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Understanding the Expectations of 18 – 25-Year-Olds Interested 
in a Career in Science, Technology, Engineering or Maths (STEM)

RECRUITING GEN Z



Adam Waters, Director BFBS Academy & Creative

FOREWORD

Sadly, I can’t call myself young any more. 
The new-found love of Lycra, inability to 
understand the return of 90s fashion, and being 
called cheugy on TikTok have all confirmed that 
these Waters aren’t so fresh anymore. But it 
feels like only recently that marketers were 
pumping out reports about a mysterious 
new breed – millennials. I found it baffling how we 
were talked about like some sort of alien species.

But there was no denying that as a generation we 
had different views, priorities, and perspectives 
to others. And the same can be said about the 
young people of today – Gen Z. No, they aren’t 
aliens. But if the military, like any organisation, 
doesn’t understand this audience then how can it 
appeal to them as a career choice?

Young people of today bring an enormous amount 
of talent, drive and skills that the modern military 
needs in STEM roles to succeed. With this report 
we hope to help you: 
 
• understand how to adapt your messaging to 

appeal to this age group

• see where your organisation’s strengths 
may be in appealing to this audience and       
weaknesses that might be putting them off 

• ultimately increase the numbers of applicants 
for STEM roles within the military 

We hope you find this report useful and that it 
provides fresh insights into the Gen Z audience. 
If you have any questions about the report or need 
any further support targeting this, or any other 
audience group, please get in touch.
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Military recruiters face new challenges and fresh 
opportunities after a year of significant change. 
To recruit and retain young workers and 
apprentices into STEM roles, the military must 
adapt to the expectations of Gen Z – individuals 
aged 18-25 who are starting their careers in 
exceptional circumstances.
 
Post the onset of the pandemic, BFBS Creative 
conducted an online survey, with 1,000 young 
people aged 18-25 with an interest in STEM roles, 
to understand what Gen Z workers are looking for 
from employers. In this report we also explored 
how the military’s employer brand is perceived 
by this group compared to other employers also 
looking to fill STEM roles.                                                                            

The report reveals the factors that are more 
important to Gen Z workers when thinking about a 
new STEM role since the start of the pandemic:

Flexible working practices have risen in 
importance to Gen Z since the start of the 
pandemic. Our survey respondents told us that 
work-life balance (64%), flexible working hours 
(62%), and a good working environment (57%) 
have risen in importance to Gen Z since the start 
of the pandemic. 

Google tops the list as the most desirable STEM 
employer. Almost one in five (18%) respondents 
proactively mentioned wanting to work for 
Google, while other technology companies such 
as Apple, Tesla and Microsoft were also 
proactively mentioned as being attractive places 
to work. 

Awareness of STEM roles in the armed forces is 
not as high as it could be. 41% are not aware of 
these roles, rising to 44% among Black people. 
And only 13% would consider a STEM role in the 
Armed Forces.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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STEM ROLES
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Gen Z are not aware of STEM opportunities in the 
armed forces. Around two-fifths (41%) of Gen Z 
are not aware of STEM opportunities in the armed 
forces. Improving awareness could increase the 
number of young people who would consider a 
STEM career in the armed forces. One in three 
(34%) of Gen Z respondents said they would 
consider applying for a job or apprenticeship in 
the armed forces after being presented with a 
sample list of STEM roles and apprenticeships 
currently offered in the armed forces.

The armed forces faces a particular challenge 
recruiting young Black people. Black people 
are the least likely to consider a STEM career in 
the armed forces (13%) and the least likely to be 
aware of STEM career opportunities in the armed 
forces (44%).
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PERCEPTIONS OF STEM ROLES IN THE ARMED FORCES:
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ENTRY LEVEL SALARY
EXPECTATIONS

EXPECTATIONS OF GEN Z SINCE THE START OF THE PANDEMIC
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Since the start of the pandemic, flexible working 
practices have become much more important to 
Gen Z when considering job opportunities. Our 
survey respondents told us that work-life balance 
(64%), flexible working hours (62%), and a good 
working environment (57%) have become more 
important to them than they were before the start 
of the pandemic. Salary was also rated highly 
with 58% saying it was more important to 
them now.

On the flipside, Gen Z appear to be placing less 
emphasis on what other people may think about 
their career. When considering job opportunities, 
our survey respondents told us that impressing 
their friends (28%), brand prestige (17%), making 
their parents proud (13%) and gaining experience 
that looks good on a CV (7%) is less important to 
them than it was before the pandemic.

Interestingly, location (20%) has also become less 
important to Gen Z when considering career 
opportunities. This may be because a shift to 
remote working has meant that many workers 
are no longer required to be based in the office 
full-time.

Salary Expectations

Salary expectations vary widely. On average 
Gen Z expect a starting salary of around £23,255, 
while this rises to £35,038 after five years – an 
£11,783 difference. Comparatively, the average UK 
salary was £38,600 for a full-time role and £13,803 
for part-time role in 2020, according to the ONS. 
In entry roles, Asian people (£25,462), 
Men (£24,692) and those with above-average 
socioeconomic scores (£24,457) appear to have 
the greatest salary expectations.

In entry roles, salary expectations vary by as much 
as £3,500, whereas after five years this range 
doubles to £7,000, with Black people (£39,479), 
Asian people (£38,868) and Men (£37,292) 
expecting the highest pay.

Interestingly, the gender pay gap exists from day 
one and gradually widens after five years. 
In entry roles, men expect £24,692, while women 
expect £22,512. A difference of £2,180. After five 
years, men expect £37,292 while women expect 
£33,873. A difference of £3,419.

5



When considering potential careers in STEM, 
technology companies dominate the list of most 
desirable employers. Almost one in five (18%) 
respondents proactively mentioned wanting to 
work for Google, while other technology 
companies such as Apple, Tesla and Microsoft 
were also frequently mentioned as being 
attractive places to work. Second only to Google, 
the NHS is also a top target, with around one 
in ten (11%) of respondents listing this as being 
an organisation they would like to work for. 
Other organisations proactively referenced in 
the healthcare and pharmaceutical industries, 
included GSK, Pfizer, AstraZeneca, and Johnson & 
Johnson.

Science-focused organisations like CERN and 
NASA are also proactively mentioned, while 
investment banks and professional services firms 
such as Goldman Sachs, JP Morgan, PWC and 

KPMG were also desirable STEM employers. 
However, the findings also expose a potential 
employer brand challenge for the armed forces.              
Of the 1,000 respondents that were surveyed, 
none proactively mentioned any of the 
organisations within the armed forces in the UK as 
being somewhere that they would like to work in 
relation to a career in STEM.

Understanding the reasons why Gen Z want to 
work for employers such as Google, the NHS and 
Apple, could help to illuminate some opportunities 
to make STEM careers in the armed forces more 
attractive and accessible to young people. 

In general, Gen Z want to work for STEM 
employers that provide good training and 
development opportunities (45%), a good salary 
(39%) and the opportunity to make a 
difference (39%).

STARTING A CAREER IN STEM

ORGANISATION
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 Looking for a career 

Gen Z primarily look for job opportunities by 
visiting job sites (98%), searching online for jobs 
(85%), visiting company websites (71%) or looking 
on LinkedIn (62%). According to our study Indeed 
(91%) and Total Jobs (44%) are the most used 
job sites by Gen Z when looking for STEM roles, 
despite not explicitly targeting young workers.

However, there are some notable differences. 
Black people and those with a lower education 
level are much less likely to use LinkedIn than the 
average (62%). Only 51% of Black respondents 
use LinkedIn to search for jobs.
Just 41% of GCSE-educated and 57% of A-level 
educated respondents use LinkedIn to look for 
jobs, compared to 71% of those that are 
degree-educated. 

Therefore, it is important for recruiters to 
consider other platforms to ensure they are 
reaching a more diverse pool of talent.
 
When looking for jobs, Graduate (58%) and 
Entry-Level Positions (55%) are of most interest 
to Gen Z. While Internship Programmes (41%) and 
Apprenticeships (28%) are of less interest. This is 
echoed across all education groups, except for 
those educated to GCSE-level.

The GCSE group is most interested in Entry-Level 
Positions (49%) rather than Graduate Positions 
(39%). Compared to the average, respondents 
that are educated to GCSE-level are more likely to 
be interested in Apprenticeships (36% vs 28%), yet 
this is still the least attractive career path for this 
group overall. 

HOW GEN Z FIND JOB OPPORTUNITIES

91%

INDEED

62%

LINKEDIN

85%

SEARCHING
ONLINE

98%
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JOB WEBSITES

44%

TOTAL JOBS

51%OF BLACK RESPONDENTS USE LINKEDINONLY
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While the majority of respondents understand 
the purpose of the armed forces (62%) and the 
differences between the organisations that are 
part of it (66%), almost half of Gen Z refer to these 
organisations collectively as being ‘The Army’ 
(49%). This presents a challenge for recruiters to 
overcome in differentiating the employer brand of 
each military organisation and the job roles.

Across the board, just one in five (19%) 
respondents said that they would consider a 
STEM career in the armed forces. However, this 
number increased to more than one-third (34%) 
when respondents were presented with a list 
of STEM roles currently available in the armed 
forces. Furthermore, around two-fifths (41%) of 
respondents were not aware that opportunities of 
this nature existed in the armed forces, 
suggesting a potential awareness problem.
 

Recruitment Challenges 

However, this is not the only challenge that the 
armed forces is facing. Our research indicated 
that the armed forces may face a particular 
challenge in attracting and recruiting young 
people from Black ethnic groups.

Black people are the least likely to consider a 
STEM career in the armed forces (13%) and the 
least likely to understand the differences between 
the organisations within the armed forces (43%). 
Black people (44%) are also least likely to be 
aware of STEM career opportunities in the armed 
forces and least likely to consider working in the 
armed forces (21%), despite being presented with 
a list of current STEM opportunities available in 
the armed forces. 

More generally, of those not interested in a STEM 
career in the armed forces, some of the reasons 
that were proactively given included; the ethics of 
working for the military, being away from family or 
feeling uncomfortable or unwelcome in the armed 
forces. While others also expressed concerns 
about the level of risk or danger that they might 
be exposed to or pointed to political reasons why 
they would not want to serve. 

PERCEPTIONS OF STEM CAREERS IN THE ARMED FORCES

49% OF GEN Z REFER TO THESE ORGANISATIONS 
COLLECTIVELY AS ‘THE ARMY’

8



Mixed Perceptions

Perceptions of the armed forces are mixed and as 
education-level increases, perceptions become 
less positive. 39% of Gen Z agreed that working in 
the armed forces is prestigious, 35% agreed that 
the armed forces are a force for good in the world 
and that pay, and benefits are good in the armed 
forces (31%).

Of those interested in a STEM career in the armed 
forces, the most attractive benefits that were 
proactively mentioned by respondents included 
the range of career opportunities available the 
salary and benefits, travel opportunities and the 
opportunity to serve the country.

However, there are several key challenges that the 
armed forces must address in order to be more 
attractive to Gen Z, which relate to the work 
environment, work-life balance and 
representation of gender and ethnicity. Our study 
showed that 59% of Gen Z don’t think they would 
feel comfortable working in the armed forces. 
58% don’t think there are many people like them 
in the armed forces and 52% don’t think that the 
work-life balance is good.

These perceptions are largely informed by media 
coverage (82%), documentaries (53%) and films or 
TV (34%), while other important sources that were 
proactively mentioned by respondents included 
word of mouth, personal experiences in the armed 
forces or the Cadets, and advertising by the 
armed forces. 

GEN Z PERCEPTIONS OF THE ARMED FORCES

59%

WOULDN’T FEEL
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82%

PERCEPTIONS
INFORMED BY MEDIA
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A GEN Z TAKE ON THE RESEARCH...

‘Gen Z’ isn’t a homogeneous blob. We’re a diverse 
group and knowing how to communicate to us 
means understanding our why before you 
connect it to your how. Ideally, you either have to 
be us or listen to us. 
 
Our report sheds light on some of these why’s, 
such as why we perceive the military a certain 
way, or why we resonate with specific employers 
or career paths. Throw in a once-in-a-lifetime 
global pandemic, and our goals and values have 
changed as we face a different set of challenges 
to past generations.
 
This report is a starting point for military recruiters 
to understand Gen Z’s changing perspectives 
and respond by changing how they recruit and 
communicate. It’s an opportunity to connect and 
build around a new generation of talent. 
The answers are all there, you just have to read 
the report.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

• Recruitment campaigns must highlight work balance and 
flexible working to attract Gen Z talent.

• High profile tech companies resonate most with this age 
group – so there’s a clue here in what kind of language and 
imagery will appeal to them.

• Black people are not considering the armed forces – so 
there needs to be far more creative thought given into how 
to appeal to them and how to convince them that the armed 
forces is an inclusive place to work.

• A concerted comms campaign is needed to highlight STEM 
opportunities within the armed forces as this is a crowded,                
employee-led market where commercial organisations are 
investing significantly in recruitment for STEM roles.

• Avoid ‘digital dad-dancing’ or patronising young people. 
Creating a TikTok account is not the answer.

• Meaningful, authentic, and honest campaigns fronted by 
people from the audiences you want to reach are the keys to 
success.

• Use data throughout all your comms and recruitment 
activity. Focus entirely on what works, be ruthless with what 
doesn’t.

• Be proud of the great, unique experiences a career in the 
armed forces offer, but transparent about people’s fears or 
concerns.

• People’s families play a huge part in their decision to join the 
military. Include them in your communications.
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BFBS Creative is the only communications agency specifically for the UK armed forces and government. 
Over the last few years, we have supported RAF recruitment with content production, recruitment campaigns, 
and training.

Other recent work includes:

• launching GCHQ’s social media presence

• the British Army’s Time To Talk campaign to promote mental health

• in-depth research into ethnic minority perceptions of the armed forces

• counter-disinformation work in Eastern Europe

• in-theatre counter-Daesh report 

Our services are charged at cost to the armed forces and are simple to procure. Our team are security cleared 
with a core DV cleared unit. 

If you want to find out more, please email adam.waters@bfbs.com

METHODOLOGY

BFBS Creative carried out an online survey, in 
conjunction with research consultancy, Priestley, 
of 1,000 men and women aged 18-25 who are 
interested in a career in Science, Technology, 
Engineering or Maths, during May 2021. 

All respondents are current UK residents who 
have lived in the UK for at least five years and 
hold UK or UK/Dual Nationality. 46% of 
respondents are from Ethnic Minority groups. 
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