
In recent years the cybersecurity industry has 
witnessed a steady increase in demand as 
technology has become an integral part of our daily 
lives. However, one concerning trend has emerged: 
disproportionate numbers of women leaving 
cybersecurity roles. While women initially show great 
promise and talent, many eventually opt for other 
career paths. To understand and reverse this trend 
we must delve into the intricacies of the human 
brain and examine neuroscience. By recognising the 
biological and cognitive factors that contribute to 
women leaving cybersecurity we can develop targeted 
strategies to promote gender diversity and create an 
inclusive environment in this critical industry.

THE NEUROSCIENCE OF GENDER DIFFERENCES
The study of neuroscience has shed light on the 
biological and structural differences between 

male and female brains. Gender differences 
are not absolute: they vary significantly across 
individuals. However, certain patterns have 
emerged. For example, research has shown 
women tend to have more connections between 
the left and right hemispheres of their brains, 
facilitating enhanced communication between 
these different brain regions. This connectivity 
often contributes to better juggling tasks, verbal 
communication, and emotional intelligence.

On the other hand, men tend to display stronger 
connections within individual brain hemispheres, 
which can lead to greater spatial awareness, 
problem-solving and logical reasoning abilities. 
However, the vast majority of cognitive capabilities 
are shared between both sexes.
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I N D U S T R Y  P E R S P E C T I V E S

UNCONSCIOUS BIAS IN THE WORKPLACE
Unconscious bias refers to the automatic and 
unintentional biases that individuals hold toward 
certain groups. In male‑dominated fields like 
cybersecurity, unconscious biases can influence 
hiring decisions, promotions and workplace 
dynamics leading to a less inclusive environment 
for women. These biases can negatively impact 
women’s professional experiences making them feel 
undervalued and discouraged.

From a neuroscience perspective such biases can 
activate the amygdala, the brain’s threat detection 
centre, leading to a heightened stress response. 
Additionally, the brain’s reward system may be less 
activated when women experience biased treatment, 
affecting their motivation to excel and increasing the 
likelihood of them leaving the profession.

STRESS AND WORK-LIFE BALANCE
Work-related stress is a common challenge in the 
fast-paced and high-stakes cybersecurity industry. 
Balancing work demands with personal life can be 
particularly challenging for women who often face 
societal expectations related to caregiving and family 
responsibilities. This imbalance can lead to burnout 
and a decision to leave the industry for a career 
offering greater flexibility.

Chronic stress can have detrimental effects 
on the brain. The prolonged release of 
stress hormones such as cortisol can 
result in reduced cognitive functioning, 
memory problems and emotional 
dysregulation—an emotional response 
that is poorly regulated and does not fall 
within the traditionally accepted range 
of emotional reactions. These factors 
can contribute to a woman’s decision to 
seek a less demanding career path.

THE NEED FOR ROLE MODELS 
AND MENTORSHIP
The lack of female role models and mentors 
in leadership positions in cybersecurity can 
have a profound impact on women’s career 

aspirations. (Hence my passion for contributing 
to this publication regularly to support females 
in the industry.) Neuroscience research suggests 
positive role models and mentors can activate brain 
regions associated with motivation, goal setting and 
resilience. When women lack such support their 
sense of belonging and confidence in the industry 
may be impacted.

THE POWER OF NEUROPLASTICITY
Neuroplasticity, the brain’s ability to reorganise 
and form new neural connections, offers hope for 
reversing the trend of women leaving cybersecurity. 
By understanding neuroplasticity we can design 
interventions that encourage skill development and 
resilience in women pursuing cybersecurity careers.

Interventions such as targeted training programs, 
workshops and mentorship initiatives can reshape 
the neural pathways associated with confidence, 
problem-solving and stress management. 
Additionally, creating a supportive and inclusive 
work culture can mitigate stereotype threats and 
unconscious biases, and promote an environment 
where women feel valued and empowered.
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CONCLUSION
To reverse the trend of women leaving cybersecurity 
we must approach the issue from a neuroscience 
perspective. By understanding the cognitive and 
biological factors at play we can develop evidence-
based strategies to address stereotype threats, 
unconscious bias, and stress and work-life balance 
challenges. By leveraging neuroplasticity and 
creating an inclusive environment we can foster 
gender diversity and empower women to thrive in the 
cybersecurity industry. It is imperative we recognise 
the importance of women’s contributions and work 
collaboratively to build a future where gender parity is 
the norm in cybersecurity and beyond.
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A  P R O G R A M  T H A T  C O N N E C T S ,
S U P P O R T S  A N D  I N S P I R E S  F E M A L E
T E R T I A R Y  S T U D E N T S  A N D  E A R L Y
C A R E E R  P R O F E S S I O N A L S  E X P L O R E  A
C A R E E R  I N  S E C U R I T Y .

E X P L O R E R S  W I L L  B E  A B L E  T O  A C C E S S
M O N T H L Y   W O R K S H O P S ,  M E N T O R I N G
O P P O R T U N I T I E S  A N D  I N D U S T R Y
C O N N E C T I O N S

Studying or an Early Career Professional in
information security?
Learn more at .awsn.org.au/initiatives/awsn-
explorers/

"When women work

together, they become a

force to be reckoned with.

Be part of a force for good

in the security industry, by

joining the AWSN

Explorers program today!" 

- Liz B, Co-Founder
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