Reputation, perceptions and the ‘vanishing workforce’

a report on a study of young attitudes to oil& gas nuclear industries
________________________________________________________________

by Andrew Griffin, Managing Director, Regester Larkin Limited

It is a fact of the energy sector that the flow of quality graduates into the industry is in danger of becoming a trickle.  Many companies have identified this issue as one of the most serious facing the industry, with intervention required today to ensure a wider and deeper pool of talent for tomorrow.  
The number of students electing to pursue science-based subjects into further education continues on its downward spiral.  For instance the numbers of SET students is falling by about 3% per year according to UCAS figures. This trend shows no immediate sign of abating.  What can be done to attract the young to follow the science and engineering-based paths so vital for the energy sector?

Cogent commissioned Regester Larkin, the leading reputation risk management consultancy in the UK, to conduct research into how perceptions of the oil and gas and nuclear sectors were impacting the pursuit of science education and careers.  
Regester Larkin ran a focus group with graduates, all of whom had opted not to take science subjects beyond GCSE or A-level despite, in the main, having achieved good grades. We wanted to understand the factors involved in pupils’ subject decisions throughout school life and the extent to which the reputations of the oil and gas and nuclear industries played a part. Although we were primarily interested in anecdotal evidence arising from facilitated discussion, participants were asked to complete a short questionnaire before the focus group began so we could assess their individual knowledge and perceptions. 
The picture that emerged from both the questionnaire and the discussion was one of a serious lack of information and understanding of the sectors, exacerbated by negative perceptions learnt from peers, family and the media. Furthermore, it became clear that the education system, which encourages young people to align themselves with arts or science subjects at a very early age (sometimes even before secondary school), fuels this perception problem. 
The perceptions of the industries were based on almost no knowledge and could be characterised as child-like. This is because these perceptions were formed at a very young age and, once the stark ‘arts or science’ choice is made, there is little reason for young people to revisit these prejudices. 

Even for those pupils with an aptitude for science, the poor image of science subjects and those who take them, together with the perception that choosing ‘generalist’ arts subjects is less of a risk in the long term, further minimises the attractiveness of choosing science subjects. 
The declining popularity of science
From auspicious starts, where science excites and interests young children, there appears to be a fairly sudden decline in its attraction.  
	“I was excited by science in Year 7 – I loved the experiments, goggles, the lab and those white coats!”



Most of the focus group participants stated that they had felt positively towards science subjects early in their school careers. Most had been excited by the experiments and equipment used in Year 7 when science was immediate, interesting and played to a pupil’s curiosity.  The first experience with Bunsen burners and goggles was, for the majority of our sample, a fascinating one.
However, by the time of GCSEs this appeal had been eroded – either through the content or the manner in which science is taught.  Words used to describe how they felt towards science subjects at this stage included: boring; impossible; narrow; difficult; complicated; hard; repetitive; dry; bland; detached; confusing; painful and tedious.

Compounded with this real experience of the subjects is a negative perception of studying sciences, fuelled by peer consensus.  For both sexes, science jars with desired image and peer acceptability.  Boys who take science were described as ‘geeks’ and ‘nerdy’; girls who chose science were described as ‘brave’ or ‘driven’ (and, by extension, ‘different’).  

	“Science students were a bit weird. There was a definite stigma attached.”




Even though many of the students received good grades in their science GCSEs, their stereotypes of science and the people who take these subjects provided a barrier to pursuing them further.

The great divide – arts vs. science

In contrast to their perceptions of science, the graduates described their arts subjects as: creative, imaginative; interesting; easy; varied; useful; changes how you see things; wide-reaching; inspiring; rewarding; fun; mind-opening and important.

There is still a commonly held view that you are either an arts or a science person. Many teachers encourage this stark division by not presenting the benefits of combining arts and science subjects, and the education system allows people to opt out of all science-based subjects at an early age. 
	“I wanted to mix arts and science subjects at A’ Level but my teachers said I wasn’t allowed. I decided to choose arts in the end; I felt this would keep my options open.”



The divide is a reflection of the comparative relevance of arts and science to the everyday lives of teenagers.  Arts subjects are seen as more immediately relevant to the cultural influences that excite and interest young people. It is unclear how science knowledge is ‘useful’, and this becomes magnified when asked to make decisions that impact future careers.
	“I always thought about science and maths, ‘What’s the point? Will I ever use that? Will it ever help anyone?’”



Careers advice failing science

Careers advice at school was universally derided by our sample group. In a world perceived as containing ‘no such thing as a job for life’, students felt they were often pushed in a generalist direction.  They felt ill-informed about the full range of options available to them at a stage when they were being asked to make potentially career-defining choices.  
	“Careers advice in school is a joke.”



In an atmosphere of uncertainty, they often opted for a non-committal path that would ‘keep their career options open’, and arts subjects were seen to provide this.  At no stage did the participants feel that careers advisors and teachers presented the benefits of choosing science and associated career opportunities.

‘Keeping your options open’ reflects the lack of direction that the focus group experienced throughout their school careers. When there is a lack of clarity about what the future holds, the temptation is to take the route that, they are told, keeps options open. The challenge for the energy sector is to communicate the options within the industries at a far earlier age and, in the media age where new-world industries have a far greater immediacy to teenagers, to make itself understood and relevant to younger people.
Perceptions of the industries
Against this background of career confusion and a belief that broad-based arts subjects provide a more flexible grounding, how are the oil and gas and nuclear industries perceived?  
The oil and gas and nuclear industries suffer serious negative perceptions among teenagers. When asked in an open question, ‘which industry would you least like to work in?’ half the students cited the oil and gas industry. This was before we had even told the graduates what the focus group was about. 
While there were some positive attributes assigned to oil and gas, such as essential and important, the vast majority had negative connotations: wealthy; destroying the earth; involved in political issues; sinister; alienating; controversial; greedy; uncaring; heading for trouble; lucrative; pressured; technical; and abusing its power over smaller countries.
The students also held primarily negative perceptions of the people who work in the industry. Their descriptions included: practical people; career-driven business people; men; technically-minded people; lawyers; scientifically qualified; and profit-seekers.
Knowledge of the sector was low but awareness of companies within the oil and gas industry was greater than the nuclear industry. The majority of students could name BP, Shell and British Gas. However, they knew little about what these companies actually do. For example, when asked what Shell do, they said: pollute; run petrol stations; drill offshore; drill for gas; and make plastics.

The students also felt negatively towards the nuclear industry but to a lesser degree than towards oil and gas. Perceptions included: controversial; uncertain; technical; dangerous; explosive; pressured; out of date; ‘three-eyed fish’; weapons; Chernobyl disaster; fuss about Sellafield; and preferable to fossil fuels. 

Their perceptions of people who work in the nuclear industry were also negative: gleaned from popular culture and scarcely remembered schoolwork. Their descriptions included: scientists; safety managers; men with radioactive power suits and carbon rods; engineers; nuclear waste officers; and Homer Simpson.
General knowledge and understanding of the nuclear industry was not high.  The majority were unable to name a nuclear energy company and those who tried were unable to name one correctly, suggesting Shell, Powergen and Energis.  Half the participants said they had not learnt about it in school and weren’t even sure how they knew about it. 

The students acknowledged they were ignorant about the work of both industries and appreciated their negative perceptions were not substantiated by fact.  
	“Nobody seems to know much about the nuclear industry but we all have a bad opinion if it, why?”



But therein lies the problem.  The research participants were university graduates and still no closer to an informed perception of the industries than they were when they were taking their GCSEs.  
How are reputations formed?

Young people feel the science community, oil and gas and nuclear industries do not communicate information effectively enough. In the absence of information from industry, perceptions are formed based on the attitudes of other sources; including peers, family, teachers, NGOs and the media. 
	“I know Greenpeace is quite extreme in its views but there must be some truth to what they say, after all there’s no smoke without fire.”




Most of the group had a perception of the industries that was extremely immature; mainly because they were encouraged to create a perception of the industry or science at an early age and then discount it as a career option.  The group referenced the influence of their parents in particular. One student said: “my mum used to put “no nukes” stickers on my school bag”.

A change in public attitude is needed but this will take time. The good news is that young people are open to new information, they are prepared to hear new views and perhaps not as suspicious as their parents. 
	“I’m less biased than my parents, we’re more open-minded about these things now – it’s not the hippy generation anymore.”



Ultimately, it was the gap between education and industry that was identified as a crucial area of weakness by all students. They felt there was an opportunity for industry to become more involved in the education system, stating that schoolchildren are open to new information from visiting speakers. Many had positive experiences of guest lecturers and were keen to listen to the advice from a range of industries.  
Conclusions

Science is failing to attract ‘floating voters’ – those pupils who are equally adept in both the arts and sciences. This is primarily because all they perceive are reasons not to pursue science:

· declining interest in the subjects

· image implications of studying science
· relevance of science to everyday life
· uncertainty over careers

· encouraged to follow either arts or sciences
· easy to reject

· negative perceptions of science/engineering industries such as the energy sector

They are not exposed to the counterbalancing reasons, so the choice is straightforward to make.

How can the situation be rectified?  What can the industry do to redress the balance?
Fundamentally there are issues at the heart of science in the education system.  The declining pursuit of subjects is something that has to be addressed by government and education authorities; not least the black and white divide with the arts and the negative connotations associated with science.  The former will hopefully be addressed by the revised approach to AS and A levels.  However, the latter requires a more fundamental shift in mindset.  Science has lost its relevance to the young, and this needs to be challenged through the syllabus and a broader understanding of its role in life.  It is here that industry can play an active role.
The research revealed a real disconnect between careers and academic subjects.  A lack of understanding of industry married with poor careers advice is leading to the pursuit of a generalist arts portfolio of subjects.  The energy industries need to educate the early teens in a concerted and attractive manner.  
The participants in the research acknowledged they are ignorant about the work of the industries and appreciated their negative perceptions were not substantiated by fact. One student said: “we just don’t have any information about these industries: we need to be told more, the good things and the bad stuff. Then we can make judgements based on facts and our understanding. The outcome cannot be much worse than it is now.”

Industry needs to be understood, relevant and appealing far earlier in a person’s educational lifespan.  Effective education will provide clarity to the careers quagmire and help counteract ill-informed perceptions, gleaned from other sources.  Not only are the young tomorrow’s employees in the oil, gas and nuclear industries; they are also tomorrow’s investors and protestors.
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