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T AB L E O F E X PE RTS

WOMEN IN CONSTRUCTION
BY HOLLY DOLEZALEK,
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

S P O NS O RE D B Y

The Minneapolis-St. Paul Business Journal
held a panel discussion recently on women in
construction. Panelists included Erica Larson,
vice president and principal, Pope Architects;
Stacy Arnold, safety manager, RJM Construction;
Inga Kingland, attorney, Larkin Hoffman; Tara
Blotske, senior project manager, Ryan Cos.
US Inc.; and Amy Santerre, project manager,
Shaw-Lundquist Construction. Barb Lau,
executive director of the Association of Women
Contractors, served as moderator.
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MODERATOR
Barb Lau, Association of Women Contractors
Barb Lau is executive director for the Association of Women Contractors,
a trade association for women business owners in the construction industry. Barb’s background in organizational management and marketing led
the AWC to a threefold growth over the past 10 years. Lau represents the
interests of women and minority business owners in construction. She is
recognized as a leader in the construction industry focused on equity issues and solutions that work for the community. Her strong commitment
to diversity and business growth is recognized throughout the industry. She
sits on multiple local government councils and works closely with agencies
advocating for small business, advising on diversity goals, and identifying
best practices.

PANELISTS
Stacy Arnold, RJM Construction
Stacy Arnold’s current role is safety manager for RJM Construction, a Golden Valley-based general contractor serving the community, health care,
corporate and multifamily markets. Before focusing her attention to safety,
Arnold worked for five years at the company in project management roles,
working on a wide variety of projects varying in complexity and scope.
She earned an Associate of Architectural Construction technology from St.
Cloud Technical College, and a Bachelor of Construction Management from
the University of Minnesota Moorhead. She also has earned numerous industry certifications, and is involved in networking, outreach, mentorship,
and continuing professional development through her work with AWC-MN,
MNCREW, ASSP and others.

Tara Blotske, Ryan Cos. US Inc.
As senior project manager at Ryan Cos. US Inc., Tara Blotske plays a
leadership role in coordinating with all stakeholders to take projects from
their earliest conception to completion. She is responsible for negotiating
business and legal provisions of construction contracts, making sure that
everyone involved carries out their assignments, as well as overseeing
design development, budget preparation, scheduling, procurement
strategies and construction management. Blotske brings almost 20
years of experience to her work, including a wide range of building and
project types in the public and private sectors — expertise that has made
her skillful at evaluating the financials, meeting challenges and finding
solutions to problems using all available resources. Skilled at recognizing
and maximizing team members’ individual strengths through coaching
and mentoring, she builds effective teams that trust their individual
efforts will be recognized, while dedicating themselves to achieving the
customers’ goals.

Inga Kingland, Larkin Hoffman
Inga Kingland is a trial lawyer focused on real estate and construction
matters. She advises clients on resolving many types of disputes, including
those involving breach of contract, leasing, mechanic’s liens, building
defects, workmanship issues, owners associations, and matters involving
property partitions and sales. Kingland represents owners, contractors
and subcontractors in a variety of construction-related disputes. She also
litigates claims of negligence and all types of business matters. She is a
graduate of the University of Minnesota Law School and is recognized as a
Rising Star by SuperLawyers.

Erica Larson, Pope Architects
Erica Larson is a vice president at Pope Architects and has been with the
firm for over 17 years. After graduating from the University of Minnesota
with an interior design degree, she began her career with Pope as an intern.
Larson quickly became an interior design leader, and in 2014 became the
firm’s youngest and first female partner. She leads Pope’s health care and
workplace strategy teams, as well as business development and marketing.
She is committed to making a difference in the design community by
transforming the historically female-dominated profession (interior design)
in an historically male-dominated industry (architecture) by elevating
the role of women. Larson gives back through a commitment to raising
awareness and support for mental health, sustainability and supportive
housing organizations. She has a passion for innovative design and an
intimate understanding of how people are impacted by their physical
surroundings, excelling at team collaboration and attention to detail.

Amy Santerre, Shaw-Lundquist Construction
As a project manager at Shaw-Lundquist Construction, Amy Santerre
oversees all aspects of construction, including maintaining clear and
consistent communication between Shaw-Lundquist, the client, architect
and subcontractors throughout the project. To keep her projects running
smoothly, Santerre conducts weekly progress meetings with her team to
review current project status, upcoming construction activities, RFIs, costs
and schedules. She also monitors project conditions to anticipate potential
risks and works with her team to create efficient solutions. Santerre
previously worked at the Institute for the Built Environment at Colorado
State University, consulting on sustainable design and construction, and
guiding projects through the green building process. Now a LEED AP,
she has become Shaw-Lundquist’s sustainability expert, establishing
sustainable construction practices and protocols to ensure projects meet
environmental goals and are executed sustainably whenever possible.

Barb Lau: The construction industry having
been historically a male-dominated field,
what attracted you to this industry?
Erica Larson: I grew up around the construction industry; my dad just retired after
more than 40 years with PCL Construction
and my mom also spent the past 10 years of
her career with PCL. My uncle owned an electrical company, so the AEC industry has always
been in my family and in my blood. My degree
is in interior design so I’m not an architect by
education, but work as one of our main project managers in our office for projects of all
types and sizes.
Amy Santerre: I grew up in the construction
industry; my dad was a general contractor in
Wabasha. I always wanted to go to work with
him, and he let me tag along from a young age.
I started working for him in the summers as a
laborer, and I really have to credit my dad, there
was never a thought in my mind that this was
an industry that I couldn’t pursue a career in.
What really attracted me to construction was
the variety that it brings day to day. I knew I’d
be able to do many different things and really
grow my career. When people learn that I’m in
construction, for the most part they’re always
very interested in how I got into the industry. I
would say that most people are surprised, but
they think it’s kind of neat, as well.
Inga Kingland: I’ve always been interested
in how things work, and I think that’s what
drew me to construction law. I studied architecture in college and then went to law school.
When I had the opportunity to work on a few
construction cases early in my career, I really enjoyed ferreting out what specific detail or
aspect of a building wasn’t working, and why,
and how to fix it. What also interested me was
that every case or project has an element of
learning.
Tara Blotske: I come from a family of residential homebuilders, and my parents started
a residential painting and decorating company back in the late ’80s. I went to Minnesota State University, Mankato to study finance.
I really like working with numbers and managing budgets, but I wanted to know what
the numbers meant. I searched through the
school catalog and found there was a degree
at the time for interior design and construction management. It just so happened that
the business classes I had taken were part of
the curriculum. The transition was seamless.
I love being able to drive through the community and see the school, community center or
office building that I was part of creating. It is
a really rewarding career knowing that I was
part of building a better community.
Stacy Arnold: I entered the construction
industry on the design side, which comes with
a little less of that male-dominated stigma, so it
never occurred to me that I couldn’t do it. After
six years as a drafter and then working my way
up to be a project manager, I was thinking I
would go back and get my master’s in architecture, and the quickest way for me to do that
was through getting my construction management degree. The thing I loved about the design
side was knowing why things are designed or
installed the way they are. What I really liked
about the construction side of it was that ability to collaborate on a team, but you also have
a front row seat to watch it all come together.
So I changed my plan to get my master’s, and
instead came to work at RJM while I finished
my construction management degree. I started
out as a project engineer and project manager
and now a safety manager.

Lau: What does your firm do to recruit more
women? Are there strategies for retaining
and promoting women you think have been
really successful?
Blotske: When we participate in career
fairs, we bring a diverse staff for the positions
we’re hiring. I believe having people who do
the job conduct the interviews shows that we
take women in construction seriously. As a
company, Ryan has several internal resources
that help women thrive. One example is the
Women’s Inclusion Network that was formally established in 2018. The network creates a
community and place of empathy for everyone at the company. From guest speakers to
storytelling sessions, it’s a great resource for
all employees to learn, teach and share. Family is one of Ryan’s core values and they really create an environment through culture and
policy for women to feel valued and appreciated. Ryan offers family-friendly benefits like
flexible work schedules, parental leave, fertility and adoption assistance, and educational
assistance. We have a great culture that supports women. There are more women in the
workforce now and there’s dual-income families where both parents are working. Everyone benefits from the flexibility to go home and
take care of children because their significant
other can’t.
Kingland: We think the best way to recruit
women is to actively involve the women we do
have in that recruiting process. So whether it’s
reviewing resumes before we go to a law school
job fair or participating in their recruiting programs or the interviews or networking receptions, we make sure we have women and men.
We also have a dedicated one-on-one mentorship and sponsorship program where we match
newer, mid-level associates with a shareholder
in their practice area or who we think could
help develop their practice. Especially at that
mid-level, we make sure your sponsor is actually getting you client-facing opportunities,
making sure you’re invited to the meeting, getting you professional growth opportunities. It’s
critical that it’s not just women reaching out to
other women, but it’s also getting men in our
world to do that, too.
Arnold: At RJM we know that unless construction career opportunities are recognized
as an option for girls and young women in
school and higher ed, it’s hard to find them
in the applicant pool. One of the challenges
we’ve identified in going to career fairs is that
there aren’t a lot of women applicants. I think
nationally, enrollment for women in construction management programs hovers around 8%
to 10%. And that’s our pipeline for a lot of women applicants as Tara and Inga have alluded to:
“If she sees it, she can be it.” We also try to
provide diverse representation at our outreach
opportunities. We’ve tried to partner with high
schools in the area to help all kids see the variety of opportunities in construction. We’ve also
attended high school job fairs. Minnetonka
High School has a program called Minnetonka Momentum, and we were invited to a panel
which included male and female field employees, project managers and myself, to talk about
our varied career paths. We’ve even presented information to parents about opportunities, too — that you don’t have to send your kid
to a four-year college. Some of our employees
have also participated in the Ace Mentorship
program. This is a great opportunity for kids
to actually experience and practice many different unique career paths in construction.
We want to hope that these early-involvement
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initiatives will help to broaden awareness
of construction career opportunities for
young women.
Larson: Our firm is involved with
recruiting in a multitude of levels. It really starts with the high schools. We have
employees and team members who have
been involved in the ACE Mentorship program, we also do a lot of student shadowing, and we are really active in college
career fairs, as well. We typically send a
diverse group of individuals so potential
candidates are meeting all different types
of people in different roles. I think it’s
important to lead by example, and one
of the great things about our industry is
that the women we do have in our industry all genuinely want to see women succeed, so we all work really well together.
Our firm does a fantastic job of promoting women and setting up mentorships
within the office. It is something that we
work hard to do.
Santerre: In attracting, and maybe
more so retaining women in the industry, one thing that Shaw-Lundquist does
is mentoring. We recently had a carpenter
who was interested in the project management career path instead of staying in
the field. We created a mentorship program for her. She came in the office and
shadowed me and a few others. We’ve
helped her pursue scholarships for continuing her education in construction
management. We had another person

who was a coordinator who was interested in project management. Just working
closely with and mentoring from within,
I think that’s a really successful approach
and really important in retaining women
and having more women in construction.
Lau: Erica, how have you seen the
role of women in the architecture and
engineering community change? What
advice would you give to someone who
was selecting A&E as a profession?
Larson: When I started at Pope almost
19 years ago, we had roughly 35 people and only a small percentage of them
were not from the administrative part of
the firm. Our firm has changed drastically over my career. Today, we are now
almost 80 people, and we’re much more
diverse in our people and as a practice.
We’re almost 50% female now. We’ve
worked hard on creating a culture that is
inclusive for everybody and very flexible.
We say family comes first, and we truly mean it. It’s really important for us to
foster and encourage people, and specifically to mentor people in the profession.
I’ve been an adjunct professor at Dunwoody, trying to encourage more women to enter the field. As we recruit more
women, the more diverse we become. I
think we’ve seen that change a lot, at least
on the architecture side. It will definitely take more time, but we’re really tracking in the right direction. The future looks
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bright for women in our field.

quality of your work.

Lau: Inga, what do you see as being
challenges specific to construction
law for women rather than other
specialties, and how do you think we
can overcome these?
Kingland: I think more than maybe in
other areas of law, in construction law,
there is a bias toward being old and male
rather than younger and female. The party
on the other side is almost always a man.
Earlier this week I was taking a deposition
and I was called “young lady” about five
times by the gentleman on the other side.
He reminded me that he’d been working
in the industry since before I was born. I
get that a lot. Sometimes when you have
that person on the other side, you can use
it to your client’s advantage. They’re comfortable, and they’re probably going to tell
you more than they should, which can
certainly benefit your client. Sometimes
they feel the need to educate you and they
explain things incorrectly, and that can be
wonderful to come across, too — whether
you correct them in the moment or hold
onto that for later. The other challenge I’ll
mention is that construction law serves
the needs of a male-dominated industry,
which can make it more challenging for
women to get in front of decision makers.
I think that makes it even more important to have mentors and sponsors willing
to make introductions and vouch for the

Lau: Erica shared with us how Pope
really does put family first. I know
you’re a new mom; have you felt that at
Larkin Hoffman?
Kingland: Yeah, absolutely. I have a
6-month-old at home and was fortunate
enough to be able to take time off afterwards through a policy we have at Larkin
for parental leave that extends to all new
parents at the firm. They’ve been excellent
in helping me transition back into day-today practice, and everyone I’ve encountered outside the firm in the industry has
been very accommodating, too.
Lau: That’s really good to hear. Stacy,
how would you frame the paths
available to a high school student
thinking construction is only pounding
hammers, so they immediately want to
rule out the industry as a career path?
Arnold: When I’m talking with high
school students about a possible career in
construction, I emphasize that it’s really
important to understand your strengths
and what you enjoy. I think there’s probably an opportunity for just about everybody in the construction industry. Our
female carpenters and laborers, most of
them started off in “traditional” office
roles and absolutely hated it, and thought
[construction] could be something for
them because they really enjoyed working
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with their hands, and they like being able
to see what they’ve done at the end of the
day. Also, there’s opportunities if you’re
into details and you like numbers; maybe
estimating is right for you, or accounting.
I really enjoyed the problem solving and
collaboration piece of the project management side, and now I also have the opportunity to train and educate. But my story is
also a perfect example that you don’t have
to have it all figured out right away. You
never know what door is going to open
for you and where you’re going to go. It’s
a pretty widely shared statistic that men
are more likely to apply for a promotion
when they feel they’re only 60% qualified.
Women won’t apply for the same position
unless they feel like they’re 100% qualified for the job. But when we’re encouraged to apply, women are just as likely to
apply as men for the same position. I’ve
changed careers and I’ve applied for promotions, and I’m incredibly satisfied with
the career path I’m on, but I also had a
really awesome network of people, internally and externally through organizations
that support women in the construction
industry. One other statistic I like to share
is that nationally, women make 81.1% of
what men make [across industries]. That’s
based on a 2018 statistic from the Bureau
of Labor Statistics. In construction, women
make 99.1% of what men make. So there is
an opportunity here.

Lau: Amy, you work for a minorityowned contractor. What strengths do
you see in the industry working with
Shaw-Lundquist, and do you think
there’s more pressure on your company
to promote women and people of color?
Santerre: Fred Shaw founded
Shaw-Lundquist in 1974. He came to
the United States years earlier from China. Being a minority, he went through
these difficulties firsthand, so from day
one he really instilled in the work culture at Shaw-Lundquist that this is an
important thing and it’s the right thing to
do. Shaw-Lundquist has a history of not
only mentoring individuals, females and
minorities, but also companies. I think
all of this really makes us a unique company, and everyone at Shaw-Lundquist is
really proud of that. We talk about workforce goals at every single project meeting,
and we talk with our subs: How can we do
better, what can we do, how can we help
out? It’s really in the forefront of what we
do, and I think owners see that and value
that. Shaw-Lundquist has goals, whether
they’re required on a public project or not,
we track every project.
More women in leadership positions
in construction is only going to help grow
females in the industry overall. As more
females can see that there are females
in leadership roles, those gender norms
will fall to the wayside, which is such an
important thing. Shaw-Lundquist benefits
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and inverse condemnation, property tax appeals, and
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and the whole industry benefits.
Lau: Tara, you’ve worked for different
general contractors with different focus
areas. Do you see any notable differences
in Ryan’s commitment, as one of the
largest GCs in the metro, to hiring female
employees or their use of women-owned
companies?
Blotske: There’s a shortage of diversity
in the workforce, in general. When I started, there weren’t many other women in
my position and even fewer in the field.
Over the past five to 10 years, the number of women in project management and
trade positions have increased. I believe
these numbers are a direct reflection of
industry partners and colleges making a
focused effort to support women. Because
of this, I have more mentorship opportunities, so I’m loving it. At Ryan, we set a
10% or greater minority, women, disadvantaged business enterprises goal on
all construction projects. Through our
Emerging Business Inclusion Program, we
provide access to bidding, contracting and
mentorship opportunities. Since 2014, we
have worked with over 500 MWDBEs, and
increased MWDBE spend by 250%. It all
starts with culture when it comes to meeting these goals and setting the precedent,
because if the team leader, the GC, believes
it’s achievable, it helps bring the contractors and other subs to believe it, too.

Lau: I want to talk about Covid-19.
Nearly 2.6 million women have exited
the workforce since February 2020,
which is astounding. Compared with
fewer than 1.8 million men, who have
exited the workforce, which is a large
difference. What do you think the
effects are going to be? How can we
pivot this to try and catch back up as
quickly as we can?
Larson: We had a handful of our
employees opt to take FMLA leave, and all
but one were women. They were at home
balancing taking care of their kids, work
and life as a whole. We also have quite
a few women who have reduced their
hours. It’s really hit them harder from a
stress level and balancing standpoint. Our
firm has been really great on maintaining
that flexibility, and if somebody needs to
drop their hours to 20, it might be a hardship for us, but that’s what we want and
need to do for our employees. I think we
need to come together as an industry and
think about women in the workforce, and
look at creating a flexible working environment that supports them.
Lau: Inga, what do you think can be a
good pivot for us to slow down the loss of
women in this industry due to Covid-19?
Kingland: I think the biggest change
for professional firms has been working
remotely. With law, there’s this history
of always being in the office, collaborat-

29

ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT TO THE BUSINESS JOURNAL

ing face-to-face. That really has changed
and I think for the better. We’ve seen that
working remotely can even work for law.
All of our hearings have been remote, same
with depositions; and everything has been
going pretty smoothly, with the exception
of most trials being on hold. That can be
a really good thing for women in particular who are looking for more of a flexible work environment. So I’m hopeful that
that will help retention for women in some
positions, as well — for instance, even moving from one city to another. It used to be
that if you practiced in Hennepin County you needed to get to Hennepin County
Courthouse for hearings, but at this point,
you really don’t. It saves clients costs, too.
So I am hopeful that a certain amount of
remote work continues going forward.
Lau: Tara, did you ever think, 18, 15,
even 10 years ago that the construction
company you’re working for would
allow you to work from home?
Blotske: No, and that it is a blessing for
me! My work-life balance is 100% better.
I work more since I don’t commute anymore, but it is a lot easier for me to manage the children. I really enjoy it and that’s
one thing about construction that is really awesome. Every day there’s something
to react to. That’s something the construction industry did — we were hit with this
virus, we had to react, and it’s awesome to
see how we could stay healthy and con-

tinue to operate successfully, because we
know how to react to changes. There is a
nice balance here with being able to work
from home and visit the project site when
it’s necessary. It’s a demanding job, and I
feel like I am always on the clock. Having
that opportunity to work from home really helps with the work-life balance. I still
have a team and we still communicate just
as much, more than if we were all sitting
together in a trailer.
Lau: Stacy, as a safety manager, you had
to deal with the ever-changing rules
from the CDC and the state. How did
that affect the industry and your work
as a safety manager?
Arnold: It was certainly challenging,
because sometimes things were changing
by the day. RJM was really flexible I was
able to schedule my time between home,
office, and job sites allowing me to cover
my usual responsibilities along with the
demands of COVID. RJM right away developed a Covid task force. We were able to
come in and share different aspects of how
the guidance was going to be implemented. The team came together to work on
it, so I didn’t feel this huge burden that it
was all on our department to figure it out.
The construction industry was really challenged to pivot during this time because
we were deemed essential, but at the same
time we were told not to work in our offices if we could avoid it. I don’t know that

we will ever go back to the way we were
before, which I think bodes a lot of opportunity for women. You can have a career
and still be there for your kids, get them
off the bus in the afternoon or attend their
basketball games, etc.
Lau: Amy, had you ever thought that
you’d be working from home?
Santerre: Shaw-Lundquist has always
been a very understanding, flexible, and
family-first company, as far as we were
able to work from home if needed. I think
what we found going through Covid is that
we can still be highly productive and work
efficiently from home for the long term,
as well. I think we’ve realized that when
you have the right people, and you have
that level of trust, being able to work from
home provides additional benefit and balance. I really do believe it will attract more
women to the industry. In 2021 going into
2022, those are going to be growth years for
our industry, and I think it’ll be exciting.
It’s a real opportunity to recruit women in
the trades all the way to leadership roles.
Lau: Is there anything else you want
to make sure Business Journal readers
know? Maybe it’s women who are
considering a career change, maybe
something for men who are reading to
know how they can be a better advocate
for women in the industry.
Larson: I think one of the things peo-

ple don’t realize about our industry is how
diverse it is. There are so many different
roles and positions within our field from
architecture, construction, business development, project management, design. The
possibilities within the AEC community
are plentiful and endless.
Arnold: Even though our discussion is
about women in construction, this is not
just for women, it’s about diversity. Not just
women encouraging women in the industry, but encouraging men to speak up for
us, too. We need men in the industry to
come alongside us, and encourage and
mentor us! It’s a partnership that can be
win-win for all.
Kingland: Everyone I’ve met in this
world is very open to talking about what
they do and how they can help you. So for
someone who’s interested in any part of
construction, just ask. People would love
to talk with you about it.
Blotske: I know this is specifically on
women in construction, but I want to focus
on diversity. I’ve been in the industry long
enough now where I’ve watched cookie-cutter male positions evolve to include
a more diverse pool of talent.
Santerre: The opportunities are endless,
really, and based on what your interests
and your passions are, chances are there’s
going to be a fit for you. And don’t be afraid
to create your own role, as well.
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