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Key takeaways from the survey

Introduction
As the global STEM-specialist talent partner that connects
sought-after specialists in life sciences, technology,
engineering and mathematics with dynamic organizations
across the world, Specialist Staffing Group is uniquely placed
to report on the state of the recruitment market. Our network
of dedicated specialists in 40 offices across 15 countries help
consultants give our candidates and clients a competitive
advantage, using market data and analytics to identify and act
on international trends and regional requirements.

Our surveys and reports provide
special insights both into
individuals’ career journeys and
into the big picture dynamics
that – directly and indirectly –
shape recruitment in the
STEM sectors.
We gathered insights from 5,000
STEM specialists across our key
global regions, including the
USA, UK, Germany, Netherlands
and Japan, inviting them to
take part in a survey, revealing
how their expectations and
decision-making are shifting as
their careers transition into the
post-pandemic era. Respondents
included permanent and contract
workers across a broad range of
STEM sectors, from life scientists
4

and IT practitioners to engineers
and healthcare experts.
By combining this with our
STEM Youth Survey results we
have created a rich data set that
provides critical insights into
how the priorities and goals of
STEM professionals have shifted,
highlighting trends among
STEM talent at an early stage
of their career.
The overall picture is one of
confidence and assertiveness
in which sought-after STEM
specialists see themselves
as a valuable resource. They
feel positively about demand
for their skills in their country
or sector.
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The demand for contract
workers is on the rise, with
dynamic organizations
recognizing their value as they
rebuild operations in uncertain
post-pandemic economies.

Salary and benefits are still the top
consideration for STEM candidates
when searching for new roles.
Companies that delay in recognizing
market value risk missing out on
sought-after specialists.

Flexible working options
are no longer regarded
as an added benefit –
they are now expected
to be a standard given of
employment.
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By extending their recruitment
search to other sectors, STEM
organizations can increase their
options considerably – and with
it their chances of finding the
most suitable candidates.

STEM employers can
enhance their attractiveness
to top candidates by
ensuring that they have a
positive impact on society
and the environment.

They are also leveraging
their professional value to win
better salary and benefits
packages in highly competitive
STEM markets.
The survey informs an
understanding of STEM career
motivations that leading
organizations can leverage
in their search for specialist
STEM talent. The findings also
show how a significant number
of people employed in STEM
sectors are aligning their career
goals with their life priorities.
It’s a trend that’s consistent
with other shifts that have
transformed the world of
work since the Covid-19
pandemic struck.

In particular, the pandemic
has heightened interest in
flexible working models, mainly
because many STEM workers
experienced its appeal for the
first time, liked it – are now
demanding it. The same is true
for contracting, which has
seen a surge in popularity
among both candidate and
client respondents.
While the focus remains
on ensuring the value of
specialists is recognized,
a key message for business
leadership is that sought-after
STEM talent no longer regards
flexible working as a benefit
but as a standard given of
employment.
5

5,000 candidates
across key STEM
recruitment markets
gave us their views on
employment and the
growing demand for
their skills.

HOW THE STEM WORLD WORKS

SPECIALIST STAFFING GROUP

Salary and benefits
STEM specialists know there is a shortage of people with their
skills, and they know their own worth. When negotiating salary
and benefits packages, they’re unwilling to compromise as
much as they might have before the Covid-19 pandemic.

Specialists’ expectations are
boldly confronting outdated pay
structures set in rigid bands and
grades. Employers have to realize
that in an expert-driven STEM jobs
market, flexibility is essential if they
are to attract the best talent.
But that’s only a part of the picture…
From a candidate’s perspective,
salary and benefits packages are
almost always relative to wider
economic imperatives, such as
inflation rates and commuting
costs. Other conditions that
specialists look for in their
employment – such as flexible
working (see page 8) and career
development (see page 14) have
gained in importance.
But while some of these
could be offset against salary
expectations, money still remains

60%
of overall respondents (3,001)
selected rate and/or salary
and benefits among their
most important motivations
when searching for a job.

the primary metric by which STEM
professionals/specialists evaluate
a job opportunity.
From our research, salary and
benefits packages remain a top
factor when they are searching for
new roles (Table 1). More than 60%
of total respondents put salary or
payment rate – as part of an overall
benefits package – as a prime
consideration.
However, remuneration is rated not
that far ahead of flexible working
options (54%) and work/life
balance (53%) (Table 1). A further
59% of respondents also told us
that being ‘financially secure’ is of
uppermost importance in their life
goals (Table 2).
National preferences
Not everyone places the same
importance on pay. Salary/benefits
is rated top in economies like
Japan (63%), Switzerland (64%),
the UK (64%) and the USA (64%).
However, it is not consistent across
all territories surveyed. Several
European countries rate flexible
working options above pay and
benefits, such as Belgium (53%),
France (53%) and Spain (69%),
while the chief preference in
Luxembourg and the Netherlands
is for good work/life balance.
Beyond Europe, the value placed
on salary and benefits is more of a
mixed picture. Survey respondents
6

in Hong Kong are unanimous in
favoring salary/benefits as being
the most important criterion when
searching for new roles: 100%
ticked that box.
Respondents in the United Arab
Emirates placed salary and benefits
behind career development
opportunities and work/life balance
considerations. The customarily
high level of salaries – tax-free –
that people working in the UAE
enjoy, probably goes some way to
explaining this result.
Impact of the pandemic

“Increasing demand for sought-after
specialists has meant that they are
increasingly in control of job offers
and so can be much more selective
and demanding when finding roles,”
Timo Lehne, CEO of SThree plc,
Specialist Staffing Group’s UKlisted parent business. “Companies
are being forced to act quickly
and decisively, offering enhanced
packages to secure the talent they
want to take their businesses to the
next growth level. In short, candidate
confidence means employers need
to offer them better packages if
they’re serious about competing for
the best STEM talent.”

We see strong connections
between the survey respondents’
salary expectations and the
economic impact of the Covid-19
pandemic. The post-pandemic
trend towards remote working (see
page 8) will prove another factor
in shaping salary expectations.
As many employers retain flexible
working models adopted during
lockdowns, they are being forced
to reconsider their benefits

Enhanced packages

STEM candidates know their
market value and are increasingly
unwilling to compromise on their
salary and benefits packages.

But further evidence suggests that
employers who don’t understand
the market forces aren’t keen
to show their hand up front.
“Some companies seeking STEM
candidates are only willing to be
more flexible later in the process,
once they have discovered how
competitive the market is – and
how difficult it is for them to find
an exact fit. But then often that is
too late, and they are missing out
on their first choice.”

packages. Some traditional
benefits – travel loans and meal
subsidies, for instance – count for
far less when an employee is not
coming into an office each day of
their working week.
The after-effects of the pandemic
have only just started to play
out. The so-called ‘Great
Resignation’ threatens to
exacerbate the skills shortage in
some areas of engineering and
technology, leaving savvy STEM
job seekers feeling confident
enough to hold firm to their
salary demands.

Timo continues: “Anecdotally,
leading companies are offering
more enhanced packages when
the initial job offer is made in order
to attract and secure the right
STEM specialist early, reducing the
chances that they will continue their
job search.” Conversely, hard-to-find
STEM candidates know that they
hold all the cards, and so can sit
tight and wait for the right role.

Once they find a match, Timo
adds, dynamic companies who
understand that specialists are
difficult to find quickly open up
to negotiation around pay and
value-added benefits, as they don’t
want to risk a candidate choosing
a better option if they stick to their
initial offer.

Table 1 (Q12)

What will be most important to you when searching for new
roles? (Select top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Rate and/or salary offered, benefits package

3,001

60.81%

Flexible working options

2,709

54.89%

Work/life balance

2,623

53.15%

Career development opportunities

2,082

42.19%

Industry buoyancy and growth potential

1136

23.02%

Job security

1110

22.49%

Potential to contribute to society

970

19.66%

Purpose-driven organization

898

18.20%

Diversity and inclusion focus

466

9.44%

4,935

100%

Grand total

Table 2 (Q14)

Which of the following statements best describe the life goals
that are the most important to you? (Select up to 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Being financially secure

2,931

59.32%

Work/life balance

2,851

57.70%

Being fulfilled and happy

2,145

43.41%

Lots of different experiences/opportunities

1,873

37.91%

Having a good family life

1,850

37.44%

Having a successful career

1,444

29.22%

Making a difference in the world

1,364

27.61%

Supporting my local community

564

11.41%

Finding purpose to guide me in life

518

10.48%

4,941

100%

Grand total
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majority of respondents want
flexible working to become the
norm – almost 30% said they’d
consider looking for another
job if required to return to the
office full-time.

STEM talent no longer regards
flexible working as a benefit,
but as an assured condition of
employment.

The WEF further predicts that
by 2025 an aptitude for flexible
working will become a top 10 job
skill looked for by tomorrow’s
employers, alongside active
learning resilience, and stress
tolerance. This could introduce
a new skill vector: while many
current and future STEM staff
might expect and have a right to
flexible working, the ability to do
so successfully will be evaluated
as a professional competence.
among workforces, however, as
recent studies have shown1.

Flexible working
STEM employers will need to offer the flexible working
options that candidates consider a standard requirement
of employment, rather than as an added benefit, in order
to secure the right talent. Even with higher salaries on the
table, competition for the best candidates remains fierce.
A bold tick in the salary box alone will not of itself assure
that a job offer is accepted.

Asked what will be most important
to them when searching for
new roles, 54% of STEM Survey
respondents rate flexible working
options as second only to
payments/benefits (Table 3).
There is some indication
(Table 5) that candidates’
preference between working
remotely and the office is
influenced by the nature of the job.
Flexibility as a skill

It’s often assumed that the rise
of flexible working is linked to
remote working models most
organizations adopted during
the lockdowns imposed by the
Covid-19 pandemic. In fact, many
had already been gradually, and
cautiously, transitioning towards
flexible working models for some
time before 2020.*

The pandemic has consolidated
workforce interest in flexible
working. Many workers, previously
nervous to take the plunge for
fear of giving the impression that
they were not fully committed
to their jobs, experienced its
appeal for the first time. There is
plenty of evidence of the growth
in popularity of flexible working
8

The trend goes further than
simply approving an inevitability.
According to another study by
Microsoft, flexibility and hybrid
work will ‘define’ the postpandemic workplace. “Employees
want control of where, when
and how they work, and expect

54%

An Ipsos study for the World
Economic Forum (WEF) backs
up our findings. Not only did a

www.forbes.com/sites/bryanrobinson/2022/02/01/
remote-work-is-here-to-stay-and-will-increase-into-2023experts-say/?sh=2bf2ea1d20a6
www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/news/articles/nearlyhalf-UK-professionals-continue-remote-working-studyreveals#gref
https://news.microsoft.com/en-gb/2021/04/06/morethan-two-thirds-of-staff-want-flexible-working-to-staymicrosoft-research-reveals/
1

Asked what will be most
important to them when
searching for new roles, 54%
(2,709) of all respondents
rate flexible working
options as second only to
payments/benefits.

Table 3 (Q12)

What will be most important to you when searching for new
roles? (Select top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Rate and/or salary offered, benefits package

3,001

60.81%

Flexible working options

2,709

54.89%

Work/life balance

2,623

53.15%

Career development opportunities

2,082

42.19%

Industry buoyancy and growth potential

1,136

23.02%

Job security

1,110

22.49%

Potential to contribute to society

970

19.66%

Purpose-driven organization

898

18.20%

Diversity and inclusion focus

466

9.44%

4,935

100%

Grand total

Table 4 (Q10)

How has what you look for in a role changed in the past
12 months? (Select your top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Unchanged

1,484

15.77%

More focus on career development and
growth opportunities available

1,446

14.29%

Considered different industries

1,404

14.49%

Looking at flexible working (e.g. Employed
Contractor Model)

1,386

14.57%

Considered more locations

1,262

13.28%

Considered changing/changed career path

813

8.24%

Considered/changed specialism

674

7.17%

Shifted from contract to permanent roles

589

6.16%

Shifted from permanent to contract roles

569

6.02%

4,940

100%

Grand total
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as male, compared with 17%
female. For example, of the
1,215 respondents in Germany,
87% were male and just 11%
were female.

Gender balance
Growth in national economies across the world is being
held back by shortages of STEM skills. Every opportunity for
individual advancement must be supported and progressed.
And yet women remain conspicuously under-represented as
employed in the main STEM sectors. In short, the STEM skills
gap is compounded and confounded by a STEM gender gap.

businesses to provide
options,” Microsoft says.
“The decisions business leaders
[now] make to enable flexible
work will impact everything
from culture and innovation
to how organizations attract
and retain top talent.”

(formerly Facebook), Microsoft,
PayPal and Salesforce are among
companies that have extended
remote working arrangements
(as Specialist Staffing Group has
also done). For others to attract
in-demand expertise, such as
Salesforce developers and data
scientists, they will have little
choice but to follow suit.

The ‘keep flexible’ message
is getting through to business
leadership. Influential employers
like Google, Meta Platforms

A key message that comes out of
this inflexion point for employers

Table 5 (Q13)

How will you want to work?
No. of responses (% of total)

2039 (41.11%)

Hybrid of home and office/site
Work remotely
It depends on the role
Office or site-based

1432 (28.87%)
1150 (23.19%)
316 (6.37%)

(Blank) 23 (0.46%)
Grand total

4,900 (100%)

is that STEM talent no longer
regards flexible working as a
benefit – they now regard it as an
assured condition of employment.
Flexible attitudes
As mentioned in the Salary and
Benefits section (see page 6), in
some countries flexible working
options were rated higher than
salaries/benefits as the most
important factor when respondents
were searching for new roles,
but often with narrow margins of
difference – for example, Austria
(61% to 59%) and the UK (64% to
61%). In Spain they were rated as
of equal importance (69% to 69%).
“While the pandemic clearly
influenced uptake of flexible
working, it has not changed
its essential meaning,” says
Timo. “However, the pandemic has
elevated employees’ consideration
of flexible working as it applies to
them, and therefore its importance
in the recruitment process.”
* In many countries all full-time staff have had the legal
right to request flexible working from their employers,
who must explain why any requests are not allowed.
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Gender equality matters for
many compelling reasons. To
shape STEM solutions that work
for as many people as possible,
it is crucial the STEM sector
reflects wider society, with its
diversity of thought, experience
and backgrounds.

vaccinologist Professor Sarah
Gilbert and epidemiologist
Professor Azra Ghani are two
examples – and gives a clear
sense of how much more we
could achieve if women made
up more than a quarter of the
overall STEM workforce.

Industry body WeAreTechWomen,
for instance, highlights the
pivotal role played by women
in the scientific response to
the Covid-19 pandemic –

International shifts
Of the 4,960 people who
responded to the survey,
more than 80% identified

Table 6 (Q2)

How do you identify?
No. of
responses

% of
total

3,983

80.30%

880

17.74%

Prefer not to share

55

1.11%

Not listed above

16

0.32%

Nonbinary

16

0.32%

(Blank)

6

0.12%

Transgender

4

0.08%

Grand total

4,960

100%

Male
Female

11

And for Japan, a similar
male-female gender disparity
is evident (83%–15%). However,
with the respondent sample
from the USA, the balance
shifts by about 15% in favor
of females – 67% male to
30% female.

Our Youth Survey suggests
that women may play a greater
role in the STEM industries in
the future.

So, it’s reasonably self-evident
that more women entering
STEM professions globally
would play a significant part
in closing the skills gap that
continues to hamper those
sectors. According to data
from the UNESCO Institute
for Statistics, fewer than 30% of
the world’s science researchers
are women.
Better news is that there are
indications of positive change
in the future. More women than
men responded to the STEM
Youth Survey – 50% women, to
46% men – which indicates that
women will occupy a bigger role
in the STEM industries of the
2020s and 2030s.
Addressing false perceptions
The challenge is often one
of addressing imbalances
through practical change, but
also of removing barriers to
change that may remain in
place in STEM workplaces.
For instance, WISE – the
non-profit organization
which campaigns for gender
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equality in science, engineering,
and other technical professions
– has advised employers to
establish a virtuous circle
of attention, retention and
progression to improve gender
balance in STEM roles.
“Women are more likely to
want to work for an organization
when they can see other women
in senior roles, and where
opportunities for progression
are justly visible and accessible,”
Kay Hussain, CEO at WISE,
has said.

Schneider Electric –
building a diverse and
inclusive workforce

Schneider Electric designs and manufactures sustainable products
that help households and businesses use energy more responsibly,
resulting in less wastage. Schneider Electric sees a €25bn turnover
annually and employs more than 137,000 people.
The company is passionate about diversity, equality and inclusion.
It has set itself some tough diversity targets to meet by 2025: for
women to form 50% of new hires and 30% of senior leaders, up from
around 43% and about 25% respectively at present. Specialist Staffing
Group was one of the agencies tasked to help make it happen.
A talent partner since early 2020, we have placed several people
into roles in the firm’s engineering team. When Schneider wanted to
recruit a new engineering team leader, they came to us.
Computer Futures, one of our recruitment brands, recommended
Kathleen Dunham for the position of engineering team leader. She
was appointed in October 2021, the first time a woman has held an
engineering leadership role at the company.
Once hired, candidates are put onto retention schemes that
continue to promote diversity. Like our IdentifFy+ female
leadership program, Schneider has a process for identifying high
performing females and fast-tracking their career pathways.
Managers are also appraised on the progress of team members
from under-represented gender and ethnic groups.
Schneider Electric increased its chances of recruiting diverse
candidates by being quick to embrace hybrid working. It also doesn’t
insist on a certain number of office days a week. That enabled
SThree, Specialist Staffing Group’s UK-listed parent business, to find
talented specialists across the UK for Schneider’s west of England
manufacturing plant, greatly widening the pool of candidates.

12

Gender representation
imbalance presents challenges,
but we are starting to discover
the nature of these, and in
doing so, ways to address
them. “Ensuring that we
place candidates from
diverse backgrounds is
critical to the future success
of the employers we work

Too long under-represented
in STEM, women will prove a
powerful source of new talent.

with,” says Gemma Branney,
Global Head of ESG for SThree
plc, Specialist Staffing Group’s
UK-listed parent business. “This
is one of the reasons behind our
Breaking the Glass initiative.”
Breaking the Glass was founded
by Specialist Staffing Group in
Texas to address gender disparity
in the tech industry through
professional development and
networking for women in tech
and their allies.
The initiative has grown to a
network of 2,000 professionals
across the tech industry in the
US. Breaking the Glass is now
being rolled-out as a global
community program.

Table 7

How do you identify? (Youth survey)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Female

661

50%

Male

601

46%

Prefer not to share

12

1%

Prefer not to self-describe

40

3%

1,314

100%

50%
50% (661) of responders
to the STEM Youth
Survey were female – an
indication that women are
due to make up a greater
proportion of the STEM
workforce going forward.

Grand total
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Furthermore, a lack of career
development acts as a spur
to leaving a job. This is
particularly the case when it’s
considered that businesses can
be reluctant to offer enhanced
salary or bonus packages
unless an employee’s role
changes significantly.
Without a clear career
development path, those
opportunities become
limited. In such cases
it’s little wonder when
employees take shorter-term
contracts and look externally
for better alternatives.
The Work Institute’s 2020
Retention Report reflects
our survey findings, showing
that a lack of development
opportunities is the top
reason for leaving for the 10th
consecutive year. “Employees

leave because they want to
learn, grow and be challenged
in their roles at work,” the
Work Institute states. “If not
challenged, they will find a
job where they will be.”

due to structural rationalization,
many organizations have
removed several layers of middle
management. This has resulted
in fewer opportunities for
internal promotion.

“Attrition has always been
costly for companies, but
in many sectors the cost of
losing employees is rising,
due to the tight labor markets
and the increasingly collaborative
nature of jobs,” Brian Kropp,
HR Practice Group VP at Gartner,
said back in 2018. “If employees
do not see [their employers]
investing in their future with
them, they are going to look
somewhere else [to progress
their careers].”

Career development
helps retention

Other contributory factors
lead to career development
frustrations. Gartner research
found that over the past decade,

development opportunities were
the most important issues for
them when looking for a new
role. It remains, however, an
important consideration for those
in several countries, including
Japan (74%), Austria (50%) and
the USA (58%).

Table 8 (Q12)

What will be most important to you when searching for new
roles? (Select top 3)

Career development
Offering a clear route to professional development and skills
training within an organization makes it a more attractive
proposition for STEM candidates. Yet STEM employers
sometimes don’t recognize that having a career trajectory in
place is important to new recruits from their first day at work,
not something that kicks in after six months. Evidence strongly
indicates that it can become a deal-breaker when employees
feel that it’s time for a career change.
14

The Specialist Staffing Group
How the STEM World Works
research confirms its importance:
42% of total respondents cite
it as an important factor when
searching for new roles, behind
salary/benefits (60%), flexible
working options (54%) and work/
life balance (53%) (Table 8). This
aligns with results from our Youth
Survey, where opportunities
for career development rated
consistently as an influential
factor in wanting to pursue a
career in STEM.

No. of
responses

% of
total

Rate and/or salary offered, benefits package

3,001

60.81%

Flexible working options

2,709

54.89%

Work/life balance

2,623

53.15%

Career development opportunities

2,082

42.19%

Industry buoyancy and growth potential

1,136

23.02%

Job security

1,110

22.49%

Potential to contribute to society

970

19.66%

Purpose-driven organization

898

18.20%

Diversity and inclusion focus

466

9.44%

4,935

100%

Grand total
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Only candidates in Singapore
(71%) and the United Arab
Emirates (62%) said that career

STEM employers who can
deliver on career development
requirements stand a better
chance of retaining key
members of their workforce.

Some 14% of respondents
put a greater focus on career
development and growth

42%
42% (2,082) of overall
respondents say that
career development
opportunities
will be one of the
most important
factors when they are
searching for
new roles.

HOW THE STEM WORLD WORKS

SPECIALIST STAFFING GROUP

Table 9 (Q10)

How has what you look for in a role changed in the past
12 months? (Select your top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Unchanged

1,484

15.77%

More focus on career development and
growth opportunities available

1,446

14.29%

Considered different industries

1,404

14.49%

Looking at flexible working (e.g. Employed
Contractor Model)

1,386

14.57%

Considered more locations

1,262

13.28%

Considered changing/changed career path

813

8.24%

Considered/changed specialism

674

7.17%

Shifted from contract to permanent roles

589

6.16%

Shifted from permanent to contract roles

569

6.02%

4,940

100%

Grand total

Table 10 (Q11)

Which (if any) of these changes will you still consider when
searching for a role? (Select top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Career development/growth
opportunities available

2,146

43.64%

Considering different industries

1,789

36.38%

Considering more locations

1,453

29.55%

No change

1,310

26.64%

Alternative specialism

1,237

25.16%

Shifting from contract to permanent roles

923

18.77%

Different career path

850

17.29%

Shifting from permanent to contract roles

478

9.72%

4,940

100%

Grand total
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opportunities available in
the 12 months prior to
participating in the survey
(Table 9). Asked which of
these changes will they still
consider when searching
for a role, 43% indicated
career development/growth
opportunities (Table 10).
In our STEM Youth Survey,
meanwhile, 34% of respondents
put ‘continuous learning and
development’ among their top
three reasons for pursuing a
career in STEM. A further
31% included ‘opportunities
for career development’.
“STEM companies are
placing much more emphasis
on career development
and training to not only
attract, but also retain their
top talent,” says Timo.
“Further, we see that
many STEM employers
now believe that ensuring
candidates can see that
they have a career path
that is structured is critical
to retaining highly-skilled
STEM professionals.”
Timo adds: “Anecdotal evidence
of training opportunities is
especially evident in the IT and
other tech sectors, as well as in
life sciences. There are also
more limited opportunities
in manufacturing.”

A lack of career
development
opportunities
acts as a spur for
employees
to leave their jobs.

marketing to architecture and
graphic design. This could indicate
that the opportunities in STEM
are attractive to candidates across
the economy – possibly because
investments in STEM businesses
and industries have increased.

Widening the
talent search
The steep escalation of demand for STEM expertise means that
traditional methods of skills acquisition must be rethought.
They don’t deliver results when there are evidently too few
candidates with the exact qualifications and experience. As a
result, across all of STEM’s sectors and sub-sectors, employers
have now realized that they need to re-focus their approach to
finding talent if they are to successfully recruit into key jobs.

Three strategies for doing this are
open to them:

different vertical sectors and
professional roles.

• To
 identify candidates whose
skills match the requirements
for a STEM role, but who do
not already identify themselves
as a STEM professional.
• To seek-out applications from
candidates whose careers have
been outside of STEM sectors,
but who want to change career
course and enter a STEM
profession.
• Actively target ‘passive’
candidates also from outside
traditional STEM professions,
but with proven core
competences on which STEM
skills could be developed.

Broad range of backgrounds

A further option that is available
to STEM employers is to train
early-career candidates
themselves from scratch.
This looks bound to result in
a fortuitous meeting of minds
between employers and potential
new employees, because
candidates are having similar
ideas about switching their
career directions between
defined sectors. Increasingly,
core competences are
deemed transferable between

For example, in Germany, the MINT
action plan (MINT – mathematics,
IT, science, technology – is the
German equivalent of STEM) was
launched by the government in
2019 with a €55m investment. In
the UK the government announced
a multi-million-pound package
of STEM investment in March
2020. And in 2021, the Japanese

Employers stand a better
chance of achieving their
recruitment objectives if they
look beyond their traditional
talent pools.

Asked what their main area of
study was before they began their
STEM career, 30% of respondents
said engineering, 27% technology
and 20% science. Mathematics
trailed by a significant margin,
coming in with 7% (Figure 12).

government announced plans to
establish an $88bn university fund
to promote Japan as a science and
technology nation.

Others had studied a broad range
of topics, from psychology and

Changing industries also implies
a change of career path and a

Table 11 (Q9)

How do you think demand in your industry will change over the
next 6–12 months?
No. of
responses

% of
total

Increase

3,271

65.95%

Stay at same level

1175

23.69%

Unsure

341

6.88%

Decrease

159

3.21%

(Blank)

14

0.28%

4,960

100%

Grand total
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their chances of finding the best
person for the job. This reinforces
an argument in favor of using the
services of specialist recruiters to
search across a much wider
talent pool to identify relevant
expertise outside of their
traditional hunting grounds.

change of professional specialism
– both of which candidates
acknowledge they would consider
(or have done) – 8% and 7%,
respectively (Table 13).

Table 12 (Q4)

What was your main area of study before you began your
STEM career?
No. of
responses

% of
total

Engineering

1,491

30.36%

Technology (computer science and data)

1,366

27.82%

Science (life science, biology, chemistry
and physics)

1,010

20.57%

Mathematics, finance, statistics

354

7.21%

BWL

24

0.49%

Business

20

0.41%

Marketing

19

0.39%

Law

14

0.29%

Nursing

11

0.22%

Grand total

4,309
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Help with the hunt
“It’s notable that several of the
survey respondents do not
consider that they work in a STEM
sector,” says Timo. “Indeed, it
appears that sometimes they do
not grasp the full scope of STEM
as it applies across multiple vertical
sectors. Rather than working in the
‘STEM industry’, they consider
themselves as technologists,
engineers, software specialists,
data analysts, and so forth.”
STEM employers need the best
candidates for specific roles
based on the skill sets that they
can offer. The lesson here is that
by extending their searches to
other sectors, they can increase
their options considerably – and

Meanwhile, how are those
candidates from outside of STEM
finding their way into STEM
professions? “As mentioned, many
of the people we surveyed do not
really consider themselves to be
employed within STEM – either
on a contract or permanent basis,”
Timo explains. “Rather, they
think of themselves as working in
specific professional sub-sectors.
This approach can lead to them
missing out on lucrative positions,
and so using a third party with a
broader knowledge of the market
is critical for them to realize
their full value, and capitalize
on opportunities that may not
otherwise present themselves.”
Specialist Staffing Group
recruitment consultants are already
seeing a lot of movement between
sectors. This is especially evident in
IT and tech, where there is greater
mobility. This is evidence that
leading organizations are looking
for skill-sets rather than sector
experience (as per the above point).

36%
36% of respondents would
now consider a move to a
different industry than the one
they currently work in when
searching for a new STEM role.

Table 13 (Q10)

How has what you look for in a role changed in the past
12 months? (Select your top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Unchanged

1,484

15.77%

More focus on career development and
growth opportunities available

1,446

14.29%

Considered different industries

1,404

14.49%

Looking at flexible working (e.g. Employed
Contractor Model)

1,386

14.57%

Considered more locations

1,262

13.28%

Considered changing/changed career path

813

8.24%

Considered/changed specialism

674

7.17%

Shifted from contract to permanent roles

589

6.16%

Shifted from permanent to contract roles

569

6.02%

4,940

100%

Grand total

Table 14 (Q11)

Which (if any) of these changes will you still consider when
searching for a role? (Select top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Career development/growth
opportunities available

2,146

43.64%

Considered different industries

1,789

36.38%

Considered more locations

1,453

29.55%

No change

1,313

26.64%

Alternative specialism

1,237

25.16%

Shifting from contract to permanent roles

923

18.77%

Different career path

850

17.29%

Shifting from permanent to contract roles

478

9.72%

4,940

100%

Grand total
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Rise of the contractor
Contract workers are in greater demand. This is due in part
to dynamic shifts driven by the Covid-19 pandemic and
anticipated post-pandemic market conditions. These shifts
are causing agile, change-aware STEM organizations to rethink
the ways they access talent and capability. They want to be less
dependent on a full-time salaried workforce, and see contract
workers as providing the flexibility that more project-based
business models require.

At an individual level that
includes a less rigid approach
that shifts away from majority
reliance on a permanent, salaried
workforce. It’s an approach
that’s geared toward employing
hard-to-find specialists on
continuums that range from
permanent and fixed-term

salaried employees to extended
reliance on contractors.
Move between contract and
permanent roles
A 2021 survey by human capital
management software company
Ceridian indicated that more

Table 15 (Q11)

Which (if any) of these changes will you still consider when
searching for a role? (Select top 3)

than half of executives polled
say they intend to increase
the size of their team within
their organization in the next
12 months, with 35% leveraging
contract workers to do so.

Greater use of STEM contract
workers could help mitigate
unfilled permanent roles.

As the contract economy
model starts to go mainstream,
62% of executives polled think
that freelance or contract
workers will ‘substantially
replace’ full-time employees
within the next five years.
The findings align with our
How the STEM World Works
research. Of 4,960 respondents
overall, 33% say they search for
contract roles only, while 27%
search for both contract and
permanent roles (Table 18). The
percentage of respondents who
have shifted from permanent to
contract roles, and vice versa, are
the same – 6% for each (Table 16).
Further, leading companies
and their markets are moving
rapidly towards Specialist Staffing
Group’s Employed Contractor
Model (ECM) as a preferred
method of accessing temporary
skilled STEM workers. ECM is
where a skilled specialist is legally
employed by Specialist Staffing
Group but works for the employer

Table 16 (Q10)

How has what you look for in a role changed in the past
12 months? (Select your top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Unchanged

1,484

15.77%

More focus on career development and
growth opportunities available

1,446

14.29%

Considered different industries

1,404

14.49%

Looking at flexible working (e.g. Employed
Contractor Model)

1,386

14.57%

1,262

13.28%

No. of
responses

% of
total

Career development/growth
opportunities available

2,146

43.64%

Considered different industries

1,789

36.38%

Considered more locations

1,453

29.55%

No change

1,313

26.64%

Considered more locations

Alternative specialism

1,237

25.16%

Considered changing/changed career path

813

8.24%

Shifting from contract to permanent roles

923

18.77%

Considered/changed specialism

674

7.17%

Different career path

850

17.29%

Shifted from contract to permanent roles

589

6.16%

Shifting from permanent to contract roles

478

9.72%

Shifted from permanent to contract roles

569

6.02%

4,940

100%

4,940

100%

Grand total
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Many executives
think contract
workers will
‘substantially
replace’ permanent
employees.

Grand total
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(see side-panel, ‘Briefing: the
Specialist Staffing Group Employed
Contractor Model’ on page 22). It’s
a model that’s already seen majority
uptake in the US market, as well
as becoming increasingly popular
across Europe.
Additionally, the ECM model
is increasingly attractive to
employers. With employment
litigation a key concern and a
multitude of new workforce
laws introduced in recent
years, employers can
mitigate risk by outsourcing
employment of contractors
to recruitment agencies,
which take on the employment
obligations around taxes and
employee insurance.
“Employers enjoy lower
risk and reduced cost of
labor over the long term –
they flex their workforce as
and when it is needed. This
is hugely attractive to many
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Briefing: the Specialist Staffing
Group Employed Contractor Model
Our Employed Contractor Model – ECM – contractors are
directly employed by Specialist Staffing Group and are therefore
effectively working on secondment to the employer. Thus, it removes
complexity and compliance concerns on their behalf. Advantages
and benefits for professionals include:
•	Paid holiday (not normally received as a contractor or freelancer)
•	Eligibility for bonus schemes and health insurance
•	Added security of long-term contracts
•	Freelance status remains intact (legally)
•	Access to more projects (especially in large companies)
•	Greater flexibility compared to permanent employment
The ECM model has proved particularly suitable for the STEM
sector, due to the cyclical nature of STEM workflows, which are
often planned along project/research timelines.

,,

Table 17 (Q8)

What is your current role type?
No. of responses (% of total)

1,765 (35.58%)

Permanent
Contract (not currently working with us)
Contract (Currently working with us)

1,404 (28.31%)

1,119 (22.56%)

Figure 18 (Q7)

What type of roles do you search for?
No. of
responses

% of
total

Permanent

1,753

35.34%

Contract

1,668

33.63%

Both contract and permanent

1,369

27.60%

170

3.43%

4,960

100%

Employed Contractor Model (ECM)
Grand total
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60%
The majority – more
than 60% – of 4,960
survey respondents
were in contract
positions of some
kind, reflecting the
increasingly flexible
workforce.

sectors where volatile market
forces are the norm,” explains
Matt McManus, Global
Process Director – Sales, for
SThree plc, Specialist Staffing
Group’s UK-listed parent
business. “It also gives them
the ability to target and recruit
niche skills that are needed to
fill specific roles or projects.
And it often offers a shorter
recruitment period, with more
candidates available in the short
term. This is especially the case
when specialists arrive on their
first day with all the required
equipment, removing the need
for organizations to source tools,
vehicles or arrange expensive,
time-consuming training.”
But the benefits aren’t exclusively
for clients. McManus adds:
“Candidates, meanwhile,
enjoy flexibility of roles to suit
personal situations, choosing
when and where they work.
They have a choice of more
varied roles to broaden their
individual experience.” They also
have opportunities to build wider
professional networks, which
could lead to greater career
opportunities in the future.

Making a difference
With STEM jobseekers having more choice than ever, leading
companies are reviewing the packages they’re offering to see
what elements could bring additional differentiation to attract
savvy talent. Bupa, for instance, noticed an increasing number
of people had been asking questions about the health insurer’s
sustainability goals during their job interviews.

Bupa surveyed 2,000 adults
on their views about the
importance of environmental,
social and governance (ESG)
commitments. More than half
of respondents said they
would ‘stay longer than they
otherwise might’ with a company
that had made stretching ESG
commitments. The figure
rose to 60% among respondents
aged 18 to 22.
During the Covid-19 pandemic
STEM specialists have taken
inspiration from sectors such
as healthcare and engineering.
The response of these and
other professions highlighted
the life-changing impact
that STEM can make in a
crisis-stricken world.
It’s something instilled at an
early age. More than half of
young people aged 10 to 18-yearolds told a 2020 study for the
Institution of Engineering and
Technology (IET) that they were
considering a career in science
and technology after seeing
how engineers mobilized in
response to the pandemic.
The alacrity and professionalism
with which new life-saving
ventilators were developed,
and buildings converted into
critically-needed hospitals,
raised awareness of how

important STEM is to our
daily lives.
Results from both Specialist
Staffing Group’s How the STEM
World Works research and STEM
Youth Survey confirm that the
STEM professions’ ongoing
response to the pandemic
has continued to reinforce
STEM’s ability to enable
them to make a positive
contribution to both the
Covid-19 crisis and the wider
needs of society in general.
‘STEM-for-good’ could
win-over candidates
In the STEM Youth Survey 35% of
respondents said the opportunity
to make a difference was the
factor that most influenced their
decision to pursue a career in
STEM – second only to having a
personal interest in their chosen
subject matter (43%).
The opportunity to make
a difference in the world
consistently appeared in
respondents’ lists of life
goals that were of greatest
importance to them across
both the 18–24 and 25–30 age
ranges. It also ran third place
to ‘a desire for financial security’
and ‘finding a purpose’ to guide
them in their lives.
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While making a difference
in the world was prioritized
by respondents located in
Europe (31%) and Asia-Pacific
(37%), it was most highly rated
by respondents located in
Africa (59%). Within the four
main STEM sectors, making a
difference in the world was the
life goal most highly esteemed
by respondents in engineering
and mathematics (both 41%).
Only narrow margins separated
them from the sciences and
technology, which also both
registered a 37% rating.
Clearly, these findings have
significance for the search
for STEM specialists. They
highlight how a career
aspiration that had previously
been largely associated with
vocational career paths, in
healthcare and humanitarian
aid for instance, is now also
identified by quality candidates
as intrinsic to working in a
STEM sector or sub-sector.
As such it means that
employer organizations
should be fully aware of
how it could influence
STEM candidates’ decisions.
Embedding ‘STEM-for-good’
into a company culture, for
instance, resonates positively
with STEM professionals
during the recruitment process

The STEM professions’
response to the
pandemic reinforced
STEM’s ability to
help candidates
make a positive
contribution
to the world.
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Table 18 (Q12)

What will be most important to you when searching for new
roles? (Select top 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Rate and/or salary offered, benefits package

3,001

60.81%

Flexible working options

2,709

54.89%

Work/life balance

2,623

53.15%

Career development opportunities

2,082

42.19%

Industry buoyancy and growth potential

1,136

23.02%

Job security

1,110

22.49%

Potential to contribute to society

970

19.66%

Purpose-driven organization

898

18.20%

Diversity and inclusion focus

466

9.44%

4,935

100%

Grand total

Table 19 (Q14)

Which of the following statements best describe the life goals
that are the most important to you? (Select up to 3)
No. of
responses

% of
total

Being financially secure

2,931

59.32%

Work/life balance

2,851

57.70%

Being fulfilled and happy

2,145

43.41%

Lots of different experiences/opportunities

1,873

37.91%

Having a good family life

1,850

37.44%

Having a successful career

1,444

29.22%

Making a difference in the world

1,364

27.61%

Supporting my local community

564

11.41%

Finding purpose to guide me in life

518

10.48%

4,941

100%

Grand total
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and could swing a decision in
favor of job offer acceptance.
Connections should be made
between every workforce
role and STEM-for-good
commitments.
Sustainability programs, for
example, should be referenced
in recruitment information
packs, company boilerplates,

Top talent wants to work for
organizations that actively
seek to have a positive impact
on society.

publications and job descriptions
– as should any industry awards
or accolades won for ESG bestpractice achievements.
To fully benefit from this,
employers must ensure
that their positioning messages
are articulated clearly, visibly
and – of course – credibly.
It’s no good for organizations
to only talk about activities,
savvy specialists can see
through broad claims.
They need the proof points
and live examples that
bring stories to life.

20%
Nearly 20% of
respondents say
that the potential to
contribute to society
is a driving factor for
them when searching
for new roles.

Bringing skilled
people together to
build the future
The steep escalation of demand for STEM expertise means that
traditional methods of skills acquisition must be rethought.
They don’t deliver results when there are evidently too few
candidates with the exact qualifications and experience. As a
result, across all of STEM’s sectors and sub-sectors, employers
have now realized that they need to re-focus their approach to
finding talent if they are to successfully recruit into key jobs.
One thing is clear: the future
of work is changing, and the
opportunities are endless.
Sought-after specialists are
demanding that their needs
are listened to at every step
in their career. And dynamic
organizations need access to

their skills to stay ahead of
their competitors. That’s where
specialist recruitment teams
come in.
By helping sought-after STEM
specialists seize their moment
Specialist Staffing Group is

supercharging the potential of
people with skills in science,
technology, engineering and
mathematics.
We are connecting them
with dynamic organizations
around the world. Sparking
new possibilities and unboxing
careers. Taking professionals
to even greater heights of
achievement and fulfillment.
Powering innovation and
growth in vital industries.
Our family of specialist
recruitment brands in
more than 40 offices
across 15 countries, from
Europe to Japan and the
USA, provides a unique
combination of worldwide
reach and expert local
recruitment knowledge
across several sectors. By
bringing skilled people
together, we are elevating
expertise and energizing
progress for everyone.

Visit specialiststaffinggroup.com to discover how sought-after STEM specialists
are igniting their careers and dynamic organizations are building the future.
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