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BY APRIL RUGGLES MECHANICAL ENGINEER

The Next Generation of HVAC Engineers

RECRUITMENT

A s technology drives rapid 
product, system and service 
advancements throughout 
the HVACR sector, the in-

dustry is pivoting. From implementation 
of Internet of Things (IoT) technology 
to groundbreaking products and tough-
er regulations, the players who adapt the 
quickest stand to gain the most. 

Millennials have adapted to rapidly 
changing technologies for the entirety 
of their lives. Now, the industry is in the 
process of building a workplace culture 
that will attract the brightest talent and 
leverage that talent for the future.

The 6.4 Percent
As the Baby Boomer generation begins 

to retire, the engineering industry has seen 
a swift change to a majority Millennial tal-
ent pool that includes a steadily growing 
number of female engineers. 

The HVACR industry, however, still 
lags behind as female engineers move into 
other sectors, with the medical and com-
puter sciences fields attracting the majori-
ty of these skilled workers instead. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, in 2017 only 6.4 percent of all 
mechanical engineers were female. 

When compared to the computer hard-
ware engineering industry (24.7 percent 
female) and the biomedical engineering 
field (41.1 percent female), one has to 
wonder why so many female engineers 
are foregoing the mechanical engineering 
industry. 

With demand for employees high, 
HVACR firms must adapt to leverage the 
untapped resource that female engineers 
represent in this field.

On my first day as a mechanical engineer 
at a multinational computing company, I 
was met with the social landscape to which 
most engineers become accustomed. In an 
engineering department of 48 engineers, 

there were only three females — and I was 
one of them. 

If you’re a female engineering student 
and have made it to graduation day, you’ve 
already decided you’re comfortable work-
ing in a male dominated industry. You’ve 
studied with mostly male classmates, 
learned from mostly male professors and 
interned with mostly male colleagues. 

When recruiting female talent, it’s a 
mistake to think an established, majority 
male workplace is going to be a barrier.

Females Flourish in HVACR 
It was only 60 years ago that the last of 

the major universities in the U.S. finally 
opened its doors to female engineering 
students. Therefore, female engineers are 
likely young and the HVACR industry is 
a prime industry to compete for this talent 
pool. 

Additionally, there are a multitude 
of opportunities for female engineers 
in HVACR, including federal- and 
state-funded programs dedicated to help-
ing women secure larger roles in indus-
tries in which women are substantially 
underrepresented. 

The U.S. Small Business Administra-
tion’s Women-Owned Small Businesses 
Federal Contracting Program, for exam-
ple, was implemented with the purpose of 
enabling female small business owners to 
compete for federal contracts. 

Similarly, Virginia’s Small, Women-
owned & Minority-owned Business 
program has completely churned the 
HVACR industry in Virginia, giving 
female business owners significant 
leverage when winning business with state 

government entities. 

Mad Men vs. Millennial
The largest hurdle when attracting 

Millennial engineers of any gender is 
workplace culture. There is a staggering 
difference between preferred workplace 
cultures for a Baby Boomer versus a 
Millennial. 

The days of Mad-Men-era attitudes 
such as, “Do it because I said so” and 
“Work started five minutes ago” does not 
sit well with the Millennial generation. 
The corporate headquarters’ of Google 
and Facebook molded the exemplar of 
the ideal workplace for a millennial. 
These workplaces are fast, social and most 
importantly, flexible. 

Don’t be scared off by that word — 
flexibility is not synonymous with your 
new hire taking advantage of loose rules. 

Flexibility is a shift in motivational 
methods to serve a workforce that per-
forms best when able to prioritize both 
life and work, and responds more readily 
to positive reinforcement than they do to 
punishment.

Strict hours will severely hinder your 
ability to attract young engineers. The 
office is no longer confined to the physical 
boundaries of the building as it exists in 
your pocket on your phone and at home 
on your laptop; in the same way, working 
hours are no longer confined to your 
typical 9 to 5. 

In a performance review at a 
pharmaceutical instrumentation company,  
my boss praised my work output and 
teamwork, but noted that I worked 
irregular hours. After further discussion, 

we concluded that since I was producing 
quality work in a timely fashion and was 
always available when my colleagues 
needed to contact me, my “irregular hours” 
were not a hindrance to performance and 
therefore, not an issue. 

In fact, businesses across all industries 
are finding that Millennial employees 
with nontraditional schedules are more 
productive. They’re less stressed, because 
they have a better work-life balance and 
can focus on producing higher quality and 
more creative work — rather than punch-
ing a clock. 

Mechanical firms would benefit from 
a similar shift in understanding what a 
productive workplace means to different 
generations.

Regardless of age or gender, the goal, 
of course, is to ensure that you can attract 
new employees while also keeping your 
current employees happy. 

The office does not need to shift to a 
brand new culture overnight and alienate 
existing, long-term employees. Firms who 
wish to remain competitive and recruit 
the top industry talent, however, will need 
to adapt sooner than later. We all must 
learn to cohabitate. u
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When recruiting female talent, it’s a mistake 
to think that an established majority male 

workplace is going to be a barrier.


