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Foreword

The construction industry is finally stabilising across 
the UK after a number of tough years in economic 
decline. Northern Ireland construction companies are 
benefiting from this both within NI and elsewhere. As 
a result they will need to recruit a wide and diverse 
range of individuals to fill the forecasted number of 
jobs. 

This makes it an opportune time for women to enter 
the industry. With more women in work than ever 
before and as the economy continues to grow, there is 
huge potential for a rewarding career in the industry, 
with a wide range of jobs on offer. Women can do 
manual and technical jobs just as well as men, but the 
construction industry is changing and relies less and 
less on physical strength and more on brainpower. 

Those women already working in the industry (only 13% of the workforce) can see many 
benefits including the variety of challenging roles available and the ability to move between 
them, the opportunity to meet a wide range of people, the fact that they can be doing 
something different every day, and the sense of achievement they get when projects are 
completed. There are senior women in the industry setting a fantastic example and driving 
for a change in recruitment methods and perceptions to encourage more women to enter 
the industry.

CITB NI is working with schools, employers and women in the industry to promote the 
sector to young people in general, but especially to girls. We would like to thank the 
women featured in this booklet for their time in putting together the case studies and for 
being positive role models for young women thinking about a career in construction.

We hope that this booklet will give young people, teachers and parents an insight into the 
industry and will encourage more females to consider a career in construction.

Christine Boyle
Managing Director, Lawell Roofing and CITB NI Board Member



Introduction

The construction sector covers the design, construction and maintenance of buildings and 
infrastructure projects such as bridges, roads, tunnels, waterways, etc.

The industry offers everyone, male or female, a wide range of interesting and varied 
careers – everything from hands-on site based work, to office-based management roles. 
There are a number of routes into the industry depending on your interests and skills, 
including through apprenticeships, and college or university qualifications. The majority 
of trades require a minimum NVQ Level 2 or above. Professional occupations usually 
require a degree qualification or equivalent. Depending on the role, skills such as problem 
solving, management, organisation, communication, planning, practical skills, commercial 
skills, design, IT, and analytical skills are all in demand. In addition, the industry looks for 
enthusiastic, hard-working, creative and innovative people with lots of determination.

Typical roles in the industry including 
painting and decorating, bricklaying, 
carpentry, architecture, quantity 
surveying and site management. Other 
occupations include plant operator 
(e.g. cranes, excavators), demolition 
operative, road building operative, 
estimator, site engineer, and health and 
safety manager). There are also lots 
of opportunities in developing areas 
such as learning to build sustainably to 
reduce the impact of construction on the 
environment. Another new development 
is the use of Building Information 
Modelling techniques and specialist software to plan construction projects. Traditional 
building skills are also in demand for the restoration of historic buildings. There are also 
lots of opportunities within the construction supply chain e.g. supply chain logistics.
 
Working in construction you will:

	 •	 make	a	real	difference	to	the	environment;
	 •	 have	access	to	a	huge	range	of	training	&	professional	qualifications	at	all	levels;
	 •	 have	opportunities	to	progress	and	work	throughout	the	UK,	Ireland	and	further	afield;
	 •	 work	in	an	environment	that	is	constantly	changing;
	 •	 work	in	an	office	and	/	or	outdoors;	and
	 •	 have	the	potential	to	become	self-employed	in	your	chosen	occupation.	

So it’s up to you to decide what areas interest you and where your talents can be used!

Case Studies

The following case studies will give you a taste of working in the construction industry and 
more are available at www.bconstructive.co.uk or www.citbni.org.uk/Careers.aspx. 
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Steering a course 
in a construction career

Alex Shields: Alex has been in the construction industry for just three years, having 
graduated with a BSc. in Architecture in 2011, and she has already gained valuable 
experience working on large projects in London such as Regents Place, Commercial 
Street Aldgate, the Crossrail Project at Canary Wharf and the Elephant Road West Tower. 
A designer with McMullen Facades, Lakesmere, she 
is currently completing a part-time Masters in Project 
&	Construction	Management	at	Queens	University	
Belfast, a Graduate Diploma in Facade Design specific 
to her company, and a Chartered Management Institute 
certificate. 
 
As part of her company Graduate Diploma, Alex is 
learning about the systems used, company processes 
and quality standards. She spends some time on site, 
some on the factory floor, and some at test centres to 
broaden her skills. She is also gaining experience in 
different parts of the business and will be spending time 
in estimating, programming, contracts, procurement, 
design and operations. She hopes that the in-house 
training and the Masters will allow her to move into a 
Project Management Role. “There is a lot of room for 
movement within the different areas of construction which 
can be within one project. For me, the attraction is in the 
flexibility of having a job that offers a vast array of talents 
all working on one project in a professional and exciting 
industry and within this, offers a huge amount of room for 
progression and sideward movement within one company 
as so many roles are brought together under one roof.”

As well as working full time and studying part-time, Alex has still found time to take part in 
the Little Britain Challenge Cup – the Annual Construction Sailing Regatta in Cowes. 

Alex says, “The demand for women at the minute within this industry is huge, after 
speaking with directors at a three day construction event in Cowes it is clear that what is 
missing from these predominantly male companies is strong, female ambassadors who 
can create a certain persona for a company and fill a gap in the current market within major 
companies all over the UK. I feel it is important to recognise, support and boost strong, 
passionate women in construction so that they progress within the industry and make a 
contribution to this industry.”



Transferable skills 
lead to a successful career in construction

Wendy Beatty: After working in the food 
industry, Wendy was able to transfer her skills 
and knowledge of quality procedures to the 
management systems in the construction 
industry, moving firstly to the quarrying 
industry and then into a civil engineering 
company. She has now been in the industry 
for 14 years and works as the Health, Safety, 
Quality and Environmental Manager (HSQE) for 
William	&	Henry	Alexander	(Civil	Engineering)	
Ltd. Early in her construction career, Wendy 
attended Doncaster College and won the 
Top Student Award at the Institute of Asphalt 
Technology from the Worshipful Company 
of Paviors. The course she completed, on 
Bituminous Materials Testing, enabled her 
to gain her first promotion to Laboratory Manager with a previous employer. She found 
it beneficial to have a knowledge of the quarry products and materials being used on 
construction projects prior to seeing them being put to use during contracts. Wendy 
currently holds a NEBOSH Diploma in Occupational Health and Safety and a NEBOSH 
Diploma in Environmental Management. She feels her training has helped her to progress 
and says, “I would encourage women to develop their skills where possible to advance 
their careers by engaging in further training. Undertaking training, particularly where exams 
are required, can be challenging, but also very rewarding when you achieve your goals, 
which can ultimately lead to promotion within your field.”

Wendy recommends working in the construction industry as every day is different, the 
working environment is always changing and there are opportunities to travel to different 
parts of the UK. Wendy also loves being outdoors on construction projects, meeting a 
wide range of people, and gets a great sense of achievement when construction projects 
are completed. 

In her current role as HSQE Manager, Wendy is responsible for managing the company’s 
Health and Safety, Quality, and Environmental Management Systems. She provides advice 
to Senior Managers and other staff on site and also arranges and delivers training to staff 
on site. She is also responsible for auditing and inspecting construction activities within 
the company and to do so must constantly keep up-to-date with the latest developments 
in her field of expertise. As a result, her company has been awarded a Distinction in three 
consecutive	years	from	the	National	Irish	Safety	Organisation	/	Northern	Ireland	Safety	
Group Annual Occupational Safety Awards. The company also won a Green Apple Bronze 
Award for Environmental Management on the Dunmore Wind Farm project. The project has 
also won the Silver National Award for Considerate Constructors and was a finalist in the 
CEF Constructing Excellence Awards.
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Starting out in construction: 
an Architectural Technologist’s perspective

Pamela Anderson: Pamela is a recent 
graduate of the BSc in Architectural 
Technology and Management from the 
University of Ulster, having started her 
construction education by completing 
a Foundation Degree in Architectural 
Technology and Management at Belfast 
Metropolitan College. She has just 
completed a 3 month internship in a small 
architect’s office as an Architectural 
Assistant and has been offered a full-
time position as a result. Her internship 
included completing Planning Permission 
Applications and Building Control 
Applications, building models, producing 
sketch proposals, carrying out surveys, 
producing drawings for feasibility studies, 
and helping with the general running of the office.

Pamela enjoys being able to impact the built environment and having the opportunity to 
work on bespoke projects. “The problem solving skills that are required also make the 
job interesting and make sure that no project is exactly the same. Also, I enjoy the fact 
that you get to meet and work with so many different professionals within the industry 
during a project.” 

Pamela’s advice to women thinking of entering a similar career in construction is “Do not 
be put off by the workload that is required of you when you are studying in University. Also 
do not be intimidated by the prospect of having to put your own ideas forward and ensure 
that they are heard.”



Learning new skills 
in sustainable construction in Germany

Sarah Warnock: “As a Project Architect at White Ink Architects, I am responsible for the 
design, technical development, specification and day-to-day management of building 
projects during both the design and construction stages. White Ink Architects are often 
charged with the role of Lead Consultant within the Project Team, in which case I am also 
responsible for co-ordinating and managing the other consultants that make up the Team. 
The offices’ projects largely consist of private sector residential, commercial and industrial 
buildings.” Sarah was successful in gaining a place on ‘Building Skills for Sustainable 
Construction’, a two week training programme for 60 local construction workers from 
all sectors of the industry in Biberach, Germany focusing on sustainable construction 
methods, renewable energy and environmental 
standards. Speaking about the training Sarah 
said, “As I have a passion for sustainability 
and believe that sustainable design is key to 
the future growth of the construction industry, 
I definitely felt this was the right training 
opportunity for me.”

As part of the programme participants had to 
undertake language and cultural training to 
help prepare for the course in Germany. The 
two week programme in Germany combined 
theory and practical learning with site visits. 
Sarah said, “I found the language training very 
interesting and largely beneficial during our 
time in Germany. The majority of the lectures 
in Germany were very informative and the 
workshop activities were most enjoyable. The 
practical element provided designers like me 
with a taste of what the contractors have to 
cope with onsite and therefore better equipped 
us for understanding and helping them in our 
own projects.”
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Trainee to Trainer - Self-Employment 
in the Construction Industry
 

Fiona McMaster: Fiona has been working 
in the construction industry for 5 years in a 
variety of roles. She is a design engineer for 
electrical and mechanical systems for new 
builds, and also works as a self-employed 
facilitator	/	trainer	for	plumbing,	electrics,	
general maintenance and other courses at 
WOMEN’STEC. Throughout her career, Fiona 
has designed the electrical and mechanical 
installations for housing associations and 
new builds and managed these projects 
onsite until completion and final handover. 
Onsite Fiona worked on new and old  
electrical installations, renovations, rewires, 
fixing boilers and plumbing maintenance. 
 
“Plumbing or electrics may seem simple 
but the design end alone is vast and offers so many opportunities - it can easily lead to 
further things. I studied as a microbiologist originally and worked in this area for many 
years and then came across WOMEN’STEC. Here I got a taste for electrics, plumbing and 
joinery. The environment was fun and relaxed while the training allowed me to sail through 
the first two years of my City and Guilds qualification, I hadn’t realised so much had 
been covered in the courses at the time and these have been a great foundation for my 
career since. I now facilitate at WOMEN’STEC on a part time basis. I enjoyed it so much I 
can’t get enough!”, says Fiona. Career opportunities leading from plumbing and electrics 
include new installations, maintenance, upgrading, inspection and testing, research 
and development, design layouts, engineering, project management, environmental 
improvement, further education, teaching and many more.
 
In terms of qualifications, Fiona holds a City and Guilds in Electrics, has almost completed 
a City and Guilds qualification in plumbing, and is currently finishing an engineering degree 
at the University of UIster.
 
Fiona says, “The advantage of the industry is that you can suit your personal needs. It is a 
great option to be self-employed and bring home a good wage while fitting the demands 
of your family particularly if you have children - this is a good opportunity you don’t get 
elsewhere. Training in one area leads to so many other outlets and can take you across the 
world if you have a mind for travelling.”
 



Award-winning 
project work

Bronagh Lynch: Bronagh is an architect and director in the Consarc Design Group 
specialising in conservation. This role involves managing a team of people, and a diverse 
range of restoration projects. Bronagh is also responsible for working with contractors and 
subcontractors to ensure that the projects delivered are to a high quality and exceed the 

client’s expectations.

Bronagh has been in the industry for 21 years, 
having graduated with a BSc. in Architecture from 
Queens University Belfast. She also holds a Diploma 
in Advanced Architectural Studies, a Certificate in 
Professional Practice – RIBA Part 3, and a Diploma in 
Conservation. She says “The industry is challenging 
and diverse at the minute but every day is different 
in my role. I enjoy the challenge of restoring existing 
buildings and bringing them back to their former glory 
and giving them a new lease of life.”

Bronagh recently completed the restoration of the Guildhall Grade A listed building in 
Derry	/	Londonderry	acting	as	the	Project	Architectural	Director.	The	scheme	has	since	
won several awards including the RIBA Regional and Conservation Award 2014, the RSUA 
Conservation Award 2014, and the Irish Georgian Society Conservation Award 2014. 

Now working on the construction of a new adult hospice in Belfast, Bronagh says, “There 
are great opportunities for women in the construction industry with many chances for 
specialisms and diversification so women should embrace these and be part of creating a 
better construction industry.”
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Artistic skills 
applied to construction projects

Paula Sheppard: Paula studied Fine Art and Creative Imaging in DeMonfort University and 
John Moores University and always had an interest in various periods of decoration. As 
part of the Sustaining Traditional Building Skills in NI project Paula had the opportunity to 
work with Decowell Decorative Arts 
and to use her skills in a number of 
jobs including the decoration of organ 
pipes in The Guildhall, Derry, lettering 
of a Titanic Statue at City Hall Belfast 
and restoration of Letterkenny 
Cathedral. 

Speaking on her experience during 
the project Paula said, “I have always 
been interested in historic buildings 
and decorative art within them and 
I wanted to learn more. There are a 
variety of jobs involved in decoration 
and restoration and I am glad I had an 
opportunity to work on some wonderful projects. I learnt lots of new skills and techniques 
and how important it is to use the correct materials and approach for each individual job.” 

Throughout the project Paula gained an NVQ Level 3 Diploma in Heritage Skills 
(Construction) - Decorative Occupations and now plans to build upon the experience and 
apply her new skills and knowledge to upcoming built heritage jobs in the future.



1. PQQs are used to help public sector buyers to shortlist suppliers to invite to tender based on their 
commercial, technical and financial competencies. 
2. Job Costing Reports allow a construction business to manage the costs of each project and ensure 
financial targets are being met.

“I believe there are untapped opportunities 
for women in the construction industry”

Shona Watson: Shona is Company Director with the Kevin 
Watson Group (KWG) which works in the commercial, 
private and social sectors across Northern Ireland. Her main 
responsibility is to ensure that the company is competitive 
whilst simultaneously providing an excellent service to 
clients. She has worked in the industry for 17 years.

Shona joined the company to work in the Accounts 
department but quickly began to learn other parts of the 
business. She is now responsible for a range of projects 
varying in value from £100,000 to £5 million. She manages 
these projects from inception to completion and is involved 
in pre-qualification questionnaires1 (PQQs) and costs – 
overseeing income and expenditure and analysing and 
evaluating Job Costing Reports2. Shona is also responsible 
for the management, development and implementation 
of policies and procedures in relation to the company’s 
Integrated Management System (ISO 9001 Quality 
Management, ISO 14001 Environmental Management and OHSAS 18001 Health and Safety). 
She also manages the company’s office staff.

Shona completed a NVQ Level 7 in Construction Senior Management in September 2013 and 
is a Member of the Chartered Institute of Builders. She holds a NEBOSH General Certificate 
in Health and Safety and a NEBOSH Environmental Certificate. Having completed the Level 7 
qualification, Shona says she now has more confidence in her ability in the male-dominated 
construction industry.

To those thinking of a career in construction, Shona’s advice is: “Ultimately, your value to a 
construction company is going to be based on providing a needed knowledge or skill that is 
in short supply. Attend workshops and courses or enter apprenticeships. Take on additional 
responsibility. Plan ahead and be diligent to meet your daily goals. Learn how to team build 
and work well in project teams”.

“I believe there are untapped opportunities in the industry for women. I would encourage any 
young student doing a degree in the Built Environment to try and get extra courses under their 
belts such as NEBOSH in Health and Safety and Environmental certificates as construction 
companies are looking for candidates who can bring more to the table. Management skills 
are especially important when working on any project as you are dealing with so many trades 
who require a lot of coordination.” 

Shona’s role is varied and her busy schedule means she could be on site one day and 
working from home the next, doing school visits, attending courses or delivering staff 
presentations, in addition to managing projects such as retail units, hotels, housing and even 
a greyhound stadium!
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Safety, Health, Environment & Quality 
(SHEQ) Manager: “No two days are the same”
    

Lorraine Yarr: Lorraine has been working in the 
construction industry for 10 years. She holds a number 
of NEBOSH qualifications (Occupational Health and 
Safety, Environmental Management) as well as an ILM 
Leadership	&	Management	qualification	and	an	IAM	
Certificate and Diploma Administrative Management. She 
is also a qualified First Aider. Lorraine works as a SHEQ 
Manager	for	JH	Turkington	&	Sons	Ltd	and	is	responsible	
for the day-to-day management of the health and safety 
system and documentation within the company, as well 
as acting as the central point of contact in relation to 
health and safety for Statutory Agencies. Lorraine also 
deals with all aspects of Quality and Environmental 
management, and the associated standards such as 
ISO9001, ISO14001 and OHSAS18001.
 
Lorraine says, “The job involves getting out onto the construction sites and inspecting 
projects at every stage, along with time in the office ensuring that the paperwork side of 
things is kept up to date. Good record keeping is really essential. The role is really varied 
and every day is different. I have worked on several interesting projects over the years 
both in Northern Ireland and in Dublin.  I’m currently working on a Tesco Development 
in Armagh, a Cinema complex in Craigavon, and a student accommodation project in 
Belfast City Centre next to St Anne’s Cathedral. So it’s a busy and demanding role which 
I really enjoy.”

Lorraine feels the construction industry is a fantastic place for women to work given that 
there are so many different careers available in the industry from manual trades through 
to design and office based roles. “The industry is very accepting of women and it is 
becoming more common to see women on construction sites. I feel that women have 
just as much to give the industry as their male counterparts. This needs to continue so 
that we can help cement women into the industry and encourage more women to pursue 
a construction career. The construction industry is a great place to work, with no two 
days being exactly the same. You can physically see the results of your hard work as the 
projects progress and it’s great to stand there at the end of the project looking at the final 
result, knowing that you played a role in it. You also have the opportunity to meet such a 
wide range of people through your job, learning from their knowledge and experience and 
hopefully giving something back too.” 



What is the 
Women in Construction Network?

The Women in Construction Network is run by CITB NI. 

The website is updated monthly with events of 

relevance to women working in the industry and 

there are also news stories featuring women working 

in the industry. We occasionally run events for the 

women in the network to get together and share their 

own experiences. 

CITB NI Chief Executive, Barry Neilson, says, “It is important that the 

construction industry in Northern Ireland has a wider pool of talent from 

which to recruit and that it recognises the benefits a diverse workforce 

can bring. There are already many successful women working in the 

construction sector in a variety of capacities, and they are excellent role 

models for our future recruits. In fact, our Board has a high proportion of 

female representation, highlighting the fact that women are making inroads 

into this male dominated industry and that they are seen as equal and 

valued members of the industry at all levels.”
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Women in Construction 
Network Events

Lynsey McNeilly, a Site Engineer with Farrans 
Construction and Melanie Dawson, Design 
Manager and Innovation lead at Gilbert-Ash 
Ltd spoke at a recent Women in Construction 
Network event. Lynsey spoke about her career 
to date and the work she has been doing 
with schools and colleges to promote STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths) 
subjects, and the construction industry as a 
career. Melanie outlined her career to date and 
her work on implementing Building Information 
Modelling, a key management tool for the whole 
supply chain.

Members of the Women in Construction Network 
are pictured visiting the A2 Shore Road project. 
The visit was very kindly facilitated by Emma 
Harrison of GRAHAM Construction (second from 
left). Members received a presentation outlining 
some of the challenges of managing a road 
improvement scheme whilst maintaining traffic 
flow and managing residential access. The group 
also had the opportunity to walk the new section 
of the road. 

To register with the Women in Construction 

Network, e-mail your contact details to: 

karen.hunter@citbni.org.uk
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