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HOW I GOT HERE

Lucy Harden is a mechanical 
engineer on BAE Systems’ 
Digital Light Engine Head-
Up Display development 
programme. She devises 
innovative solutions for 
pilots using computer-aided 
design (CAD) to display 
essential flight information 
that sits directly in their line 
of sight and is overlaid onto 
the real world.

WHY DID YOU FIRST BECOME 
INTERESTED IN ENGINEERING?
I was very lucky to have some amazing 
teachers at school who encouraged me 
to stick with STEM subjects until my A 
levels, but I wasn’t really sure where they 
could take me in a career. When I was 
younger, engineering was the last career 
I thought I’d get into. I have always been 
very creative and I wanted to go to drama 
school to act or be involved in costume 
design or lighting. Looking back now, 
building things with LEGO and my love 
of textile design, combined with the skills 
I had in maths and science, were the 
foundation of a career as a mechanical 
engineer. I always loved watching 
programmes such as Scrapheap Challenge 
and Brainiac, which showed me how 
science can be applied to real life.

HOW DID YOU GET TO WHERE YOU  
ARE NOW? 
I ended up taking quite a large selection 
of A levels at school, purely because I 
was still unsure of what career to choose. 
The turning point was being advised by 
a teacher to take part in the Engineering 
Taster Week at BAE Systems, a week-
long programme where I learned about 
engineering and fell in love with it. 
After graduating, I joined its Graduate 
Development Framework scheme where 
I was able to work on a variety of projects 
and product lines.
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WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR BIGGEST 
ACHIEVEMENT TO DATE? 
I have been lucky in my career as I have 
been given so many opportunities to 
succeed. I think my biggest achievement to 
date was winning BAE Systems’ ‘Technical 
Graduate of the Year’ award during my first 
year on the scheme. I am also incredibly 
proud of the work we did with UK Sport, 
where we won an internal Chairman’s 
Award. I worked on a large range of projects, 
including one with the Great Britain cycling 
team’s BMX squad. That project involved 
using BAE Systems’ cutting-edge optical 
sensor technology, which was originally 
developed for unmanned-aircraft. The 
sensors interact with miniature LEDs on the 
BMX bikes to track the trajectory of the riders 
while on the ground and, critically, in the air. 
This information is then relayed to a specially 
designed app, giving riders and coaches a 
real-time read-out of performance, so that 
they can identify where they can make 
critical marginal gains. I watched the Rio 
Olympics with a huge sense of pride last 
year knowing that I had worked to provide 
engineering solutions to some of the sport’s 
biggest challenges.

WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE THING 
ABOUT BEING AN ENGINEER?
One of my favourite things about being an 
engineer is seeing a rough concept design 
on a piece of paper turn into something that 
is physically in your hands and then on an 

aircraft, flying. I have had the opportunity to 
meet the end-users of some of our products; 
it is always amazing to hear how I personally 
have helped to solve a problem for a 
customer. I also really enjoy going to schools 
as an education ambassador where I teach 
children how science and maths relate to 
their lives, and how important it is that they 
stick with those subjects in school. Some 
of them have come back to complete work 
experience at BAE Systems, which is really 
motivating.

WHAT DOES A TYPICAL DAY AT WORK 
INVOLVE FOR YOU?
I generally start my day by assessing the 
week’s schedule and ensuring that the team 
is on track against progress milestones and 

budget. My morning will typically consist of 
project team update meetings, where we run 
through each engineering discipline’s tasks 
and discuss any challenges or opportunities 
that have arisen. I will then spend the rest of 
my day working through the aspects of the 
overall design scheduled for that week, using 
CAD to turn my ideas into reality. I also have 
to analyse my design, which may include 
performing a tolerance analysis to make sure 
everything interfaces correctly.

ARE THERE ANY CUTTING-EDGE 
TECHNOLOGIES THAT YOU WORK 
WITH?
While on the graduate scheme, I had 
the opportunity to work on a product 
called Striker II, a helmet-mounted display 

system for fighter pilots. This is a digital 
helmet that allows pilots to fly with their 
‘heads up and eyes out’ by projecting 
flight critical information directly onto 
the helmet’s visor. This means that while 
the pilot is conducting fast manoeuvres 
or evading threats, they do not need to 
look down at displays in the cockpit to 
get the information they require. One of 
the most interesting things for me, from 
a mechanical engineering perspective, 
was ensuring that the design was not 
only cutting edge, but that it provided 
pilots with the high level of capability and 
protection that they need to return  
home safely.

WHAT WOULD BE YOUR ADVICE TO 
YOUNG PEOPLE LOOKING TO PURSUE 
A CAREER IN ENGINEERING?
Keep going with your STEM subjects! I 
would also recommend work experience 
within an engineering company to find 
out what a typical day looks like for an 
engineer. There are various engineering 
companies in the UK that cover a wide 
range of sectors; I’m sure there will be 
something of interest for everyone who 
is considering a career in the industry. I 
would also recommend becoming a young 
member of your relevant professional 
institution, which can provide advice 
and information on what is going on 
in the industry. It is also a great way of 
networking and can sometimes lead to 
finding a mentor to assist with your career 
development.

WHAT’S NEXT FOR YOU?
Within work, achieving our main mechanical 
design milestones for the product I am 
currently working on. My next main 
personal goal is to try and gain professional 
registration as a chartered engineer with 
the Institution of Mechanical Engineers, and 
become a mentor for young engineers to 
assist with their early career development.

Lucy representing BAE Systems at the 2016 Farnborough International Airshow, where she demonstrated 
the head-up display technology

QUICK-FIRE FACTS
Age: 25
Qualifications: MEng Mechanical 
Engineering (Hons)
Biggest inspiration: Richard Branson
Most-used technology: probably my 
iPhone
Three words that describe you: driven, 
outgoing and enthusiastic
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