that are balanced from a gender 
and equality perspective. They’re a lot 
better at retaining talent, and they per-

form better so why wouldn’t you do it?
“We’re very clear we can’t do it without 

everyone, so it’s about influencing and 
driving that change.”

That data is crucial in ensuring that the 
appetite for change is heeded and am-
plified. While much research shows that 
diversity will lead to greater profitability, 
you have to go deeper and uncover the 
various reasons young women wouldn’t 
consider Stem or associated career paths.

Greater gender diversity does lead to 
increased profit and revenue but it’s not 
enough to just say that. Change must 
start at all levels, even at an early age to 
dismantle limited perceptions of careers 
in areas like construction.

“If you could take the energy of a 
construction site, bottle it and bring it 
to schools, we would have many more 
women in construction,” said Lorraine 
Brady, pre-construction director at BAM 
Ireland. “There’s never a dull day so it’s 
really about seeing it, believing it but 
showing the pathway.”

Those perspectives can have a signif-
icant impact by bringing fresh thinking 

to seemingly traditional sectors. In her 
role as group head of sustainability for 
the daa, Andrea Carroll mentioned that 
it was mainly women working in the 
sustainability space and that brought a 
freshness of thinking that such initia-
tives need.

“The first thing I did was get to know 
every single person that was going to 
be impacted by this as a topic,” she ex-
plained. “I’m not going to rebuild the 
terminal or install a foyer but I can facili-
tate other people to do that and that’s the 
role sustainability plays. This role alone 
is an indicator of the direction things 
are moving.”

All the themes and initiatives high-
lighted all come back to the same prin-
ciple. For change to happen, it needs ev-
eryone to play their part and push for a 
better world.

If one talk highlighted the curiosity 
needed to ensure change happens, Bre-
da McCague, the co-founder of Lean-In 
Ireland, offered a question that would 
drive that change. “If you’re told not to do 
something, start to wonder why.”

Women driving deep 
changes in world of  Stem
This year’s Women in Stem summit highlighted the rich seam of talent in 
those women who have pursued stellar careers in the sector, but far more 
needs to be done to achieve gender balance. Quinton O’Reilly reports
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