
WOMEN OF STR  

International Women’s Day

In celebration of International 
Women’s Day (IWD) we have chosen 
to showcase our female managers 
and #ChooseToChallenge how 
women are represented.

Furthermore, the intention of 
this project is to raise awareness 
whilst recognising women within 
recruitment or recruitment practices 
by sharing their career experiences 
and offering advice to other women 
entering the sector.



I am very proud to work for STR and to be in a managerial position. It is very important 
that we create a gender-equal culture within the business, and I know this is something 
the Senior Management Team are keen to promote. Equality within the workforce, is 
vital to a business’s continued growth and success. As the HR Manager, I am constantly 
looking for initiatives that will help us achieve this.

I think the biggest challenge I have faced in my career has been balancing being a 
mum and working; Simultaneously wanting to have a career whilst also being there for 
my son. It took a long time for me to realise that it is ok to want and have both. In my 
experience, STR is very supportive of mums’ desire to return to work after maternity 
leave and are incredibly accommodating in adapting work patterns to suit their specific 
needs.

When I left college, I did not know what I wanted to do, so I enrolled for a BA Hons, 
Business Studies Degree. Once I had completed this, I still didn’t know! I only knew what 
I didn’t want, so I applied for lots of different roles and eventually began work as a Sales 
Director’s Assistant for a Telecoms Company. This role slowly evolved into a Desk Based 
Account Management role which I thoroughly enjoyed and did for several years. 

However, my next natural step was to go into field sales and that didn’t interest me, so 
when the Personnel Manager left and the MD offered me the opportunity to do the job, 
I jumped at the chance! I went back to uni part-time to study for my CIPD qualifications 
(which was hard work), and since then my career has been in HR. I guess the point I am 
trying to make here is that it doesn’t matter if you don’t know what you want to do when 
you start, and it doesn’t matter if your career takes a different direction, as long as you 
are happy and enjoy what you do!

“IT IS VERY IMPORTANT THAT WE CREATE A GENDER-EQUAL 
CULTURE WITHIN THE BUSINESS.”

Group HR & Facilities 
Manager

JO SMITH
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Group Bids Manager

I feel my ideas, insights and suggestions are always welcomed and considered, and I 
feel valued as a member of staff. We have a pretty good split of male/female managers 
in the business, which is fantastic, I would like to see an increase in female senior 
managers, but I genuinely feel this is more due to the fact that these positions are 
usually promoted from within and there just hasn’t been enough females wanting to 
work at this level within the company. 

I genuinely don’t feel that I’ve really experienced any particular challenges within my 
career as a result of being female. I just expect to be treated fairly, get promoted when 
I deserve or earn it and be treated the same as a man doing the same job. I don’t know 
if my expectation makes that happen, but I am not aware that I have ever been treated 
any differently at all.

I have worked in several different careers and industries, and I have had the same 
experience in each. What I have found to be most important throughout my career is 
to be credible, strong-willed and capable. At STR, I worked my way up from Trainee 
Consultant to become one of the company’s top billers. I later moved into the Bids team, 
and became APMP qualified and was later promoted to Bids Manager. 
Through all stages of my career at STR, the thing that has got me the most respect and 
the best engagement from colleagues and other managers is knowing my stuff. If you 
know what you do inside out, it is very hard for anyone to knock you or ignore you. When 
they do, find a way around it, if that doesn’t work, change it or do it differently.

HEIDI WHELAN

“IF YOU KNOW WHAT YOU DO INSIDE OUT, IT IS VERY HARD FOR      
ANYONE TO KNOCK YOU OR IGNORE YOU.”

International Women’s Day



Group Bids Manager

My advice to others entering the world of Bid Management would be, firstly, if you 
don’t love words, probably don’t bother; we’re wordsmiths after all! Secondly, believe in 
yourself and prove your capability; If you don’t believe you can do it, why would anyone 
else? Be smart. If you need to prove yourself, then create a compelling case, using 
evidence-based justification.

HEIDI WHELAN

“IF YOU KNOW WHAT YOU DO INSIDE OUT, IT IS VERY HARD FOR      
ANYONE TO KNOCK YOU OR IGNORE YOU.”

International Women’s Day



I love my role with STR! I feel valued in terms of my opinion and what I bring to the 
position and believe I am a good role model for other women within the Group. I feel 
that I demonstrate a strong work ethic alongside an engaging managerial style that 
encourages others to have confidence in their abilities.

I entered the recruitment industry initially as a consultant at 21 years old and quickly 
learnt that I was not destined for sales! Twenty-four months later, I came to the decision 
that enough was enough and spent the next ten years developing a career with IBM and 
starting a family. It was not until 2012 that I returned to recruitment with the opportunity 
to build a Compliance team for a large local recruiter and I have not looked back.  I 
stayed with them for the following 6 years, then seized the opportunity to join STR in 
2017 to do it all over again!

Unsurprisingly, one of the biggest challenges of my career has been the juggling of 
different elements of my life, predominantly being a parent. For many years, the concept 
of flexible working remained something of a taboo, with returning parents often met 
with the loss of much-loved roles, a sad ex-pectation to be side-lined in terms of their 
career progression and an expectation that their much-needed holiday allowance would 
be lost to cover their children’s sick days.   As a returning parent, I have had to re-start 
my career several times despite having only very brief periods of maternity leave (less 
than 6 months). So sadly, have experienced discrimination directly, not only in my career 
progres-sion but also of eligibility for benefits and qualifying for access to sabbaticals; 
how do you respond when someone challenges your lack of performance over a period 
when you weren’t even working?

“IT ISN’T ABOUT THE INDIVIDUAL, IT’S ABOUT ENCOURAGING A 
GENERATION OF WOMEN TO BE PROUD OF THEIR VOICE.”

Group Commercial 
Manager

EMMA REES

International Women’s Day



Whilst for many companies, I believe it has taken the pandemic for the concept of 
flexible working to be genuinely embraced, I feel that STR has always recognised that if 
executed properly, this investment and trust in their employees can create a workforce 
that is better engaged, and, more productive. Rather than being feared as a loss of 
control, STR has openly recognised that offering an employee a better work/life balance 
encourages a culture of worth/trust, reduces levels of stress-related sickness, and 
increases an overall sense of value. 

I have worked hard to achieve what I have and have never stopped learning. Leadership 
roles within recruitment remain largely male-dominated so progressions feel harder, 
but not impossible. For every woman entering this industry, whether in sales or support, 
I would simply encourage them to have faith in their abilities. I love to see women 
encouraging and educating other women because it is not about the individual; it is 
about fostering a generation of women to be proud of their voice.

“IT ISN’T ABOUT THE INDIVIDUAL, IT’S ABOUT ENCOURAGING A 
GENERATION OF WOMEN TO BE PROUD OF THEIR VOICE.”

Group Commercial 
Manager

EMMA REES
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I have had two amazing children whilst working at the STR Group, and both times I took 
a 9-month maternity leave. I must admit that my children have presented some big 
challenges. I found it very difficult to drop them off and leave them at nursery after the 
initial 9 months of homecare, during the first few times sobbed. 

I was then faced with returning to work after a prolonged period. Returning can be very 
daunting; you are like the new girl all over again! One thing I am very proud of is the STR 
Group’s approach to their maternity practices, the flexibility and support they offer 
enabled me and other women to return to work stress-free. They provide an unrivalled 
maternity package and additional support and compassion, which is crucial to me as a 
manager. I believe that my staff should be treated with compassion and, additionally, 
their needs should be understood and met accordingly. I offer the same level of 
assistance to all my staff so that mothers returning to work do so happily. I also share 
advice from my own experiences. 

It’s important to recognise that not all women will want or have children. We must help 
working women realise that they no longer have to choose between having a family/
children or a career. This begins with empowerment; the right company will champion 
women who have potential regardless of their personal lives.

Recruitment was not actually my first chose of career. I studied Law at university, and 
after deciding it just wasn’t for me and talking to a friend within the industry, I fell into 
recruitment. The first year was hard. My main advice for any women entering the sector 
would be to never give up, persevere and be prepared to work hard; this is the key to 
success. 

“MY MAIN ADVICE FOR ANY WOMEN ENTERING THE SECTOR WOULD 
BE TO NEVER GIVE UP, PERSEVERE AND BE PREPARED TO WORK 
HARD.”

Operations Manager, 
STR Group Services

VICTORIA LACEY

International Women’s Day



You will have good and bad days. A lot of the time it is easier to give up than to keep 
going. It was very tough for me to leave my children with a nursery worker and it was 
hard to come back and start again after each maternity leave, but with the support from 
my team I’m now in an even better position to offer assistance to boost other women 
entering the industry.

International Women’s Day for me is a day to celebrate all women. I work all year 
round with clients to increase gender equality within their own business, drawing on 
my own experiences. Today is a day for us to sit down and really think, “are we doing 
everything we can to realise the potential of the women around us, and what can we do 
to encourage and support them in their career?” 

“MY MAIN ADVICE FOR ANY WOMEN ENTERING THE SECTOR WOULD 
BE TO NEVER TO GIVE UP, PERSEVERE AND BE PREPARED TO WORK 
HARD.”

Operations Manager, 
STR Group Services

VICTORIA LACEY
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I’m proud of what I’ve achieved in my career and to work for such a supportive company 
as the STR Group. I started here as Bids Coordinator, and they provided me with the 
tools and training I needed to develop myself into Bids & Marketing Manager and grow a 
brilliant team of high-performing women.

With a young child, work/life balance can be tricky, and I suffer a lot from working 
mum’s guilt, but my manager has always been understanding and flexible, allowing me 
to change my working patterns and work from home when needed. From the moment 
of my first interview with the STR Group, there was a ‘family’ feel about the place. You 
were seen as an individual with needs and commitments outside of the workplace, and 
that’s what drew me to the company.  

Before STR, I would say there was some bias present in a couple of the companies I 
worked for. Women seemed to fill the support roles, and men would be in the technical 
or sales roles. It wasn’t a hard and fast rule, but it was difficult for people to step outside 
of those expectations. 

As a feminist, I fully support International Women’s Day and applaud their aim to 
highlight and address the inequalities that women face, not just in the workplace, but 
in society as a whole. I know many people feel that this kind of inequality is no longer 
an issue, as they don’t experience the type of problems that used to be faced for 
themselves. We have the vote now; we have access to the same education and job 
opportunities as men, so what’s the problem? Look outside of your bubble though, at 
the way women and girls are still treated as second-class citizens across much of the 
world, and a little closer to home, where unconscious bias is still rife. We have seen an 
enormous amount of positive change over the last century, but we still need to do more. 
Let’s support each other, men and women together, and see what we can achieve. 

“I FULLY SUPPORT INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY AND THEIR AIM 
TO HIGHLIGHT AND ADDRESS THE INEQUALITIES THAT WOMEN 
FACE, NOT JUST IN THE WORKPLACE, BUT SOCIETY AS A WHOLE.”

Group Bids & 
Marketing Manager

CLAIR THOMSON 

International Women’s Day



The STR Group has a very transparent career/promotional path in place with no limits 
against gender. I feel like being a woman has never held me back from hitting my targets 
or reaching this point in my career. 

During the (almost) 5 years I have been with the business, my Directors Mark and 
Scott have always guided me in the right direction to ensure I succeed through each 
promotion with all the support I needed. I am now an Operations Manager within 
urban and I feel I didn’t get here due to anything else apart from my hard work and 
determination. As a manager, I am respected throughout my team, listened to by my 
managers and have always felt supported by all within STR. 

I feel like I have faced the same challenges as a lot of my colleagues, the ups and downs 
of recruitment can be tough, but that is what makes this job enjoyable. I’m always kept 
on my toes as every day brings a new and different challenge – I love it!  Although I 
may have experienced tough days in the office, my manager Mark is excellent to speak 
with when needed. He and I can discuss how I can overcome my issues in a supportive 
manner, even if I am a tad emotional some times. I have never felt singled out because I 
am a woman; the support is always there! 

I never saw recruitment as an intimidating job for a woman; I think my background 
in fitness and shouting at a large crowd of people helped me with this! My advice for 
any women who may see this as a male-dominated environment, I say look again! 
Recruitment is a great opportunity for anyone, and as a woman, I have found this 
job has no limits. I have embraced the skills gained from a previous career and used 
them to grow from a Trainee Consultant to an Operations Manager. With the right 
support, environment and goals, women have just as much potential to succeed within 
recruitment.

“I FEEL LIKE BEING A WOMAN HAS NEVER HELD ME BACK FROM  
HITTING MY TARGETS OR REACHING THIS POINT IN MY CAREER.”

Operations Manager, 
urban

CHARLOTTE 
NORTHAM 
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WOMEN OF STR  

International Women’s Day

In celebration of International 
Women’s Day (IWD) we have chosen 
to provide a transparent insight into 
our practice. 

For additional information or to 
access a library of free resources 
provided by IWD partner Lean In, 
follow the link.

  

https://leanin.org/
https://twitter.com/STR_Group
https://www.facebook.com/theSTRGroup
https://www.linkedin.com/company/43050/admin/

