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1. Why | Joined TWG1

| am a PhD researcher at Utrecht University, focusing on artificial intelligence (Al), gender
justice, and intersectional digital equity. At the end of last summer, | joined a working group
formally titled Thematic Working Group 1 (TWGH1): ICT Education Path under the “Women in
Digital” initiative. In simple terms, this is an expert group under the European Commission that
addresses gender issues in digital education. It is part of the Digital Europe Programme,
coordinated through the Women in Digital (WiD) Forum, an initiative aimed at tackling the

gender gap in Europe's digital sector.

TWG1 specifically focuses on the "digital talent pipeline", examining the “leaky pipeline” effect
where female participation in ICT education pathways declines from early schooling through to
career entry. As a cross-sectoral group of experts and practitioners, we co-develop actionable,

evidence-based recommendations to drive systemic change across Europe.

Overall, the group functions as a high-level policy network aimed at a “system update” rather
than a traditional academic meeting. The central investigation is direct: why do fewer girls
choose ICT-related studies from primary school through to the labour market? We seek to
identify critical drop-off points—the “silent exit’—and determine the necessary interventions to

secure a digitally inclusive Europe.

While this initially addresses underrepresentation, our work continuously breaks this down into
structural gender gaps. One layer concerns technology, specifically how implicit bias in Al and
algorithmic systems may unintentionally “filter" women out. Another relates to educational
processes and the invisible dimensions of participation, where girls may lose their sense of
belonging in tech spaces. Finally, we analyze how socio-cultural norms and biases influence
decision-making, ensuring that our solutions move beyond general awareness and toward
inclusive design.

My own research engages with these structural questions from a distinct entry point: while the
working group primarily operates within education policy, | examine the operational logic of Al
systems. After joining the group, | actively participated in drafting and revising policy

recommendations, specifically focusing on the governance of Al and algorithmic bias.
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A core argument | maintained throughout is that these challenges must be addressed at the
systemic and governance levels rather than shifting the burden of responsibility onto individual
teachers or students. Furthermore, | contributed to public-facing webinars, where | focused on
translating complex academic findings into actionable insights for diverse European
stakeholders.

2. How EU Policy Is Discussed

Before joining TWGH1, | often wondered how EU policy is actually constructed. | now realize it is
far more than a departmental drafting exercise; it is an extensive evidence-based ecosystem
defined by continuous discussion, multi-stakeholder alignment, and iterative refinement. Our
work followed a rigorous four-phase trajectory—moving from initiation and expert mapping to
synthesis and final validation—ensuring that every recommendation was grounded in collective

intelligence.

At the outset, the group resisted a fixed problem definition. Instead, we focused on aligning our
understanding through a diverse baseline of evidence, including Eurostat data, the Women in
Digital (WiD) Scoreboard, and evaluation reports from existing EU frameworks like the Digital
Education Action Plan (DEAP). These sources were not treated as final conclusions but as entry

points for interpreting complex structural gaps.

Triangulating these datasets revealed a recurring, pan-European pattern: girls’ engagement with
digital skills is remarkably strong at early stages (primary and lower secondary education), yet it
encounters a critical drop-off point between the ages of 16 and 19. This data-driven observation
stabilized our shared framing of the ‘'leaky pipeline'—shifting our focus from individual interest to

the systemic bottlenecks that lead to a 'silent exit' from ICT pathways.

However, the 'leaky pipeline' was not treated as a predefined concept. It emerged through the
triangulation of Eurostat data, shared policy experiences, and identified national disparities,
serving as a way to describe a recurring structural pattern. In TWGH1 discussions, the 'definition
of the problem' was not an initial starting point, but a conclusion that became stabilised through

evidence alignment.
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In some cases, the process worked in reverse: the identified limitations of current policy
instruments—which often treat gender equality as a 'project add-on' rather than a systemic goal

—Iled us to revisit and adjust how the structural gap itself was defined.

The next stage involved drafting a consolidated recommendation set. Each iteration was
subjected to rigorous review by a cross-sectoral group of experts: researchers focused on
logical coherence and the evidence base; education practitioners assessed pedagogical
feasibility and scalability; policy actors ensured alignment with existing EU frameworks like the
Digital Education Action Plan (DEAP); and industry participants highlighted implementation
constraints within the labour market. In this collaborative drafting process, the survival of a
recommendation often depended on its ability to function as 'actionable policy intelligence'

across these diverse perspectives.

Policy texts were not produced in a single step, but converged through multiple rounds of
iterative feedback. At the final official closure meeting with DG CONNECT on 21 May, the
process moved into consolidation. All outputs—including the Policy Brief and practical tools like
the Classroom Evidence Lab—were integrated and submitted to the European Commission.
The Commission provided critical feedback on potential uptake pathways, discussing which
elements could be embedded into the post-2027 Multi-annual Financial Framework (MFF),
Horizon Europe, or the Digital Europe Programme, while managing expectations regarding

institutional and budgetary constraints.

At this stage, the focus shifted from formal approval to defining what was realistically actionable
within existing governance levers. Looking back, the significance lies not just in the final
recommendations, but in the rigorous trajectory of their formation. Decisions on which issues to
prioritise, which evidence to centralise, and which formulations to retain were never
predetermined; they emerged through continuous alignment and gradual convergence across
institutional boundaries, expert domains, and systemic constraints. For me, this redefined
‘policy’ not as a static document, but as an evolving process of continuous adjustment and

convergence across different institutions and professional judgments.
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The process does not begin with a fixed conclusion. Following the Work Plan’s initiation and
analysis phases, we focused on the triangulation of existing evidence. The group drew on cross-
sectoral materials, including Eurostat data, the Women in Digital (WiD) Scoreboard, and
evaluation reports from the Digital Education Action Plan (DEAP). At this stage, these sources
functioned as comparative reference points to make a living ecosystem of evidence-based

negotiation.

3. The Value of Consensus in EU Policy Processes

Why does a policy recommendation take around ten months to develop?

In the TWGH1 process, this duration reflects a shift from a simple ‘drafting exercise’ to a multi-
phase, evidence-based ecosystem defined by iterative consolidation rather than a single point

of output.

Repeated comparisons revealed a consistent pan-European pattern: girls’ engagement with
digital skills is remarkably strong at early stages (primary and lower secondary education), yet it
encounters a critical drop-off point between the ages of 16 and 19. In our discussions, this
gradually evolved into a shared framing of the 'leaky pipeline'. Crucially, this terminology was
not applied as a predefined concept; it was adopted progressively as the most accurate way to

describe the 'silent exit' observed in the data.

Therefore, the 'definition of the problem' was an emergent outcome of evidence alignment. On
this basis, the group moved into the synthesis and drafting phase, organised into several

thematic strands: Policy & Governance, Research & Data, and Industry Engagement.

Collaboration takes place simultaneously across multiple channels: rapid exchanges via
communication platforms, collaborative editing in shared cloud documents, and monthly online
meetings for structured discussion and consolidation. Each iteration was reviewed through
multiple lenses: researchers assessed the evidence base and logical coherence; education
practitioners evaluated pedagogical feasibility and operational relevance; policy stakeholders
ensured alignment with existing EU levers; and industry participants provided critical input on

implementation constraints.
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In this synthesis phase, specific formulations were refined through a continuous feedback loop.
Some recommendations were retained because they functioned as ‘actionable policy
intelligence' across multiple evaluative perspectives; others were revised or deprioritised where
they encountered significant institutional or operational constraints. Consequently, the policy text
was not produced at a single stage but converged gradually through a trajectory of evidence

alignment and stakeholder validation.

The process culminated in the official closure meeting with DG CONNECT on 21 May, marking
the transition to a final consolidation phase. After receiving the TWG1 portfolio—including the
Policy Brief and practical tools—the Commission provided strategic feedback on potential
‘uptake pathways'. This included identifying which elements could be hard-coded into existing
instruments like Horizon Europe or the Digital Europe Programme, and managing expectations
regarding the more centralized governance of the post-2027 Multi-annual Financial Framework
(MFF).At this stage, the focus shifted from a binary approval of content to clarifying the realistic

scope of applicability within current governance levers.

Reflecting on this ten-month lifecycle, policy formation is clearly not the result of a single
executive decision. It is an emergent outcome of iterative coordination—a structured interaction
where the prioritisation of evidence and the stabilisation of formulations occur over time rather
than being predefined. From the perspective of TWG1’s working logic, policy-making is best
understood not as the production of a static document, but as a living ecosystem of continuous

iterative coordination.

4. From Increasing Participation to Systemic Update: Redefining the Challenge

In TWGH1 discussions, a definitive shift emerged: the challenge is no longer framed merely as a
deficit in entry numbers, but as a systemic process where talent is ‘filtered out' at critical
structural points. We moved beyond the traditional ‘pipeline logic'—which assumes that
increasing intake automatically fixes downstream issues—toward a systemic model focused on
retention, progression, and accountability. Evidence suggests that girls often possess higher
basic digital skills than their male peers in the 16—-19 age bracket, yet they encounter a

‘shocking' gap when transitioning to higher education, where female participation in ICT degrees
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drops to 21%—22%. This 'silent exit' is not a skill deficit but a result of how the system operates.
Case studies from Lithuania illustrate this: while interest in ICT is high during school years, it
plummet upon entry to university. Qualitative data indicates that girls, believing they possess
diverse talents, remain uncertain if programming allows them to ‘'reveal all these talents' in
areas such as creativity or social impact. Similar patterns appear in Poland and Slovenia,
where strong performance in STEM subjects fails to automatically convert into ICT-specific

pathways, highlighting a lack of structured guidance.

Conversely, in mature digital ecosystems like Sweden and Estonia, entry is stable, but attrition
becomes visible at the career stage, where women face structural barriers in leadership
progression. These disparities confirm that the 'leaky pipeline' is a series of context-sensitive

transition bottlenecks rather than a single-stage problem.

This shift was consolidated at the closing meeting with DG CONNECT on 21 May 2026. Our
final recommendations move from reactive, corrective measures toward a 'system update'—
hard-coding gender responsiveness into system defaults, including curriculum requirements,

teacher standards, and mandatory retention indicators in EU funding rules.

First, at the regulatory level, the group proposed that gender equality must be treated as a
“systemic goal, not a project add-on.” A cornerstone of this shift is the development of an EU-
level Minimum Standard for Gender-Responsive Digital Education (MS-GRDE). This standard
translates high-level policy intent into implementable requirements, ensuring that gender
responsiveness is “hard-coded” into ICT/STEM curricula, teacher standards, and the design

and procurement of Al-enabled educational tools from the outset.

Second, we proposed a structural overhaul of funding and evaluation mechanisms. Moving
beyond a focus on participation rates, the revised recommendations prioritize “retention,
progression, and accountability. As a result, we proposed making “retention indicators” a
mandatory condition for future EU funding programmes, such as the post-2027 Multi-annual
Financial Framework. In operational terms, the goal is to shift from measuring “gender balance”

(who enters) to “gender impact” (who stays, progresses, and leads).
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Third, the group advocated for a move from macro-level data to a lightweight evidence
infrastructure. Existing monitoring often relies on aggregate indicators that fail to capture the
“invisible dimensions of participation.” To fill this gap, TWG1 proposed the “Classroom Evidence
Lab”™—a termly mechanism to generate granular, micro-level evidence at the school level. We
also recommended gender-lens extensions to existing frameworks, specifically DigCompEdu-G
and SELFIE-G, to reflect not just on technology use but on who is made visible in digital and Al-

enabled learning environments.

Furthermore, we focused on context-sensitive “transition bottlenecks,” particularly the critical
16—19 age range where a “silent exit” from ICT pathways often occurs. A specific concern raised
was how implicit bias in Al and algorithmic systems may unintentionally “filter” girls out,
reinforcing the need for mandatory bias assessment and policy-level safeguards during the

procurement of educational technology.

Overall, these elements represent a fundamental policy shift: moving from corrective
interventions toward a “system update.” Our focus is no longer just on identifying where girls
drop out, but on how institutional design and system defaults can be adjusted to secure a

digitally inclusive Europe by 2030.

5. From Platform Studies to Classroom Mechanisms: Why These Discussions Felt
Familiar

As the TWG1 discussions progressed, a recurring sense of déja vu emerged: many of the
structural gaps we were deconstructing were deeply familiar to me. Although situated in the
context of European education policy and classroom participation data, the details resonated
with my earlier research on how digital systems determine who remains visible and who

gradually 'fades out'.

My initial engagement with these issues stems not from education research, but from platform
and gender data studies. | examine how Al systems are embedded in everyday practices and
how algorithmic recommendation mechanisms shape visibility. In platform environments,

exclusion is rarely explicit; it is an incremental, systemic process where participation remains
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technically possible, but 'meaningful visibility' is not maintained. Gender, in this context, is often

filtered' through seemingly neutral ranking systems and implicit biases.

Within TWGH1, this perspective directly informed our analysis of the ‘invisible dimensions of
participation'. When discussing classroom dynamics, our focus shifted from macro-level
enrollment to micro-level evidence: identifying who becomes less active, who stops speaking
voluntarily, and who experiences a 'silent exit' from ICT discussions. These nuances are often
lost in aggregate statistics, which is why TWG1 proposed the 'Classroom Evidence Lab' as a

mechanism to capture these process-level dynamics in day-to-day interactions.

Crucially, this form of 'exit' is seldom a reflection of ability. Rather, it is a reassessment of
belonging. This reassessment is steered by the 'system defaults'—including curriculum design,
teacher-student feedback loops, and peer signals. By identifying these as systemic governance
issues rather than individual failures, we can move toward 'inclusion by design' in both Al tools

and educational pathways.

From this perspective, there is a profound structural similarity between digital platforms and ICT
classrooms. Both systems involve processes of differential visibility: who remains visible within
the ecosystem and who gradually 'fades out.' On platforms, this appears as diminished
interaction or decreased recommendation frequency—a result of implicit bias in algorithmic
systems that unintentionally filter' certain users out. In classrooms, we observe a mirrored 'silent
exit'—a transition from active contribution to mere observation, and eventually, from presence
within an ICT pathway to a total exit from the digital talent pipeline. While the institutional forms
differ, the underlying trajectory is similar: a systemic exclusion that unfolds incrementally

through micro-level dynamics rather than a single decision point.

It is in this sense that the discussions on a 'system update' within TWG1 become essential. Our
work moved beyond the traditional focus on 'access' or increasing entry numbers; instead, we
sought to understand the governance levers—such as curriculum defaults and funding rules—

that either secure retention or facilitate the ‘leaky pipeline' effect.
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At times, this resonance stems from the everyday observation of how individuals gradually
become less certain of their sense of belonging within a system. This pattern has long been
visible in platform research. In women’s digital communities, 'exit' is rarely a defined action; it is
a subterranean process of reduced posting and response. By the time this 'leak' becomes
visible in macro-level statistics (like the 'shocking' drop in female ICT graduates to 21%—22%),

the process of structural exclusion has already stabilized.

In this sense, the familiarity lies in a structural repetition: different systems, at different levels,
are all engaged in managing processes of retention and gradual withdrawal. It is therefore more
accurate to understand classrooms and platforms not as separate domains, but as contexts in
which similar systemic logics are operationalised. Addressing the gender gap requires us to

move toward 'inclusion by design' across both spaces.

6. For Early-Career Researchers: Questioning the 'System Defaults'

While reflecting on this ten-month trajectory, | kept returning to a simple question: If we take the
recurring terms from EU policy discussions—participation rates, ICT pathways, the ‘leaky
pipeline', and 'system update'—and translate them back into our familiar research environments,
what do they become? In my own work, these concepts often manifest as algorithmic
recommendation, differential visibility, and subterranean processes of exit. After participating in
TWG1, my primary observation is that seemingly disparate problems across education,

technology, and the labour market often converge at the same structural points.

Different actors may focus on different domains, yet the underlying concern remains identical:
why individuals persist within a given digital talent pipeline, and why they gradually reach a
critical drop-off point. In many cases, this 'leaving' is not a defined, binary decision. Instead, it is
a 'silent exit—a gradual reassessment of belonging where continued participation is no longer
pursued because the system defaults no longer feel inclusive. These micro-level dynamics often

stabilize long before they become visible in macro-level data.

Over the past ten months within the Women in Digital (WiD) framework, | have participated in

discussions and drafting activities within an EU policy working group. However, the relevance
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of these discussions extends far beyond the European context.

For researchers, students, and practitioners working with technology, it is essential to
occasionally ask: how do the pathways we now take for granted become established as
‘given’ in the first place? And more importantly, how can we move toward ‘inclusion by design'

to ensure these paths remain open to all?

These questions remain open for all of us continuing to deconstruct the digital structures of

our future.
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