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With widespread labor shortages facing our industry, 

engagement within the female population is essential to 

achieving any hope of expanding and delivering successful 

construction projects in 2023 and beyond. It is also a very 

smart business move. Why? Because the numbers don’t lie.

The latest data from McKinsey & Company again reports that 

the most gender diverse companies are at least 25% more 
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diverse competitors.[1] And that diversity includes gender.

Yet in Australia, women still make up only 12% of the 

construction workforce.[2] In the U.S., female representation 

in construction is even lower, hovering at around the 10% 

mark, and out on the actual job sites, that number plummets to 

barely 1%.[3] What can be done to bolster these numbers and 

help boost the success of our industry in the process?

During events held on two continents, InEight sat down with 

some of the industry’s best and brightest to uncover insights 

concerning today’s women in construction. Our North America 

participants included Catie Williams, InEight; Karla Firth, 

Graham; Pamela MaGee, Ledcor; and Brittany Dodson, Orion 

Marine Group. Our Australia panel included Sarah Roach, 

Abergeldie Complex Infrastructure, and Brendan Morton, Laing 

O’Rourke, for the male point of view.

What follows are highlights from these important discussions 

on the collective journey, lessons learned and ultimately, how 

best to narrow the gender gap in construction and why it 

matters more now than ever before.

ALL ROADS CAN LEAD TO CONSTRUCTION

Contrary to what might seem a logical path for women and 

even men as they choose construction careers, having some 

sort of childhood “aha” moment is not necessary or even 

typical. Meaningful roles, onsite and off, tend to feed in, 

instead, from a wide variety of backgrounds and natural talents.
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job that seemed to be aligned with my skills. Sometimes, you 

simply have to start, and go from there.”

As a Project Controls Manager at Orion, Dodson has been in 

the construction industry for almost a full decade. “I fell into 

it by chance,” she explains. “I was actually looking to change 

industries. I was in retail and that had its challenges. Then we 

had a family friend who was in construction and had a large 

project coming up in our area. So, I just reached out to her on 

my own and asked what kind of opportunities that they were 

going to have, and the rest is history.”

Working out of Edmonton, Alberta, Canada as a Virtual 

Construction Specialist for Graham, Firth came to the industry 

through a passion for numbers. “I loved math, so I knew 

I wanted to get into something related. I went into civil 

engineering and right out of school, started to survey, and it all 

fell into place,” she says. “I really just fell in love with the art of 

survey. I’ve been in the industry 15 years now, so I’m proof that 

you don’t have to have boots on the ground to be counted in 

construction.”

For MaGee, a Project Applications Manager at Ledcor also 

in Edmonton, it was her fascination with the power of 

spreadsheets that led her to construction. “I started working 

for The Brick, which is a furniture retailer, where I did demand 

forecasting and tweaking algorithms. You could say that I really 

got hired because I’m a big Excel dork,” she says, laughing. 

“That’s how I ended up in construction. It wasn’t on the 

playground, playing with diggers or anything like that.”

Now General Manager Commercial at Abergeldie, Roach’s 

early inclinations toward construction were not directly 

encouraged. In year 12 of her education, she went to her father 

and informed him that she’d like to preference engineering for 

university. His response at the time? Women were simply not 

engineers, and that she ought to stick with law and commerce 

instead.

So, she pursued law and commerce, majoring in accounting, but 

very quickly moved herself back into construction and started a 
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and scaffolding company, and then started as a commercial 

manager in civil construction.

For Morton, Project Technical Leader for Laing, it all started 

more traditionally in engineering, being a career choice never 

questioned as a male, yet has taken him to various sides of the 

industry. “I’ve been pretty blinkered, so to speak, toward the 

engineering space but have also worked across government, 

private consulting and contracting for the last six years or so,” 

he says. “For myself, I think it’s really telling that when you 

move from consulting across to contracting that the throwaway 

line in the discussion is always ‘oh, you’re going to the dark 

side.’ That’s something I feel needs to be discussed, and how 

we can get away from that mentality.”

THE POWER OF “THINKING DIFFERENTLY”

So, once there, how does the female perspective change the 

working dynamic of construction teams, and what unique 

things does a woman bring to the table that are different from 



|  3  cmaanet.org

“In my experience, I’ve actually had a former boss say that he 

was always eager to get more women on his team because 

we bring a special level of passion,” Dodson adds. “I think that, 

along with the different perspectives, helps a lot. It also brings 

a fun mix to the table. Women are always having to think out 

of the box or go to plan B if plan A doesn’t work.”

MaGee agrees. “Women are naturally good at multitasking, so 

it’s great to be able to have multiple things on our plates and 

quite a bit of stuff in the air and yet still be able to manage it 

all,” she says. “Women also tend to be very good at mentoring 
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more sharing and less of a sort of ‘sink or swim’ approach. That 

mindset seems to yield more positive outcomes as well for 

employees who have been overseen by female leaders.”

THE RIGHT MENTOR: IT’S NOT ALWAYS WHO YOU THINK

:KHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�ˋQGLQJ�D�PHQWRU��WKH�WHQGHQF\�IRU�PRVW�

women might be to automatically look to another woman. But 

is this the only way, or going even further, is this the best way? 

All our panelists had different opinions and experiences on 

mentors, but one thing they all agreed on was that having one 

— or more than one — is essential.

Ȥ,�WKLQN�LW�ZRXOG�EH�LGHDO�WR�ˋQG�ERWK�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�

as mentors to provide you that support and sponsorship 

throughout your career,” Morton says. “It gives both mentor 

and mentee that opportunity to look for those differences. 

Ultimately, it feeds the diversity conversation and opens our 
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and retain gender diverse talent into the business,” Morton 

explains. “We also have programs inspiring S.T.E.M. school 

programs targeting the next generation. So, it’s an investment 

in a lot of areas to try and proactively turn the dial with what’s 

happening today, and what’s going to happen tomorrow and 

further into the future.” And the plan seems to be working.

“We have 45% of the positions in our Australian executive 

FRPPLWWHH�ˋOOHG�E\�ZRPHQ�DQG�RXU�PDQDJLQJ�GLUHFWRU�LV�

female. With our Melbourne-based project teams, we’re sitting 

at 37% female senior leadership, which then leads to about 

53% overall female position participation in that team,” reports 

Morton.

Roach feels that it also comes down to the adage you can’t be 

what you can’t see.

At Abergeldie, for instance, she points out that there are 

several amazing women within the senior leadership team. 

The more women like this who are seen in leadership roles 

and even more so in executive roles in businesses, the more it 

becomes attractive to other women. Therefore, demonstrating 

a culture that shows women in those roles in business and in 

industry can be a real driving force to inspire other women 

to put their hands up. Bonus? It might also encourage hiring 

managers to look at more diverse skillsets and experience 

ZKHQ�ˋOOLQJ�WKRVH�UROHV�

For Dodson, it’s also about stronger messaging on 

various platforms, physical and virtual, to help normalize 

the conversation. “More people need to start actively 

communicating and getting the word out. Whether it’s in 

your own community or via social media, meaning TikTok or 

whatever, because though things are improving, there’s still a 

lot to do to keep gaining ground.”

“In the end, it comes back to leadership and recognizing 

that there’s an under-represented contingent of their own 

community in the room,” Morton says. “So, making sure 

everyone’s got a voice and an opportunity is critical. Because 

if we’re doing that, we’re encouraging diversity, and we’ll 

hopefully see, over time, two, three, four or more females in 

the room. Then there will be less of a feeling for women of ‘I’m 

outnumbered. I’m not sure what I’m offering here because no 

one’s listening to me.’”

ADVICE FOR WOMEN LOOKING TO GET INTO 

CONSTRUCTION

With all the things our panelists have learned at this point in 

their careers, what’s their advice for women or even young girls 

who are interested in construction, and for parents who are 

trying to guide their daughters?

In terms of practical advice around development, Roach’s key 

suggestion is to build a network internally within the university 

you are attending, and then to build a network externally. Why? 

Because at a certain point, many of the opportunities often 

found will be made available based on networks. Further, if 

there are additional opportunities to be involved in a different 

project or a different part of a project, those kinds of things 

FDQ�RIWHQ�EH�LGHQWLˋHG�DQG�SURYLGHG�EDVHG�RQ�NQRZLQJ�

someone within the business.

“You also need to start saying yes to opportunities. Just take 

the chance,” advises MaGee. “I think women doubt themselves 

more, thinking they don’t have what it takes. Failing is okay, but 

you’re never going to get anywhere just hoping it’s going to 

happen to you. You need to take the chance yourself. Go across 

the country and do what you need to do so that you’re a team 

player and that people see you have a passion for this. That’s 

going to come across and be the biggest propellant in your 

career and give you the most exposure to the things that are 

out there.”

Dodson believes in simply being your own best representative. 

“Just speak up! You have at least a 50/50 shot, right? So, if it’s 

something you want to go for, then say it. If the person that 

\RXȢUH�VD\LQJ�LW�WR�LVQȢW�OLVWHQLQJ��WKHQ�JR�ˋQG�VRPHRQH�HOVH��

Take the time to travel, too. Go to those different sites. I think 

that helped me a lot in the beginning, to be able to go to the 

different projects and different locations.”

+HU�ˋQDO�SLHFH�RI�DGYLFH"�(FKRLQJ�EDFN�WR�ZKDW�:LOOLDPV�VDLG��

“Sometimes, all you have to do is press the ‘start’ button and 

everything else will fall into place. But you have to start.”

INTENTIONAL INVESTMENT IN THE FUTURE

Everyone can agree that though the industry has improved in 

the representation of women in key roles, there’s still a long 

way to go. Much more work needs to be done, and that means 

an investment in shifting the perception of — and for — women 

in construction.
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That shift can happen in giant steps, but also in brief, relatable 

moments that echo over generations and even beverages.

“When I’ve been in meetings and it’s ‘Karla, can you take the 

minutes?’ Now, it’s ‘No, you take the minutes. We have a whole 

group of people who can take minutes,’” Firth explains. “Just 

because I’m the female, I don’t need to make the coffee, you 

know? So, while we still have those stereotypes to deal with, 

LWȢV�GHˋQLWHO\�JHWWLQJ�EHWWHU�ȥ

Like all meaningful change, however, it comes back to a 

deliberate effort to alter perceptions, not just for women but 

for everyone, men included. This new future will therefore 

rely on the power of intentional investment over time. Case in 

point? Women’s sport.

“If you look at the Australian women’s cricket team, for 

example, it’s an amazing team, right? And it’s dominating 

WKH�ˋHOG��%XW�WKDW�GLGQȢW�KDSSHQ�RYHUQLJKW�ȥ�0RUWRQ�H[SODLQV��

“There’s been a deliberate intent and investment to get that 

team to where they are now. A few years back, women’s cricket 

might have looked a bit clunky, but that’s only because they 

were still transferring skills from other sports.

“You watch that team today, and you’ve got young girls who 

have come up playing cricket representing their country. When 

I stand back from the TV now, I have to look twice and say, ‘Am 

I looking at the women’s or the men’s cricket?’ So, I think that’s 

where we’ve got to get to with construction; an investment for 

what’s coming.”

Roach, though she sees and celebrates the wins, also knows it’s 

not time for the industry to sit back on its laurels.

At the recent Australian Water Association Awards in Sydney, 

for example, she noticed that overwhelmingly, females 

dominated both the student and the young professional award 

categories. But still, the category of Water Professional of the 

Year saw many more men nominated. So, while there is much 

progress happening in the early recruitment space, there is still 

much more to be done in terms of retention and development.

In the end, no one is saying that all women should choose 

construction. What they are saying, however, is that the 

traditional mental, social, and gender barriers to what is being 

chosen must be removed, making all career choices for women 

— and by extension, everyone — free and well-informed.

Morton looks forward to when a woman’s self-talk around 

construction changes for good.

“The day is coming when it will no longer be ‘I’d love to do 

it, but it’s not for me because I’m female,’ but instead simply 

‘I’d love to do it. And I might decide between that and law or 

commerce.’”
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