Ready For Change: Women, Welding & the Construction
Industry
Now more than ever, women are lacing up their work boots and making big moves in the world of
welding, metal fabrication and construction. Once considered unusual career choices for women,
trades like metal fabrication and construction have opened their doors to women—or, rather,
women are kicking those doors down. One in particular is Karen Gilgenbach, Area Vice President
at Airgas, an Air Liquide company. As a manufacturing industry veteran of almost 20 years,
Gilgenbach shared the positive changes and adaptations she has seen in the trades during her
career.

Q&A

Airgas
Thinks: Over the last decade, how would you describe some of the changes
the manufacturing trades have gone through when it comes to women moving into
this line of work?

KG:
Anecdotally, from my own experience and perspective, it seems like there has
been really amazing growth in terms of the amount of women in construction and
welding careers. I believe that the technical schools have specifically been
very supportive in reaching out to pull more women into these fields that they
might have not otherwise been exposed to. With that said, thanks to social
media and television, women in these trades are getting much more exposure,
which in turn is making them role models for younger females who might not have
known this was a career path they could follow. We’ve really seen growth in
exposure of women in these non-traditional careers, which is definite proof of
the positive shift in climate within the industry.

There are a lot of individual
companies and employers that are extremely supportive. These companies are
becoming more adaptive to female employees, with benefits that they might not have thought
about before, such
as maternity and paternity leave, with an exclusively male environment.
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AT:
What are some of the challenges women welders previously faced in the
construction trade that they no longer do?

KG:
It might sound like common sense, but a major challenge or issue that has seen
some resolution is the availability of personal protective equipment. I’ve
talked to so many women who remember years ago when their helmets, gloves and
steel-toed work boots were too big and they weren’t able to get the correct
size. Today, women have access to personal protective equipment that fits
properly and ensures safety.

A lot of companies are also becoming more
sensitive to ergonomics, body mechanics and weight restrictions. I think that
as a whole, the trades are focusing on the long-term health of its
tradespeople. I see a lot of ergonomic lifting devices in the field and there
have been a lot of improvements in this area that truly benefit women who might
be smaller in stature.

AT:
How can companies and schools work toward inspiring young girls to pursue a
career in the trades?

KG:
Starting from a young age, there are schools that have shop classes at the
middle and high school levels that could be beneficial to young females who don’t
have a woman in their lives who is directly tied to a career in construction or
welding. It’s important to let these younger girls know, maybe even younger
than middle and high school ages, that this is an opportunity and path they can
explore right within their own school. By the time kids are in high school,
they’re picking where they go to college. If these aspiring female construction
workers or welders already know they enjoy these activities or classes, they
will be able to make an informed decision for life after high school.

AT:
What have been some advances to searching for a job within the trades?
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KG:
The support of people who are already in the trades, from young women to new
women and women already in the industry, has been instrumental in the growth
and success of women in these fields. Beginning at the tech school level and
moving up to the trade unions such as iron workers and the companies
themselves, there is so much support when it comes to increasing diversity in
the workforce.

AT:
What is your hope for the future of women in construction and welding?

KG:
My dream would be that one day our industry sees employment rates of 50 percent
men and 50 percent women. And ideally, no young girl would ever look at her
gender as being a roadblock to working with her hands and building toward a
successful and rewarding career in the trades.

Hopeful
for a Female Future in the Trades

In an industry where
employment rates continue to decline, Gilgenbach and many other women in the
trades advocate that with a little inspiration and support, women of all ages
can achieve a successful career in the field of manufacturing. The trades have
seen growth in the number of women within the industry, thanks in part to the
companies, unions and teachers who strive to make the world of metal
fabrication, construction and other hands-on jobs accepting and welcoming to
all tradespeople.
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