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Then and Now:
Women Engineers’ Perspectives  
on Changes and Challenges in the  
Field Since the 1970s    
Understanding the career trajectories and experiences of women who 

came of age during the 1970s may help institutions develop better 

means of supporting female engineers today. 

By Laura Ettinger, Ph.D., Nicole Conroy, Ph.D., and William Barr II

The number of women in engineering continues 

to be relatively small, and even when women 

enter the field, they often do not stay. Researchers 

have explored why these problems persist and have 

offered many suggestions for changing the land-

scape, yet problems with recruitment and retention 

remain, and solutions seem elusive. Although 

women engineers, particularly those who have 

been in the profession a long time, are in excellent 

positions to see the problems and to suggest ways 

to create a more welcoming and inclusive profes-

sion, they have rarely been engaged in seeking 

solutions. In our project, funded by the National 

Science Foundation, we address this limitation by 

inviting women engineers to share their stories.1 

Our research assesses a pivotal generation 

of pioneering American women engineers who 

graduated from college in the 1970s. In that 

decade, young women, encouraged in part by the 

women’s movement and changing social expecta-

tions, flocked into higher education and, to a much 

lesser extent, engineering. These female students, 

although not the very first women to enter engi-

neering, were the beneficiaries of new affirmative 

action laws, and unlike their predecessors, they 

were part of a small but growing cohort of women 

engineers. The percentage of women earning un-

dergraduate degrees in engineering grew at a rapid 

rate from less than 1 percent in 1970 to 9 percent 

in 1979.2 Understanding the career trajectories of 

these women may help institutions to develop bet-

ter means of supporting female engineers.

PROJECT OVERVIEW

The results presented here are part of a larger, 

ongoing mixed-methods study on North American 

women engineers who graduated from college in 

the 1970s. This data, from 244 participants’ re-

sponses to open-ended questions on a nationwide 

survey, included (a) perceptions of challenges for 

new and experienced women engineers today and 

(b) how challenges have changed over time, as well 

as (c) advice for young women engineers. 

To be eligible for the survey, a participant had 

to: identify as a woman, have grown up or worked 

in North America, have earned an undergraduate 

degree in the 1970s, and have majored in engineer-

ing or worked as an engineer at some point in her 

career. Demographic information of participants 

can be seen in Table 1.

Because the proportion of racial and ethnic 

minorities is small, the race/ethnicity of the re-

spondents is not noted in the results below, except 

when a respondent discusses it. 

INFLUENCES

In response to the questions “What influenced 

you to choose a degree and/or career in engineer-

ing?” and “What is one of the most satisfying 

things about being an engineer?” survey respon-

dents reported that they were often drawn to 

engineering as a result of a love and/or aptitude for 

math and science or because of encouragement by 

others in “a time of space and science.” They contin-

ued to enjoy the opportunity to solve challenging 

problems, to do meaningful and varied work, to 

work with smart colleagues, and to help others in 

a prestigious field where they could be financially 

successful.

CHALLENGES THEN AND NOW

The open-ended, multipart survey question: 

“In your experience, what is one of the greatest 

challenges faced by young women engineers? By 

experienced women engineers? To what extent 

do you believe the challenges have changed over 

time?” yielded especially rich answers.

Some respondents distinguished between the 

challenges facing young vs. experienced women 

engineers, while others did not. Regardless, the 

challenges facing women engineers mentioned 

most frequently can be divided into three themes: 

1) not getting respect, 2) not fitting in, and 3) work/

family balance.

CHALLENGE #1: NOT GETTING RESPECT. 

The most frequently mentioned of the challenges 

(32 percent of respondents who answered this 

question) was not getting respect from peers and 

supervisors. This was also expressed as not being 

taken seriously, not being heard, having to prove 

oneself repeatedly, and people not believing that 

women can be engineers.

One survey respondent suggested that women 

engineers do eventually gain respect, but they have 

to do extra work to get it: “In mentoring young fe-

male engineers, I have found that they face most of the 

same problems that all women faced in the workforce 

when I started working and when I retired. Some male 

colleagues did not/do not respect the opinion or work 

of a female engineer, regardless of her experience or 

education. Until they experience the female engineer 

being competent and respected by others in the orga-

nization, they are disrespectful and do not listen or 

respond appropriately.”

Some explained that women “have to work twice 

as hard” as men to prove themselves. Or, as another 

woman put it, “women engineers will be fully part of 

the field when mediocre female engineers are accepted 

as easily as mediocre male engineers.” She wasn’t sure 

whether this has occurred, as she left the workforce 

following the birth of her children and a lack of 

quality child care.

CHALLENGE #2: NOT FITTING IN. Twenty-

two percent of the respondents who answered this 

question said that one of the greatest challenges 

VARIABLE  (%)

Race**  

Caucasian/White 93

Asian/Asian-American 2

Latino(a)/Hispanic 2

African-American/Black 1

Other 3

Where did you grow up?  

In the U.S. 91

Outside the U.S. 9

Undergraduate degree  

Engineering 82

Math/Science/Computer science 13

Other 5

Primary employment industry  

Manufacturing 22

Education 20

Consulting 8

Electric, gas, sanitary services 5

Transportation 4

Construction 3

Public administration 3

Health care 2

Technical sales 2

Communications 2

Other 29

Sample demographic information (N = 244)

**Participants could select “all that apply”; thus the total 

exceeds 100 percent.

TABLE 1






