She Sharp
EMPOWERMENT SMALL ORGANISATION
EXCELLENCE AWARD
WATCH
VIDEO

THE STORY
Just three per cent of 15-year-old girls attending New Zealand high schools consider
technology a possible career option.
And despite the fact the ICT sector is the third largest and fastest-growing sector in New
Zealand, there’s a significant gender gap with women filling less than a quarter of these roles in
the workplace.
Those are the findings of a 2017 survey and exactly the kind of statistic non-profit and learning
group She Sharp is trying to counteract. The group is run by volunteers and holds interactive
events for secondary school girls, female tertiary students and industry professionals.
Founder and director Dr Mahsa Mohaghegh was inspired to close the gap after experiencing
being part of the minority of women working in technology while studying at university, right
from her bachelor degree days through to PhD level. Later, when she began lecturing in
computer science, she witnessed the same gender imbalance in the next generation, with
women consistently making up only five to 10 percent of the classes she taught.
“One of the most widely recognised factors contributing to the gender gap in tech is the
preconception of who is expected to work in this space, based on an ingrained stereotype for
the field that is unattractive to most females,” she says.

“Nothing is more motivating to girls either studying
computer science or considering it as a career choice
than to see other women in the field sharing their
experiences, challenges and successes.”
So Mahsa joined forces with a small group of like-minded
university students and professionals to found She Sharp
in 2014.
Initially, the organisation’s focus was primarily on
providing support for female students studying techrelated fields at university, through networking and social
events. This soon expanded to include training and
development activities to help prepare students for entry
into the predominantly male-led tech industry.

“Nothing is more
motivating to girls
either studying
computer science or
considering it as a
career choice than
to see other women
in the field sharing
their experiences,
challenges and
successes.”

As a result of this expansion, tech companies started
coming on board as either sponsors or hosts of events,
which in turn allowed She Sharp to include focused
support for women already in the tech industry - a
decision which has proved to be instrumental in forming what She Sharp is today.

Typically, a She Sharp event has two parts. Firstly, a keynote speaker or panel of speakers
share their experiences, what drives them, and what they are involved with on a day-to-day
basis. Secondly, hands-on workshops either give participants practical skills, or provide a firsthand demonstration of technology-based skills. The events are tailored to the audience at the
time – from secondary school students, through to tertiary students and those already in the
industry.
There has been overwhelmingly positive feedback from participants, and the companies and
institutes involved.
“High school girls who have participated in events have responded saying that until being
involved with She Sharp events, they had not considered a future career in technology because
they felt it was not creative, and they felt disadvantaged and out of place due to the
appearance of the field being targeted primarily at males. In particular, most have responded
well to the opportunity of getting to know female role models in the field,” says Mahsa.
“Feedback of this type has been particularly encouraging to the management team, since it has
shown success in tackling the stereotype issue from such an influential age group. Feedback
from female tertiary students has also been very positive, as the events have created a strong
networking platform for them to connect and make themselves known to the companies, and
to make valuable contacts in what is usually a daunting industry for them.”
The judging panel said the commitment of this group of volunteers, which has worked with
schools, tertiary education and employers for the past five years to encourage young women to
study STEM subjects, has resulted in a growth in events, allowing She Sharp to have a wider
impact.

THE CHALLENGE
The ICT sector is the third largest and fastest-growing sector in New Zealand, but there’s a
significant gender gap with women filling less than a quarter of the roles. One of the most
widely recognised factors is an ingrained stereotype that the field is unattractive to most
females.

STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS
•

She Sharp was founded to address the gender imbalance in most STEM fields, by
helping remove barriers and facilitate equal opportunities in these fields.

•
•

The non-profit group is made up of volunteers from within the industry.
Events typically include speakers who share their experiences, and hands-on
workshops that deliver new skills.
Events are tailor-made specifically for the audience, whether that be secondary
school students, tertiary students, or those already in the industry.

•

RESULTS AND BENEFITS
•
•
•

After starting with a group of about 20, She Sharp now has more than 800 members
and holds between eight and 10 events each year.
Feedback is overwhelmingly positive with students more inclined to consider a future
in technology, and those in the industry feeling supported and developing networks.
Events have been held at major Auckland companies including Google, IBM, Orion
Health, Westpac, Microsoft, AUT, Trade Me, and Xero. They have been sponsored by
Google, AUT, and Workday.

KEY LEARNING
Allowing young women to experience the relevance of technology, and the excitement of
being a part of producing this technology and network with female role models encourages
them to look at a career they might not have otherwise considered.

