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WOMEN WHO LEAD IN CONSTRUCTION
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5 NUMBERS THAT
MATTER FOR WOMEN
IN CONSTRUCTION
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From future growth to representation,
here are trends and developments to watch.

BY ANTHONY DUIGNAN-CABRERA | Contributing writer

Women in the construction industry are experiencing somewhat of a growth spurt nationally,
hitting historic levels in the workplace and seeing a smaller pay disparity with men than in
other industries. But there are still trouble spots, both nationally and in California. ¢

Here are five industry trends:

National growth: As high as 14%
As of 2022, women made up 10.9
percent of the overall construction
workforce nationwide, according
to the federal Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics The number has remained
somewhat flat since 1990 — hov-
ering between 9% and 10% — but
saw a slight bump beginning in
2016 and throughout the Covid-
19 pandemic. According to the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, as of
January 2023, 1,284,000 wom-
en were employed nationwide in
construction.

Yet, last November, The Wash-
ington Post came up with a dif-
ferent number. The publication,
using data from BLS as well as
the Economic Policy Institute,
said that 14% of the construc-
tion workforce was female. Those
workers held jobs in all aspects of
the industry, including office and
management positions.

The Post’s analysis also revealed
that on a national level, between
2016 and 2022, the number of
Hispanic women entering the
construction industry grew more
by 117 percent, with many of the
women working on construction
sites as opposed to the back office.

Local growth: California ranked
No. 38 out of 50

According to the Post’s analysis,
California ranked California 38 out
of the 50 states and the District of
Columbia with 10.5 percent of the
construction industry workforce
being women. The three juris-
dictions at the top — Washington,
D.C., Arizona and Florida — all had
female employment in the indus-
try at between 14.5% and 17.6%.

Going deeper, the industry news
site Construction Drive found that
in San Jose, just 9.7% of the 35,000
local people in the industry were
women. That’s a sharp differ-
ence with San Francisco, which
had 17% of its 17,650-person con-
struction workforce being wom-
en. Construction Drive found that
San Francisco had the third largest
percentage of women working in
construction throughout the Unit-
ed States.

Set against that backdrop is an
overall need for more people to
join the industry. In a 2018 survey
by the Associated General Contrac-
tors of America and Autodesk, 78%
of California construction compa-
nies had trouble finding skilled
workers. Every role — from drywall
installers to bricklayers; sheet met-
al workers to plumbers — were dif-
ficult to fill.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 18
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ROLL CALL

WOMEN LEADERS AMONG SILICON VALLEY'S BIGGEST GENERAL CONTRACTORS
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the construction industry, we reached out to three local industry leaders

T o get a better understanding of what it's like to be a woman working in

— Michelle Acosta, vice president of operations for Acosta Sheet Metal
Manufacturing; Jean Bjork, the owner and CEO of Bjork Construction Company
Inc.; and Jessica Carps, CEO of Skyline Construction — to get their take. These

interviews were conducted via email.

What's been your biggest chal-
lenge being a female business
leader in the construction indus-
try?

Bjork: My biggest challenge is being
taken seriously in this industry. | have
been on construction sites to meet
with contractors, owners and design
professionals, where a question is
asked, and they look to my younger
male assistant to answer. It really
highlights the level of unconscious
bias towards women in construction,
but the great news is that I've seen
change when it comes to women
being accepted as equals. In my
35-plus years of construction, | have
seen the most progress in the last
few years. Women are a big part of
construction’s future and change is
happening for the better.

Acosta: Having to take even more
steps to “reach validation” is the

first challenge that comes to mind.
For example, at industry-specific
events, I've often been asked, “so,
who’s your husband?” ... There have
been countless instances where | am
wrongfully judged by my appearance
before being asked about my value,
experience, or contributions to the
industry. I've faced other, more diffi-

cult challenges, but | think this one
is relatable to many women in my
niche of the construction industry.

Is there an advantage to being a
woman in this male-dominated
field?

Bjork: The advantage is that we are
usually the only female in the room.
We stand out, and that’s fantastic
in any industry. Also, | think most
women are good multitaskers, and
that is a trait that is required to be
successful in this industry.

Acosta: Absolutely. Think about it
this way: any time something is “not
like the others,” it gets noticed. Very
often, I'm one of the few, if not the
only, women golfing at an industry
fundraiser, in the sales meeting,
etc. | choose to take advantage of
this, and not let it deter me. Since
the battle of “being seen” is already
won, | capitalize on the opportunity
to showcase my value and contribu-
tions.

Carps: Women are natural, social
connectors and bring a level of empa-
thy to difficult conversations and
transactions. This lends itself nicely to
instinctual negotiation strategies that
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approach.... Women look at complex
problems from a different lens and ul-
timately add a balanced perspective
that benefits all stakeholders.

What would you like to see happen
to increase the ranks of women in
the industry?

Bjork: We need more blue-collar
women in the field. For that to
happen, childcare needs to be more
accessible to women who have to
be on job sites by 6-7 a.m. Currently,
the largest problem for blue-collar
women is that many day care facil-
ities don't open until 7-8 a.m. Also,
women apprentices don’t need to be
the ones cleaning the job site, they
need the training to do the job so
they get the experience needed to
be equal to their male counterparts.
We also need more female leaders in
the construction industry. Women in
senior positions are not the norm.

Acosta: /'d like to see the contin-
uation of demographic-focused
groups, such as Women In Construc-
tion-A Bay Area SMACNA Mission
Partner group. These groups help
bring a sense of belonging to those
that need it. There is a strong sense
of community in these groups as
they offer help and guidance in a
specialized way.

Carps: There are lucrative and
exciting career opportunities in the
trades that provide career advance-
ment, strong benefits, work-life
balance, and the ability to a create
meaningful impact within our local
communities. As a society, we have
neglected to share that narrative
with young people, especially young
women, and we have yet to remove
the stigma associated with select-
ing a trade school vs. a university
education. 7

Future growth: 3% of young peo-
ple are thinking of a construc-
tion career

In simple terms, the construction
industry’s labor shortages are root-
ed in an image problem. While the
Covid-19 pandemic caused a slow-
down in the industry, the number
of young people pursuing construc-
tion as a career has been declining.

A National Association of Home-
builders survey from 2017 revealed
that only 3 percent of young peo-
ple between the ages of 18 and 25
were interested in pursuing con-
struction as a career, according to
an article in the industry publica-
tion Builder.

The survey found that 63% of
undecided young adults said there
was no or little chance they would
consider a career in the trades no
matter the pay. When asked why;,
48% said they wanted a less phys-
ically demanding job while 32%
said they believed construction
work to be difficult. When asked
about compensation, more than
20% said they might be interest-
ed if the pay was either $75,000
or $100,000 but for 43%, no pay
amount “could make them give the
trades a second thought.”

More equal pay: 94.3% in equity
Unlike other traditionally
male-dominated industries, gen-
der pay equity in construction is
94.3 percent, one of the smallest
pay gaps across all industries in the
country.

Yet, the sexism and the inherent
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division of labor within the indus-
try — historically most of the roles
women held in construction were
office, accounting and manage-
ment-based, with an average of 1
in every 100 employees on a work
site being female — remains a stick-
ing point.

Last October, U.S. Commerce
Secretary Gina Raimondo gave the
keynote address at the North Amer-
ican Building Trades Union (NAB-
TU) Tradeswomen Build Nations
2022 Conference in Las Vegas. She
addressed the issue of sexism with-
in the construction head-on.

“It’s 2022 - it’s time to say this is
no longer acceptable,” Raimondo
told the attendees. “Women don’t
want to deal with the BS. They just
want to do their jobs.”

Training the next generation: 4%
of apprentices are women

State and local governments have
teamed with industry players such
The Home Depot to fix the labor
shortage as well as bring more
women into the fold.

The Home Depot launched its
“Path to Pro” skills program last
year in California offering free job
training to those wishing to start
a career in construction. In some
ways, “Path to Pro” is like Gov. Gavin
Newsom’s planned apprenticeship
program, unveiled in 2018, to train
more than 500,000 in skilled labor
apprenticeships by 2029.

Yet despite an initial push,
California’s apprenticeship pro-
grams have stalled. In a progress
report released last July the Cal-
ifornia Department of Industrial
Relations wrote that the program

would need to more than dou-
ble the amount of participants to
reach its goal.

What is more discouraging is
that, according to the report, in
2021 women made up just 4% of
the total amount of apprentices in
the construction trades with wom-
en making up just 7.5% of the over-
all participants.

California is not without success-
ful, female-founded and led con-
struction companies, Jean Bjork’s
Fremont-based Bjork Construction
and Kathryn Cahill Thompson of
San Francisco’s Cahill Contractors,
are leaders in their fields, but it’s
their success that puts the lack of a
larger female presence in the indus-
try into such stark relief.

“We need more blue-collar
women in the field,” Bjork told
the Business Journal. “Also, wom-
en apprentices don’t need to be
the ones cleaning the job site,
they need the training to do the
job so they get the experience
needed to be equal to their male
counterparts.”

Change may be slow, but it’s
coming. According to Jenna Arca,
director of workforce development
at The Home Depot, the compa-
ny “saw positive responses and
engagement” from those who took
advantage of the company’s free,
self-paced training program.

“To date, we’ve had over 5,000
people start the training and over
1,300 graduate,” Arca told SVBJ,
“which includes a graduate pop-
ulation of 25-30 percent women
compared to the (10.9 percent) of
total women working in construc-
tion.” Z
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GETTING IT DONE SAFELY!

“Joseph J. Albanese provided the training and mentoring |

needed to support my career path from intern to project manager.”

— VANESSA ASPERA / PROJECT MANAGER / JOSEPH J. ALBANESE, INC.

www.jjalbanese.com
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