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Women in ZDMP – Alessia Focareta 
By Alessia Focareta, Head of R&I, Fidia S.P.A., Italy 

Some questions for you 
• How did you become interested in STEM?  

• How has your experience as a woman studying and working in 

STEM been? 

• What is your working field?  

• What message would you give young girls? 

How did you become interested in STEM (science, 

technology, engineering, mathematics)? What influenced 

your decision in taking this career path? 

At the end of high school I didn’t have a clear direction in mind, so 

I went to the open days of all the universities. A technical 

university stood out, as it was very well organised and offered a 

lot of choices. I always loved a challenge, so when they told me physical engineering was difficult, 

they made a perfect challenge for me. It was every bit as difficult as promised, but I never regretted 

taking this path. After that I received a master in Nanotechnology engineering, I worked in a 

research group in Aalto University, Finland. I decided the academic career was not the right job for 

me, I turned down a doctorate fellowship offer and moved to the private engineering sector in Italy. 

How has your experience as a woman studying and working in STEM been? Have you faced 

any challenges? 

Women in my university courses were outnumbered 10 to 1. Among students this was never a 

problem: We formed study groups, shared notes and became friends. The only challenge I had to 

face have been a few prejudiced professors. I recall having had two written exams with the same 

professor. In the first he took out half of my points from right answers for not explicitly writing the 

proceedings of some trivial calculations. I went to discuss the matter with him, but apparently I 

couldn’t get full marks because: “I couldn’t prove to have done it on my own”. In the following 

semester I started to notice how he was always joking about women capabilities, “this is so easy 

my wife could understand it”, or saying things like “Are you the equal opportunities corner?” 

addressing the few female students in his course. In the next exam I got the idea to make my 

paper gender neutral (leaving out my first name) and got it correctly marked. I will never know if his 

prejudices were the issue in my first exam, in any case from that moment I have left out my gender 

as much as possible from applications and paperwork. 

What is your working field and position in the ZDMP project and how has this experience 

been so far? 

I am leading WP9, 10 and representing the end-users in the Executive Board. As the ZDMP project 

is in the manufacturing sector, it has an unbalanced gender participation. Despite this, the working 

environment is very positive, all ideas are usually well accepted and roles depend on the company 

and personal background. The GAP (gender action plan) group has been a pleasant surprise: it 

proposes small but effective actions to ensure gender equality and has provided very open-minded 

and honest discussions. I will definitely propose again this structure in future European projects. 

What message would you give to young girls and women who are interested in pursuing a 

career in STEM?  

Sometimes we get so used to be told that something is not for us, we do not consider it. But if you 

like sciences, STEM could be the right career for you so fully explore your own thoughts. If you 



don’t, well at least consider it. Innovation needs diversity, new ideas, and points of view to be 

ground-breaking.  
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