Empowering Futures: Evaluating the Impact of an Engineering Holiday Camp on Young Women's Career Choices
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Introduction
The underrepresentation of women in engineering is a persistent global challenge rooted in societal stereotyping, unwelcoming educational environments, and low STEM self-efficacy. Despite research on STEM pathways, the engineering sector has seen minimal growth in gender diversity over the last decade. In 2019, the University of Auckland’s Faculty of Engineering and Design launched a strategic initiative to address this, establishing the annual Women in Engineering (WIE) Holiday Camp. This intervention provides an immersive, supportive environment to bridge the gender gap.
Objectives
Many high school students lack exposure to the real-world impact of engineering. Furthermore, while the faculty engages over 800 women annually, only around 250 enrol in the degree each year, around 25% of the first-year cohort. This study investigates this "leak" in the pipeline by evaluating the WIE Holiday Camp through three questions:
1. What are the core goals of the WIE Holiday Camp and how well are they achieved?
2. How do students perceive and respond to these activities?
3. In what ways do these experiences motivate young women to pursue engineering pathways?
Theoretical Basis
The study adopts a dual theoretical framework. Firstly, it utilizes Esbroeck et al.’s (2004) Dynamic Model of Career Choice Development, which views career choice as a continuous process of interaction between the individual and their environment. The camp serves as a critical intervention point for self-exploration and environmental mapping. Secondly, the research draws on Ahmed’s (2006) phenomenology of orientation, exploring how lived experiences and the "nearness" of role models can direct individuals toward specific professional paths. By fostering positive emotions during the camp, we seek to reshape the participants' "orientations" toward the field.
Methodology
A mixed-methods longitudinal approach was employed to track Camp participants aged 16–18. Quantitative data were gathered through annual online surveys, while qualitative insights were captured via one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions. This methodology allows the researchers to map individual journeys and identify "turning points" or effective intervention stages during and after the camp.
Results
Preliminary findings from the 2023 and 2024 cohorts indicate high levels of engagement with the camp itself. Data from a pilot study, including a 30% survey response rate and seven in-depth interviews, show that 50% of participants reported significant benefits. Key outcomes include:
· Increased Knowledge: Improved clarity regarding engineering as a diverse career.
· Social Capital: The development of networks with peers, academics, and industry professionals.
· Self-Efficacy: A shift in self-perception, where participants recognized their eligibility and capability to succeed in the faculty's educational environment.
Conclusion
The WIE Holiday Camp functions as an effective career intervention by enhancing comfort with technical environments and providing visible role models. By lowering barriers to the “E in STEM," the programme clarifies educational pathways and empowers young women to make informed choices. The study suggests that repeated, high-touch outreach initiatives are vital for dismantling gendered barriers in technical disciplines.
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