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A new Andrews government 
policy to boost the numbers of 
female workers in Victoria’s 
construction sector came into effect 
on January 1.

So what is stopping women from 
pursuing these career paths? 
Culture. The culture of harassment, 
bullying and silencing that is 
prevalent within these industries is 
not only a massive barrier to entry 
for women, but this workplace 
culture is also severely affecting the 
mental wellbeing of the male 
demographic.

Currently we lose a male every 
second day to suicide in the 
construction industry with the 
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‘Iso’ can be 
lasting for 
the ageing
I TURN 50 in 2022 and it’s made 

me reflect on what I might need 
in order to live long and age well. 
By 2031, almost one in four 

Victorians will be over 60. Older 
Victorians make a significant 
contribution to the economy as one 
third of employers say half of their 
workforce are over 55 and 40 per 
cent of Victorians over 65 
volunteer. 

Prioritising measures to support 
healthy and active ageing will offer 
significant returns on investment, 
as well as savings through reduced 
expenditure in health and 
community care.

It’s impossible for me to talk 
about the needs of older Victorians 
without acknowledging the 
devastating effect of Covid-19. 
Older Victorians who call COTA’s 
helplines tell us they feel isolated 
and lonely and are concerned they 
have seen a notable reduction in 
their physical strength and fitness.

They want to see family and 
friends again but are afraid of 
catching Covid-19. They tell us how 
hard it is to do anything any more 
as everything now requires a smart 
phone or digital literacy.

The pandemic has also put 
pressure on service and retail 
businesses to move their processes 
online, which further isolates those 
who are not digitally literate. In two 
separate surveys COTA conducted 
over the past two years, almost half 
of the respondents told us they 
were concerned about social 
isolation and loneliness.

Social isolation and loneliness 
have been linked to a range of 
health problems including mental 
illness, suicide, dementia as well as 
high blood pressure and lowered 
immunity. All of which not only 
cause distress to the person but also 
affect our economy.

But this can be fixed if we 
intervene now. Through our work, 
COTA Victoria found that group 
intervention tailored to older 
people’s needs is the most effective 
approach to addressing social 
isolation in older Victorians. Our 
Living Longer Living Stronger 
strength and exercise program is 
one such tailored support. It is local, 
it addresses physical strength but 
also addresses the social aspects 
that are just as important in 
improving mobility and 
maintaining health and wellbeing. 

Investing in a diverse range of 
services and programs that promote 
social connections and encourage 
older people to return safely to 
exercise and socialising within their 
local communities will develop peer 
support opportunities that in turn 
help people deal with age-related 
challenges as they arise.

It’s this that will ensure 
Victorians continue to be active and 
age well. I, for one, want to make 
sure we can all do that.

Tina Hogarth-Clarke is Victorian 
CEO of the Council on the Ageing
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suicide rate in this industry being 80 
per cent higher than the general 
working age population. 

It has been estimated that 
cultural issues cost the construction 
industry $8bn annually (in a report 
by BIS Oxford Economics, 
commissioned by the Construction 
Industry Culture Taskforce).

We have learnt from industries 
such as finance and accounting that 
increased gender diversity creates 
an environment with broader 
perspectives and expanded 
creativity, which leads to increased 
innovation, faster problem solving 
and increased profits. 

The psychological safety benefits 
are also evident with research 
demonstrating higher employee 
engagement rates and reduced staff 
turnover. This indicates a clear link 
between engaged employees and 
increased customer satisfaction 
leading to higher loyalty rates and 
stronger bottom lines. 

With the issues we are seeing in 
trade industries from the skills 
shortage to systemic culture issues, 
the need and benefits for gender 
diversity is clear but what are the 
benefits for women?

As I was doing my research to 
establish the need for Empowered 
Women in Trades, I interviewed 
several tradeswomen and 
discovered there was a common 
theme among them. 

Even though they all faced 
challenges and discrimination, they 
still noted how much they loved 
their trades and how rewarding it 
was working with their hands. In 
addition, they found being a skilled 
tradeswoman contributed to their 

THE journey from 1 per cent 
to 3 per cent female 
representation within 
skilled trades in Australia 
has taken 10 years.

In 2017 when I started to 
research the trade skill shortage 
issues, the representation was at 2 
per cent, which bamboozled me. 
How can females make up 50 per 
cent of our population and only 2 
per cent of skilled trades?

Skilled trade industries such as 
construction, manufacturing and 
mining are some of Australia’s 
oldest industries and one of the 
biggest employers with building and 
construction employing over one 
million people.

These industries are also key 
economic drivers, with construction 
generating on average $116bn gross 
value per year, manufacturing 
$74bn and mining $102bn 
respectively. 

And yet we are currently seeing 
the lowest level of apprenticeship 
commencement since the late 
1990s, the skills shortage is 
debilitating industry growth and 
female unemployment and financial 
hardship is increasing. 

Cue the pandemic resulting in 
the “pink recession” with over a 
million people between aged 18 to 
25 now unemployed. Research is 
indicating that women have been 
the most affected, with the 
compounding results creating a 
lifetime of economic disadvantage 
and hardship.

However, there is now an 
incredible opportunity for women 
and unemployed youth to enter a 
career within skilled trades. 

mental wellness and built their self-
confidence both on and off site. 

Starting an apprenticeship has 
incredible benefits. You start your 
career getting paid to learn without 
incurring any debt relating to your 
education. You can travel the world 
and are almost always guaranteed a 
job, as Australia is not the only 
country with skills shortages. 

The career paths are almost 
endless; you can start your own 
business, become a teacher of your 
trade, move into on-site leadership 
roles or even into the corporate side, 
where many senior executives and 
CEOs started their careers as 
apprentices. 

The earning potential in trades is 
also above the national average, 
with expected hourly rates of $70 to 
$120. 

Some of the highest-paid trades 
are boilermakers, plumbers and 
electricians, all industries that are 
experiencing skills shortages.

Another barrier to entry for 
women into skilled trades is a lack 
of awareness and opportunity to 
experience a range of trades before 
they commit to an apprenticeship.

This was the driver behind 
establishing the Empowered 
Women in Trades program, Trade 
Academy, providing women with 
the information and experience 
needed to understand that picking 
up the tools is a viable career option 
for women everywhere.

A secure, fulfilling and lucrative 
future awaits women who choose a 
career in trades in Australia.

Hacia Atherton is founder of 
Empowered Women in Trades

Why it’s constructive to 
empower female tradies


