MONTH 4

STRATEGIES
CARDS 1–7

1

IN THE MOMENT STRATEGY

Relieve stress in
the moment
Some days the hurdles and slights may
feel relentless—find small ways to cope
and take care of yourself while still
getting your job done.

STRATEGY

Relieve stress in the moment
This may be different for everyone but may include
reminding yourself to relax, breathing rhythmically to a
specific count, and choosing not to obsess about what
happened.1 Consider creating a personal mantra that
allows you to get back to work and focus on the task at
hand, such as saying to yourself, “I can do hard things”
or “I have earned the right to be here.” After you’re out
of the situation, take time to recognize and process the
feelings you have around your experience.
“Honestly? I chew a lot of gum. It helps relieve
the stress.”
Sara, 34, a sheet-metal worker with 8 years’ experience

“I have definitely spent time crying in a porta potty
over things said to me. I’d hide for a minute and
compose myself. It didn’t solve the problem, but it
did help me feel slightly better in the moment.”
Ashley, 29, an insulation worker with 4 years’ experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Ask for what you want
Use specific requests to ask for what you
want and need on the job.

STRATEGY

Ask for what you want
Staying silent is likely to cause frustration and resentment,
so even if it feels difficult, it’s important to speak up and
ask directly for the things you want or need.
Think about what you want and why you need or deserve
it. Be specific about what you’re trying to achieve: do you
want to eventually have a leadership role or do you want
to learn new skills for a new job in the future?2 Specific
asks can help you be more successful at getting what you
want, because they let the other person know exactly
what you need.3 Try writing your thoughts down on paper
to help clarify what you want to communicate. Practice
saying it out loud to yourself or role-play your request
with someone you trust.
“I straight up use my words to ask for help or information. It doesn’t have to be hard. Deep breath, say
stuff.”
Sara, 34, a sheet-metal worker with 8 years’ experience

“I feel that it doesn’t hurt to ask, you just need to have
the courage to ask and the confidence in your abilities
to learn something new. I have learned most of my
skills by asking for new assignments.”
Renee, 46, an operating engineer/building inspector with
6 years’ experience
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IN THE MOMENT STRATEGY

Use a snappy comeback
Use a funny or sarcastic retort to
defuse the situation and signal you
will stand up for yourself.

STRATEGY

Use a snappy comeback
Being funny or sarcastic might be easier for you than
being serious, especially if you are trying to defuse a tense
situation or make a key point in a playful way.4 Humor
can also increase group cohesiveness, communication,
creativity, and leadership.5 Many women find it helpful
to share a few one-liners. Consider practicing with your
Circle or with someone you trust to get comfortable
responding quickly.
“You need a smart mouth as well as thick skin, because
it’s like reverting to grade school playground antics. If
you don’t snap back or nip it in the bud, they’ll needle
you until you break.”
Cristina, 47, a plumber with 19 years’ experience

“Humor is the best way to deal with things I think. On
my crew people are constantly slagging each other.
You have to have tough skin, and you have to be
quick, or you will be eaten alive.”
Angela, 33, a concrete worker with 14 years’ experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Escalate the situation
Bring situations that threaten your safety
or job performance to your jobsite safety
officer or your union steward.

STRATEGY

Escalate the situation
While every person’s comfort level differs, you may be
faced with some situations that clearly cross a line.
In these cases, it may be time to reach out to someone
you trust in a position of authority who has experience
dealing with tough issues, such as a jobsite safety
officer, general foreman, or union steward. Keeping a
written record of the issue, including when the incident
or incidents occurred and whether you have already
discussed them with your supervisor, will help you feel
prepared for these conversations and allow the union to
take further action if necessary.
“I had a situation that warranted a lane closure and
bucket truck. The supervisor insisted we work around
it, but I put my foot down as the senior tech on
site. I contacted my steward and had him explain to
the supervisor that the scenario was unsafe. It was
a Saturday morning, and the supervisor ended up
making a site visit. The director praised us for our
commitment to workplace safety.”
Kim, 41, a communications specialist with 20 years’ experience

“If nothing gets done, I go to the steward and repeat.
If neither my supervisor or steward do anything, I call
the business agent and OSHA.”
Ann, 47, electrician with 10 years’ experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Plan for a difficult
conversation
Take time to prepare for difficult conversations
by reflecting on the communication style of the
individual and the problem you want to address.

STRATEGY

Plan for a difficult conversation
When you are approaching a conversation you feel will
be difficult, take some time to prepare. This researchbased process can help you be most effective. Start by
thinking about the person you’re talking to and their
style of dealing with conflict: How do they prefer to be
communicated with? If there’s time, consider getting
input from others who may also have had challenging
conversations with this person. Next, define the actual
problem. Is it a communication issue? A fairness issue?
Finally, determine your goal. Ultimately, what do you
want to happen? 6
You can also be purposeful about when and where you
have the conversation. You may find that your foreman or
crew member or union representative is reluctant to have
tough conversations in front of other crew members.
If you can, make a request or start a conversation at a
time when you know the foreman is feeling positive about
you or your crew’s work.7
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Create good working
relationships with your crew
Look for fellow crew members who can
serve as allies, and build positive working
relationships with them.

STRATEGY

Create good working relationships with
your crew

Your fellow crew members can help others see your
perspective and make the case for you to be given
new opportunities. If you’re having trouble figuring out
who is likely to be an ally, a few behaviors can serve as
signs. You can look for men who listen to you and don’t
assume what you want for your next assignment, who speak
respectfully to everyone, include you in conversation, and
seem willing to help.8 You can also try finding something
to discuss other than the task at hand: discovering that you
have the same interests or a shared favorite sports team or
hobby might make it easier for another tradesperson to see
you as a peer instead of an outsider.
“Although I don’t normally socialize with many of my
coworkers, I do try to take an interest in their pastimes/
families. It helps me understand their processing,
priorities, and it helps with a form of camaraderie.”
Amanda, 31, an electrician with 4 years’ experience

“It’s important to ask questions to your whole crew. Even
just basic stuff like if they are married and where they
live. It shows you care about the people in the crew
and their lives, and people are more willing to help you
if you’ve gone out of your way to be nice and take an
interest in their lives.”
Alex, 30, a commercial painter with 4 years’ experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Ask for help from a
mentor or sponsor
Lean on a mentor or sponsor to give you advice
and coach you through difficult situations.

STRATEGY

Ask for help from a mentor or sponsor
You may be tempted to prove that you can handle
everything on your own. But that’s not necessary—or
effective—all the time. And there is no shame in asking
for help. If you have a mentor, consider reaching out to
them for advice: mentorship and sponsorship are critical
to success.9 Research shows that people underestimate
how much others are willing to help.10 And asking for help
can benefit both of you: you can give another person the
chance to share their strengths while learning something
new and expanding your network in the process.11
One study shows that people with mentors are up to 5
times more likely to get promoted.12 Your union may also
have resources that will help you navigate tough situations
and build the skills and networks you need to succeed.
“Women mentors are necessary to help overcome barriers.”
Renee, 46, an operating engineer/building inspector with
6 years’ experience

MONTH 5

STRATEGIES
CARDS 1–12
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IN THE MOMENT STRATEGY

Be direct
Use direct communication to
address your concerns immediately.

STRATEGY

Be direct
There are several benefits to being direct in the moment,13
and direct communication tends to produce solutions if
handled appropriately.14 Indirect communication, on the
other hand, which relies on nonverbal cues like gestures
and facial expressions, can lead to a loss of trust and to
the other person having to guess at what you mean.15
In order to communicate directly, speak clearly and make
your message straightforward. Focus on the facts,16 and
take comments at face value.17 If you’re approaching
someone because they’ve said something that offends
you, consider explaining your reaction to the comment
and sharing information about why it offended you.18
“Over the years working as a pipefitter there have been
many times when some people have said things to me
that are rude, vulgar, and/or completely discriminatory
of women. I never just walk away and have always
spoken up for myself. I find that it does not happen
often anymore.”
Lorrie, 46, a pipefitter with 16 years’ experience

“Don’t let things you find offensive slide—speak up
early and often.”
Lori, 50, a carpenter and scaffolder with 15 years’ experience
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IN THE MOMENT STRATEGY

Speak with confidence
Project confidence in the moment
(even if you don’t initially feel it).

STRATEGY

Speak with confidence
You may not feel confident at your jobsite, especially
early on. Or you may feel confident but find that it
doesn’t come across to others. But practicing a confident
speaking style (even if you don’t feel confident in the
moment) can pay off.
When people project confidence, even overconfidence,
they’re likely to be perceived as competent.19 Research
shows that people judge how competent you are based
on just 7% of what you say. Of the rest, 55% comes from
your body language and 38% from your presentation.20
Projecting confidence does not require that you feel
confident, just that you take actions that show confidence:
look people in the eye, pay attention to your posture, and
speak clearly.21
“You have to speak with confidence so they believe in
you and give you a chance.”
Renee, 46, an operating engineer/building inspector with 6
years’ experience

“I speak with confidence. Even if it’s because I’m
confident that I don’t know how to do something. My
coworkers trust me if I say, ‘I got this,’ because when
I don’t, I confidently say, ‘I’ve never done this, please
show me.’”
Jade, 35, an ironworker with 8 years’ experience
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IN THE MOMENT STRATEGY

Use your work
to gain respect
Show someone you can do a task, rather
than tell them you can do it.

STRATEGY

Use your work to gain respect
Good work can speak for itself. Doing tasks well can be a
way to show off your accomplishments without saying a
word. This not only gives you something to be proud of,
but it also shows your crew that you know your trade.
If someone does happen to compliment you on a job well
done, resist the urge to minimize it, which is what many
women do. Instead, acknowledge that you worked hard—
they will likely respect the effort you put into it.22
“One way that I have gotten a lot of respect from
them is that I just never drop from exhaustion or fail
because of strength. One perception is that women
are not strong, and so I’ve made myself physically
very strong.”
Gretchen, a laborer/carpenter 23
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Show your technical
knowledge
Using terms specific to your trade will help
make the point that you have the training
and experience to be successful.

STRATEGY

Show your technical knowledge
Use technical language and terms to show you know what
you’re doing. By responding to or asking questions with the
most specific and technical language possible, you will send
the message that your training has properly equipped you
to handle the job.
Also, consider bringing numbers or examples that prove
a point you’re trying to make. Men tend to rely on using
lots of facts and stats to prove themselves, and they take
women more seriously when they do the same.24 Talking
to your foreman, crew member, or union steward about
your perception of an issue isn’t always enough. You might
share the number of overtime hours you got, compared
to the number of hours for men on your crew. You might
explain how an ill-fitting harness is dangerous—and that the
manufacturer spells this out on the warning label.
“I have people often explain things in detail to me about
what this is or why because I’m a woman. I always try to
use the best technical terms when talking to them
so they know I know.”
Anonymous, 30, an ironworker with 3 years’ experience

“I try to explain to the guys why we do things the way we
do, or show them what the standards say in the books.”
Blue, 36, an ironworker with 8 years’ experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Look the part—whatever
that means to you
Use visual cues, like how you present
yourself, to signal that you are competent,
confident, and prepared.

STRATEGY

Look the part—whatever that means to you
In general, it’s important to make sure you have the right
tools to signal that you’re ready to work. And if you have
them, a well-worn tool belt and used tools can signal to
others that you have experience. If you’re unsure of what to
bring, consider posting the question in a Facebook group
for local women in that trade or asking your local union to
connect you with a tradeswoman you can ask for advice.
To you, “looking the part” may mean choosing to wear a
uniform or dressing to blend in on your jobsite. For many
women, this is a successful approach.25 On the other hand,
you may feel most powerful when you embrace your
personality in your clothing, appearance, or tools. You may
find that in doing this you’re showing up to the jobsite
unapologetically as yourself, which conveys confidence.
Ultimately, it’s up to you to consider what’s most empowering for you to convey and decide how you want to present
yourself.
“I am currently leaning into girly, while still doing badass
shit. I painted all my tools with glitter nail polish and
have sparkly office supplies and tool pouches while
running circles around the guys physically and mentally.”
Katy, 32, an electrician with 8 years’ experience

MONTH 6

STRATEGIES
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IN THE MOMENT STRATEGY

Use follow-up questions
to prove a point
Ask pointed questions to get someone to pause
and consider what they’ve said or done.

STRATEGY

Use follow-up questions to prove a point
If you’re repeatedly asked to complete tasks that don’t
require you to use your skills, like get coffee or clean up,
you might ask, “Why do you think I’m the right person for
this task?” Or, if a crew member makes a sarcastic remark
that’s meant to call your abilities into question, you can
put them on the spot by asking them what they mean.
Pushing them to explain their thinking may help them
realize that they’re acting with bias or that they’ve said or
done something offensive or disrespectful.26
Ashley, 29, an insulation worker with 4 years’
experience, shared this example of how she’s used
follow-up questions:
Them: “We all know why you get the easy job…”
Me: “Why?”
Them: “Well *foreman* sure seems to like you.”
Me: “What do you mean?”
Them: “Well *foreman* seems to like you more
than us, you know…”
Me: “I don’t, please explain…”
Them:

Silence.
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Explain what’s in it
for them
Understand the needs of your foreman and
crew and explain why your success is good
for everyone.

STRATEGY

Explain what’s in it for them
Your foreman and crew will benefit from having you on the
job, so if you want them to help you create a better working
environment or learn something new, it might help to show
them why your success is in their interest. If your crew
members teach you how to do something, for example,
then they don’t have to do it themselves. If they help you
when you ask, the job gets done more quickly. If they take
small steps to make the work environment friendlier for
you, they’ll build trust and unity across the whole team. If
you point this out, your crew’s resistance to working with a
woman might decrease.
There may be many times when you have to negotiate
with your foreman or crew—for better hours, a safer
environment, or a new task. One of the most important
rules of negotiation is to understand the interests of the
other side.27 Before making a request or raising an issue,
put yourself in the other person’s shoes and think about
what they want—a job well done, happy workers, or an
easy day at work—and how your request can help them
achieve those things while also helping you in the process.
“If you can make it easier for me by having the right
equipment, I can make your life easier by getting the job
done better and faster.”
KC, 32, an ironworker with 1 year’s experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Be persistent
Follow up to make sure you’re heard, even
when faced with resistance.

STRATEGY

Be persistent
Getting support often means being persistent.28 If you’re
consistently underestimated or unable to get what you
need, continue being vocal. It might be easy for your
foreman to “forget” that you’ve asked for something or
raised an issue—but it won’t be if you keep bringing it
up. You may have to ask multiple times, in various ways,
before you’re heard or your issue is addressed. If a first
request goes unheard, consider making it in a different
setting, on a different day, or even to a different person.
“Sometimes you need to be very persistent. If they
don’t want to listen, research some facts to present
them with or explain your personal situation, and
don’t let up.”
Rebecca, 38, an insulator with 12 years’ experience
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LONG-TERM STRATEGY

Connect with
other women
Reach out to other women who know what
you’re going through to get support and to
talk through the challenges you share.

STRATEGY

Connect with other women
You may already know tradeswomen you’re comfortable
speaking with about your experiences, or you might decide
to go through your union to find new connections. Women
from other trades can offer suggestions and support.
These relationships can be as informal as an occasional
phone call or more structured, like a support group. Either
way, for women working in environments with a majority
of men, social support from other women is especially
important. Women with high levels of social support feel
more equipped to take on the challenge of working in fields
dominated by men.29
If you work with other women, promote their accomplishments. Lifting up other crew members can shine a spotlight
on your successes. While women are often penalized for
promoting their own accomplishments, the same doesn’t
hold true when they promote the accomplishments of others.30 And, in turn, their status is elevated when they speak
up on another’s behalf.
“I love the Women in Trades dinner that takes place in
my region once a month. It’s great to meet new women,
catch up with ones you’ve met before, and let off a bit
of steam.”
Sara, 34, a sheet-metal worker with 8 years’ experience

