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PREGNANCY AND MATERNITY LEAVE IN THE TRADES: 
GOOD PRACTICES FOR APPRENTICES

The physically strenuous work means that often it is not safe for preg-

nant women to work to the end of their pregnancy. While under the 

Pregnancy Discrimination Act it is illegal for employers to fire someone 

because she is pregnant, or to deny a pregnant woman alternative or 

lighter work if such an accommodation is available to other workers 

with injuries or a disability,2  enforcing such rights is often difficult. In 

an industry where workers tend to move from contract to contract 

with frequent hiring and dismissal, proving that the end of the con-

tract was due to discrimination, or finding a new job while visibly preg-

nant, can be particularly challenging. Women may find themselves 

without work, with no access to paid leave—there is no federal right 

to paid time-off in case of pregnancy or maternity leave—and workers 

in the construction industry are even less likely to have access to paid 

family leave or paid sick leave than workers in other industries.3  Union 

membership in the construction industry brings health insurance and 

often the option of building up coverage for some weeks in advance, 

but this is unlikely to cover extended time-off, and may leave a preg-
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By the time they reach 

their mid-forties, well 

over eight-in-ten women 

in the United States have 

given birth to at least one 

child.1 An apprenticeship 

in the trades provides a 

pathway for a parent to 

earn a family-sustaining 

wage; apprenticeships 

provide earn-as-you-learn 

opportunities to acquire 

skills and an industry 

recognized credential 

without the need for 

college debt.  Yet, being 

pregnant and a new 

mother in the trades can 

be particularly difficult. 
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nant woman or new mother without health insurance 

just when she needs it most. 

The lack of pregnancy and family medical leave policies 

can be a barrier to women’s entry and retention in the 

trades. In recognition of these barriers, the labor-man-

agement organizations in two trades—the Ironwork-

ers at the national levels, and the North Central States 

Regional Council of Carpenters at the regional—have 

recently introduced new paid leave benefits to support 

pregnant women and new mothers who are unable to 

work for medical reasons. This brief describes these new 

policies; it also draws on the practices of Sheet Metal 

Workers Local 28 Apprenticeship program to highlight 

how apprentices are supported during pregnancy.  

The Ironworkers Paid Pregnancy  
and Maternity Leave Policy
In 2017, the Ironworkers became the first trade to intro-

duce a paid leave benefit for pregnant women and new 

mothers. The new benefit provides a pregnant woman 

member of the Ironworkers with up to 6 months of 

paid leave at two thirds of her usual earnings (capped 

at $800 per week) if she is has a medical certificate to 

confirm that she is unable to continue work during her 

pregnancy; the policy also provides up to 6 weeks (8 

weeks in case of a Cesarean birth) of paid maternity 

leave after the birth of the child.  The benefit can be 

used once every 24 months. The benefit is designed 

to complement any state and local benefits and can 

be used to top up such benefits if these are below the 

capped rate. 

The Ironworkers developed their policy after Bridget 

Booker, an Ironworker and Contractor, stood up at the 

2016 Women Build Nation Conference—an annual 

gathering of over 2000 tradeswomen4—and recounted 

how as a second-year apprentice she miscarried after a 

very heavy day on the job. Bridget said that she felt she 

had had no option but to continue to work when she 

became pregnant – without work she would not only 

have lost her earnings, but also her health insurance. Al-

most as tragically, she saw no option to be open about 

her pregnancy and perhaps asking  to be shifted to less 

strenuous work: she was certain, based on her experi-

ence on that work site, that she would have lost her job: 

“At that moment, the trades were not keen on having 

pregnant women on the job site. So you would hide 

it.  [the question was] do I provide for my children […] 

or do I quit. Do I provide for my rent and my bills or do 

tell them I am pregnant and lose everything.” 5  

Pregnancy Leave Policy was a “Life 
Saver” for 3rd  Year Ironworker Apprentice
Nicole Conry, Ironworker at Local 512 in North Dakota, 

was one of the first to benefit from the policy. She was 

a third-year apprentice when she unexpectedly be-
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came pregnant. She calls the benefit “a life saver.” She 

learned about the benefit from her business agent6 

when she went for a confidential discussion with him 

about being pregnant. A call to the regional director 

resulted in her being given the leaflet about the bene-

fit, and the number of Vicki O’Leary, General Organizer 

for the Ironworkers to talk her through the details.  

Being the only woman ironworker in North Dakota, 

and at her worksite, Nicole did not feel comfortable 

to be open about her pregnancy; apart from her busi-

ness agent, she only told her partner at work and 

her apprenticeship director – all of them were crucial 

about helping her through her pregnancy. She recalls 

that guys kept asking her partner “why are you carry-

ing all that stuff for her?” and he would just laugh it 

off. She was concerned that she may be laid off had 

the contractor known about the pregnancy. While it 

is illegal to lay someone off because they pregnant, 

Nicole knew how easy it is to find a pretext for laying 

someone off—people are constantly let go on build-

ing sites. 

Nicole was able to work until the 7th month of her 

pregnancy. Her doctor told her that her body was con-

ditioned to heavy work, and that she should be able 

to continue with most of her work, subject to some 

lifting restrictions.  By the time she was into her sixth 

month of pregnancy, it became increasingly difficult 

to conceal her pregnancy. At that time, the contract 

also came to an end, and she started to make use of 

the paid leave policy.  Given the lifting restrictions 

and her visible pregnancy her business agent thought 

it would be tough to find her a new job. Nicole also 

remembered: “When you are bigger- your center of 

gravity shifts; I became a little nervous about my 

sense of balance when I wore a harness, and about 

what would happen if I would fall.” Altogether she 

took around five months paid leave, including eight 

weeks after she gave birth because her baby had to 

be born with a Cesarean. After another three months 

of unpaid leave, she returned to work. 

Throughout her pregnancy, she continued apprentice-

ship school. Welding was the only activity that she 

needed to adjust because of pregnancy, making sure 

that she was wearing a respirator at all times. “I had my 

last class on Sunday, and gave birth on Tuesday. I al-

ready had fulfilled all the work hour requirements and 

I managed to graduate with my class.” 

North Central States Regional  
Council of Carpenters
In March 2018, the North Central States Regional Coun-

cil of Carpenters (NCSRCC)7 introduced a similar policy: 

a benefit of up to $800 per week for up to 26 weeks 

during pregnancy, and six to eight weeks for maternity 

leave for women members of the union. NCSRCC Ex-
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ecutive Secretary -Treasurer 

John Raines explained the 

rationale behind the policy: 

“This benefit is long over-

due. We want to equip our 

women members with the 

benefits they need to both 

work in the construction in-

dustry and to raise a family. 

This will not only help us in 

the retention of our mem-

bers, but also in the recruit-

ment of new members to 

the Carpenters Union.”8 

Improving diversity and re-

cruiting and skilling a new 

generation of carpenters is 

a strategic priority for the 

union. As part of its recruit-

ment efforts, the union sur-

veyed its women members 

about the barriers that made 

it difficult to recruit and retain women into the industry. 

The need for a paid pregnancy and maternity leave ben-

efit emerged as the top response.

For the NCSRCC, the policy makes clear business sense. 

It costs the construction industry on average $35,000 to 

train an apprentice to journey level, an investment that 

is lost when the apprentice leaves the industry.9 Barbara 

Pecks, NCSRCC Business Representative and Chair of the 

regional Carpenter’s Sister in the Brotherhood, explains: 

“People dropped their membership when they were 

pregnant because they could not figure out how to 

stay in the trades- if we were lucky, they came back in 

5 to 10 years, but most never did.” 

Funding the Pregnancy and  
Maternity Benefits
The Ironworkers policy was introduced at the national 

level by the Ironworker Management Progressive Ac-

tion Cooperative Trust (IMPACT), the joint labor-man-

agement partnership. Both 

management and labor 

were fully committed to the 

policy. The policy is funded 

through a welfare fund 

that provides benefits for 

members of the ironwork-

ers union who are injured 

in non-work related acci-

dents.  Once the Ironwork-

ers assessed the potential 

demand for such a policy—

given the number of women 

in the union and their de-

mographic profile—it was 

clear that such a policy was 

very affordable, without the 

need for additional sources 

of funding. The Ironworkers 

have approximately 1,300 

women members in the 

United States, 2.2 percent of 

all union members. Of course, not every woman wants 

to have children, or is still of childbearing age, and the 

union estimates that approximately 700 women may 

possibly take up the benefit, an expenditure level well 

within the reach of the fund.

The NCSRCC policy is funded through regional health 

funds, jointly managed by labor and contractors. The 

six NCSRCC states are covered by three separate funds, 

and each of the funds separately voted on and agreed 

the new policy. The funds voted to increase the amount 

available for Short Term Disability (SDI) to $800 for 

women who need medical leave as a result of pregnan-

cy and maternity; the SDI benefit remained unchanged 

for other uses. The NCSRCC has approximately 26,000 

members, including approximately 700 women. The 

funds are confident that the benefit can be funded with 

current contribution levels. 

Both the Ironworkers and the Carpenters have found 

the benefit to be very affordable. “Unlike some seemed 
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to fear, mass pregnancy did not ensue,” reflects Vicki 

O’Leary, General Organizer for the Ironworkers. In the 

first two years since the introduction of the Ironwork-

ers’ benefit 28 women have used the policy, and in the 

year since the Carpenters introduced their policy, five 

women have used their policy. 

Supporting Apprentices during their 
Pregnancy in New York
The apprenticeship program of Sheet Metal (SMART) 

Local 28 is based in New York. SMART does not provide 

paid pregnancy or maternity leave benefits but workers 

in New York have access to state temporary disability 

insurance payments for medically required leave dur-

ing pregnancy and maternity (capped at the low rate of 

$170 per week9, though the majority of employers have 

private TDI insurance with higher benefits) and paid 

family leave for post-natal bonding (available to both 

women and men, in 2019 for up to 10 weeks, capped at 

$746.41 per week10). While on paid family leave, more-

over, workers continue to be covered by their health 

insurance. The benefit only applies after at least six 

months tenure—1a condition not always easy to meet 

for construction workers. 

Leah Rambo, Director of Training for SMART Local 28, 

however, had to amend 

and clarify one item in 

the apprenticeship pro-

gram’s rulebook. The 

apprenticeship program 

typically last five years; 

during that period ap-

prentices are allowed one 

personal leave for up to 6 

months and one medical 

leave for up to18 months 

and still remain in the 

program. An apprentice 

having two pregnancy 

related leaves—even if 

each of these leaves were 

limited to the 12 weeks of job protected leave available 

under the FMLA—could have fallen foul of these regula-

tions; the rulebook now makes clear that  the extended 

leave provision does not apply to pregnancy, and that 

leaves for medical reasons, such as pregnancy, are un-

limited. Rambo notes, however, that there is also a need 

for the oversight of apprenticeship programs to be 

amended. One of the performance metrics for programs 

is the number of apprentices with on-time graduation; 

this is defined as graduating within the program length 

plus one year. There is no explicit recognition of preg-

nancy as a possible reason for lower rates of on-time 

completion, potentially penalizing the programs with 

several pregnant apprentices. 

Key in helping an apprentice through her pregnancy 

is outreach to contractors. SMART Local 28 has a much 

higher than average share of women apprentices—16 

percent in 2017—and key to this high performance is 

close monitoring of apprentices’ progress, including 

their experiences with contractors.11 The first guidance 

to employers is their legal responsibility. Many contrac-

tors have had workers who may have needed a tempo-

rary accommodation because of an injury or disability. 

“We handle pregnancy accommodation like we would 

handle disability: we explain the law to contractors,” 

says Rambo. “Take someone with a heart pacemaker 

– they are not able to do 

welding, just like some-

one who is pregnant.”

Just as important as en-

suring that a pregnant 

apprentice receives the 

accommodations needed 

for a safe pregnancy is to 

ensure that the appren-

tice, and her doctor, stay 

in control of what she 

can and cannot do. Every 

experience of pregnancy 

is different, and it should 

be up to the woman to 

—
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decide who she tells about the pregnancy, when she 

stops work, and whether she needs what type of accom-

modation. In Rambo’s experience, contractors are quick 

to see a pregnant woman as a potential liability; in one 

recent case, after the apprentice told the employer about 

her pregnancy because she needed some time to attend 

medical check-ups, he encouraged her to convene a 

meeting of all workers to tell them about her pregnancy 

and need for help. While Rambo appreciates that such 

behavior can reflect genuine concern and willingness to 

help, she made clear that the apprentice had an absolute 

right to privacy, and to decide whether and who she 

wanted to tell when.

Overall, pregnancy among sheet metal apprentices in 

New York is no longer a rarity; just as the apprenticeship 

program has made steady progress in achieving greater 

gender diversity, pregnancy has become more com-

monplace, no longer something to hide or a reason for 

losing an apprentice.

Looking Ahead
The Ironworkers and the Carpenters policies provides 

women with the financial support to stay safe and 

health during their pregnancy. They also send a strong 

signal—that women are wanted in the trades, whether 

they are mothers or not. Paid pregnancy and maternity 

leave does not solve all the work-family issues faced by 

tradeswomen and men who are parents. But it is an es-

sential foundation for ensuring that both women and 

men can have careers in the trades, 

and for making the construction 

trades a competitive and attractive 

employer for the new generation of 

skilled tradesworkers. 

Yet, while such policies are fully fi-

nancially feasible, this to some extent 

depends on the problem they are 

trying to at least partly fix: women’s 

low numbers in the trades. Moreover, 

the programs are strictly focused on 

the medical need for leave; while 

they build on established tempo-

rary disability policies available to 

any worker becoming injured in 

the trades—making it possible for 

women to continue in the trades just 

as men would if they had a major 

medical need—by necessity this ap-

proach excludes fathers, and the fact 

that they need time to bond and care 

for their children, too. The Paid Leave 

Insurance program in New York, 

and the growing number of other 

states with paid family leave insur-

ance programs such as California, 

Massachusetts, New Jersey, Rhodes 
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Island, Washington DC, and Washington State,12 provide 

a more equitable basis for parental leave. In recognition 

of the importance of paid family leave for its members, 

the California Building Trades designed a campaign to 

ensure that workers in the industry are aware of their 

options to take parental leave under the states paid 

family leave insurance.3

Pregnant women in the trades also need better pro-

tection against pregnancy discrimination, and for ac-

commodations that do not force them out of work just 

because they are pregnant. And, last not least, women 

who return to work after giving birth need an appropri-

ate and welcoming environment, including somewhere 

to safely and hygienically pump milk if they are still 

breastfeeding. Turner Construction in New York, for ex-

ample, has begun to provide options for nursing moth-

ers by installing a mobile ‘pod, designed by MamaVa, at 

some of its larger sites.14

As more and more women join the trades, apprentice-

ship programs, employers, and unions are finding both 

new and old ways to make sure that the construction 

trades work for all.
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