
Hiring and Retaining Women in the 
Skilled Trades

The business case for employers



Industry change
• Aging workforce = pending mass 

retirement of skilled tradespeople

• Aging infrastructure = need for 
skilled tradespeople

• Skilled trades are becoming more 
technical



The impact of labour shortages
• Less qualified (or even unqualified) candidates are hired

• Retention issues - high level of turnovers

• Business become less competitive :

• Not enough workers to be competitive for bids

• Loss of revenue due to lack of retention 

• Reputation can suffer 



The impact of 
workforce diversity
• Business performance

• Productivity

• Public image 

• Market reach 

• Health and safety



Why women ? 



“Women make excellent tradespeople. They are reliable, 

detail-oriented, focused, pay attention and have patience 

regardless of the job. They are eager to contribute to the 

team equally by the quality and pride in their work.”

Kim Blyth, Boilermaker Journeyman

& Assistant Business Manager, Local 73



By the numbers

• Women are 51% of the Canadian population

• Women are 49% of the Canadian workforce

• In 2011, 59% of New Brunswick females 15 years and 
over were employed or seeking employment

• Women make 80% of household financial decisions



In 2015, 51% of the 
Canadian population were 
women, yet…
In New Brunswick:

• Only 4% of the trades 
workforce are women (all 
trades included)

• Only 1.5% of the construction 
skilled trades apprentices are 
female

51%
1.5%



Dr. Michael Haan
UNB Demographic Specialist

There are so few women in the skilled 

trades, they can’t be illustrated in the 

statistical diagrams in studies.



Women in trade strengths
The benefits of recruiting and retaining women



“We have had great success with our female apprentices that have become 

skilled, competent and valued journeypersons in our company. They are 

great collaborators and communicators that are team oriented.

Integrating a woman is not as big a deal as some may believe, and we feel 

that a diverse workforce is a strong workforce.” 

Tom Coughlan, Manager, Industrial Division

Marque Construction Limited



Women in trade strengths
• Women are innovative problem solvers

• Women drive up the collective intelligence of teams that they are involved 
with because of higher communication skills

• Companies save money when they recruit local women because they are 
often more loyal in the long-term

• Women are less likely in today’s world to be sidelined by the physical demands 
of the skilled trades because of advancement in technology

• Women are motivated learners so they improve productivity, innovation and 
health and safety



Women in trade strengths
According to research and employer feedback:

Women are important in the trades 
workforce because they:

• Have stronger communication skills 

• Prefer a collaborative work style

• Possess better attention-to-detail 
and instructions

• Have better dexterity for detail 
work, and for longer periods of 
time

• Are better at finishes 

When women are on the worksite or in 
the shop:

• Productivity goes up 

• Tools are in better shape with less 
wear and tear

• The work environment is cleaner



When women in trade are supported

When offered a safe and welcoming work environment, women:

Are loyal reduced absenteeism and turnover/improved presentism

Are dedicated commitment to company mission, goals, priorities

Want to develop desire training, grooming and promotion within the company



“We have women in all levels of the company, whether it be management, engineering 

or skilled trades. We give equal chances to any applicant. In the past, we have had 

success with a female apprentice in carpentry that has become one of our trusted 

journeywoman.

Women in skilled trades offer a great contribution to our team by their positive attitude, 

attention to detail, good time management and communication skills.” 

Rachelle Leblanc

Project & Safety Coordinator with Acadian Construction



Now that we know that women are an 
untapped resource… how to proceed? 

Practical tips and strategies for recruiting and retaining



Change the workplace culture
It’s starts with leadership

Next, your employees and 
journeymen have to be on board

Then women have to be 
integrated into your work 

environment 



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Create inclusive hiring policies and procedures:

• Use gender-neutral language in your contract, job posting, etc. 

• Diversify where you place your job postings – social media, institutions, 
instructors, etc. 

• Be involved in your community – speak to high school students, attend career 
fairs, collaborate with the institutions in your region, etc.



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Prepare your workplace and work policies:

• Make sure your work environment has appropriate washroom facilities 

• Offer diversity training for management and employees

• Update your harassment policies – create one if there is none

• Have a clear and easy procedure to report any harassment issues 

• Avoid dismissive language like “Hurt feelings report”



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Hold a welcome orientation:

• A good practice for all new hires, to recognize value in the new employee

• Important moment to share information about the company’s common practices, 
rules and policies

• Make sure women receive appropriate clothing and equipment (inappropriate fit 
is a common issue for women in the skilled trades) 



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Listen to and accommodate employees:

• Introduce work-life balance policies for parents (will help both male and female 
employees)

• Provide job rotations that are fair and equitable for all to reduce repetitious tasks 
and/or physical stress

*** Note: improving production and performance will result in major cost savings



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Encourage support from colleagues:

• The diversity message has to come from the top and make its way to the bottom –
prepare your whole staff for this integration

• Job fit is crucial to retention – choose a team that is likely to accept and integrate 
the new female employee

• Find new apprentices the best mentor possible



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Implement a mentoring program:

• Good mentors have a crucial impact on:

• Retention

• improved speed in learning new skills

• Build the apprentice’s/new hire’s confidence

• Identify your Master Mentors and offer them training 



Recruiting and retaining women 

• Offer feedback and recognize progress

• Create a culture of learning where team work and feedback are valued by every 
level of the company

• Create a performance evaluation process 

• Assign a journeyperson the tasks to follow apprentice Progress Logbooks to assure 
supervision and progression for apprenticeship in your company



Recruiting and retaining women 
• Encourage professional development

• Learn about your employees strength and capitalize on them by assigning 
appropriate tasks and positions

• Encourage training – not only safety or equipment

• Encourage networking 

• Set targets 

• Have targets and objectives for your company

• Review your own targets annually and revise



“We welcome any person who wants to work hard. The women that we have 

on our team are great and don’t need or expect special treatment.

They have been successful and bring different qualities to the team; they are 

patient, safety-oriented and good with time-management, which is key in 

our industry. I feel that the entire Pro team is very happy with each of these 

women.” 

Ralph Landers, Heat & Frost Insulator Journeyman 

& Regional General Manager (New Brunswick) with Pro Insul



Conclusion

• Workforce risks employers face: 

• Labour shortage: 

• Aging workforce

• Fierce competition (poaching)

• Hiring less qualified candidates

• Barrier to being competitive

• High turnover 

• THESE FACTORS INDICATE A 
NEED TO DIVERSIFY!

Women can alleviate skills 

shortages, and help Canadian 

employers be more productive and 

globally competitive.



Question, comments, opinions?
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