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The Society of Women Engineers (SWE) has been a
powerful force advocating for women in engineering
for over six decades. "We Built This," a retrospective
look at SWE's first 65 years, isn't just a historical
account; it's a testament to the perseverance,
innovation, and collective action that have propelled
women to greater prominence in a traditionally
male-dominated field. This article explores the
significant milestones, challenges overcome, and
lasting impact of this influential organization,



focusing on key areas like membership growth,
advocacy efforts, impact on STEM education,
and the evolution of its mission throughout its
history.

The Genesis and Early Years:
Building a Foundation
(1950-1970s)

The founding of SWE in 1950 stemmed from a
critical need: to create a supportive network for
women navigating a challenging professional
landscape. In those early years, the organization
focused primarily on providing a sense of community
and professional development for its members.
These pioneering women, often facing significant
gender bias and limited opportunities, understood
the power of collective action. Early initiatives
centered around networking events, mentorship
programs, and sharing career advice. This period,
though characterized by significant hurdles like
limited access to higher education and workplace
discrimination, laid the groundwork for the impactful
organization we know today. Understanding this
foundational period is crucial to appreciating the
evolution of SWE's influence and the broader
changes in the landscape for women in engineering.

We Built This A Look At The Society Of Women Engineers First 65 Years
2



Expanding Influence: Advocacy
and Policy Impact
(1970s-2000s)

The 1970s and beyond saw SWE expand its influence
beyond solely supporting its members. The
organization began actively advocating for policy
changes that would promote gender equity in
engineering. This era witnessed significant
advancements in women's rights and a growing
awareness of gender inequality. SWE leveraged
these societal shifts to champion legislation aimed at
increasing access to STEM education for girls and
women, fighting for equal pay, and challenging
discriminatory practices within workplaces. The
organization's role as an effective advocate
significantly impacted the numbers of women
entering the field, demonstrating the power of
strategic policy engagement in driving positive
change. This period also saw increased focus on
STEM outreach, with SWE actively engaging in
programs to inspire the next generation of female
engineers.

Transforming the Landscape:
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Education and Mentorship
(1980s-Present)

SWE's impact on STEM education has been
transformative. Through various initiatives, the
organization has consistently worked to encourage
girls to pursue careers in engineering from a young
age. This includes extensive outreach programs in
schools, summer camps designed to engage young
minds in engineering principles, and collaborations
with educational institutions. These efforts have
been vital in shaping the perception of engineering
as a career path for women and fostering a
supportive environment for their growth. The
organization’s robust mentorship programs also
played a pivotal role; connecting experienced
professionals with aspiring engineers provides
invaluable guidance and support, creating a pathway
for success in a traditionally challenging field.

Adapting to the Future:
Diversity, Inclusion, and Global
Reach (2000s-Present)

In recent years, SWE has further broadened its
scope to encompass diversity and inclusion beyond
gender. Recognizing the importance of a multi-
faceted approach, the organization actively promotes
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inclusivity for women of all backgrounds, including
women of color, LGBTQ+ women, and women with
disabilities. SWE's commitment extends beyond
national borders, actively fostering a global
community of women engineers and expanding its
outreach to international audiences. This global
perspective reflects the changing landscape of the
engineering profession and recognizes the vital
contributions of women from diverse backgrounds.
The organization's focus on intersectionality ensures
that future generations of engineers have a truly
inclusive and representative organization to support
them.

Conclusion: A Legacy of
Empowerment

"We Built This" is more than just a title; it's a
declaration of the significant contribution of SWE to
the engineering profession over the last 65 years.
The organization has not only fostered a thriving
community for women engineers but also played a
crucial role in transforming the landscape of STEM,
advocating for policy changes, and inspiring future
generations. Looking ahead, SWE's continued
commitment to diversity, inclusion, and advocacy
will undoubtedly shape the future of engineering,
ensuring that women's voices and perspectives are
central to innovation and progress. Their dedication
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highlights the transformative power of collective
action and serves as an inspiration for aspiring
female engineers and advocates for gender equality
across all fields.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQ)

Q1: How can I become a member of SWE?

Al: Membership in SWE is open to all individuals
who are interested in supporting its mission of
empowering women in the engineering profession.
You can visit the SWE website (swe.org) to find
detailed information on membership categories,
benefits, and application procedures. Membership
levels range from student memberships to
professional memberships, catering to various stages
of one's career.

Q2: What are some of the key achievements of
SWE over the past 65 years?

A2: SWE's achievements are vast and impactful. Key
accomplishments include significant increases in the
number of women pursuing engineering degrees and
careers, advocating for policy changes that promote
gender equity in engineering workplaces, the
establishment of successful mentorship and
networking programs, and the creation of extensive
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outreach programs to inspire young girls to pursue
STEM education. Their lobbying efforts have also led
to significant legislative changes promoting equal
opportunities.

Q3: How does SWE support women engineers in
their careers?

A3: SWE provides comprehensive support to women
engineers through various initiatives. These include
career guidance, mentorship programs connecting
experienced professionals with aspiring engineers,
networking opportunities to connect with peers and
industry leaders, professional development
resources, and advocacy for fair wages and equitable
opportunities. They also offer workshops and
conferences designed to boost skills and career
prospects.

Q4: How is SWE addressing diversity and
inclusion within the engineering field?

A4: SWE is actively working to create a more
inclusive and representative engineering field. The
organization focuses on supporting women from
underrepresented groups, including women of color,
LGBTQ+ women, and women with disabilities.
Initiatives such as targeted scholarships, outreach
programs in under-served communities, and the
promotion of inclusive workplace practices are
central to this mission.
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Q5: What are some of the challenges SWE
continues to face?

A5: Despite significant progress, SWE continues to
face challenges. These include persistent gender
bias in the engineering profession, the need for
ongoing advocacy for equal pay and opportunity, and
the need to attract and retain women from diverse
backgrounds. The ever-evolving technological
landscape also requires SWE to constantly adapt its
strategies to support women navigating new career
paths in emerging fields.

Q6: How can I get involved in SWE beyond
membership?

A6: There are many ways to engage with SWE
beyond simply being a member. You can volunteer
your time to support their various initiatives,
participate in local chapter events, attend
conferences and workshops, or mentor aspiring
engineers. Contributing to their advocacy efforts,
either through direct involvement or by spreading
awareness, is another impactful way to support the
organization's mission.

Q7: What are SWE's future goals?

A7: SWE's future goals are focused on continuing its
work towards gender equity in engineering,
fostering a more inclusive and diverse profession,
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and expanding its global reach. This includes
increasing representation of women in leadership
positions, advocating for policies that promote equity
in access to education and employment, and
supporting women engineers throughout their
careers. A key focus remains on inspiring the next
generation of female engineers.

Q8: Where can I find more information about
the Society of Women Engineers?

A8: The best place to find comprehensive
information about SWE is their official website:
swe.org. The website contains detailed information
about membership, initiatives, events, and resources
available to members and the public. You can also
find them on various social media platforms.

We Built This: A Look at the Society of Women
Engineers' First 65 Years

The chronicle of the Society of Women Engineers
(SWE) over its first 65 years is greater than just a
account of an organization's growth. It's a powerful
demonstration of the relentless struggle for equality
in a male-dominated field, a proof to the resilience of
women in STEM, and a blueprint for future
inheritors fighting for representation. This
examination delves into SWE's impact on the
engineering landscape, the hurdles it overcame, and
its lasting contribution.

We Built This A Look At The Society Of Women Engineers First 65 Years
9



Early Years: Pioneering a Path (1950-1970)

Founded in 1950 by 50 visionary women, SWE's
start coincided with a time when women in
engineering were exceptional. The initial years were
characterized by a emphasis on connecting and
guidance, providing a crucial platform for women to
exchange experiences, surmount isolation, and plead
for their engagement in the career. These early
members faced significant prejudice, from implicit
exclusion to open hostility, but their commitment
was unyielding. They fought for equal possibilities in
education, employment, and professional
advancement.

One key accomplishment of this era was the
establishment of scholarships and recognitions to
motivate young women to follow engineering
careers. This proactive approach was crucial in
cultivating the next cohort of women engineers.
However, the rate of development was slow, and the
obstacles remained substantial.

Expansion and Advocacy (1970-1990)

The 1970s and 80s witnessed a period of
considerable expansion for SWE. The growing
awareness of woman bias in various sectors fueled a
more powerful lobbying drive from SWE. The
organization actively engaged in policy discussions,
advocating for regulations that promoted
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equivalence and opposed discrimination. This period
also saw SWE grow its enrollment and its impact on
the broader engineering community.

This era showcased the force of collective activity.
SWE's efforts to raise the prominence of women in
engineering through journals, conferences, and
engagement programs were crucial in breaking
down impediments and motivating next generations.

Navigating the 21st Century (1990-Present)

The past three decades have witnessed SWE's
continued development, addressing fresh challenges
while building on its past accomplishments. The
emphasis has shifted to broader issues of diversity,
addressing the underrepresentation of women from
minority populations in engineering. SWE has
launched numerous initiatives to promote STEM
education among girls from all origins, fostering
mentorship networks, and advocating for policies
that assist work-life balance.

A Lasting Legacy

SWE's 65-year journey is a testament to the strength
of collective action and the importance of persistent
advocacy. The organization's impact on the
engineering landscape is incontestable, from
increasing the amount of women engineers to
shaping policies that advocate equivalence and
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diversity. Its ongoing endeavors to support and
empower women in STEM serve as an inspiration to
future cohorts of aspiring engineers. The inheritance
of SWE is not merely past; it's a current force that
continues to form the destiny of the engineering
career.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

¢ Q: What is the main goal of SWE?

e A: SWE's main goal is to foster women to
achieve full capacity in professions as
engineers and managers.

¢ Q: How can I get involved with SWE?

¢ A: You can join SWE as a affiliate through their
online portal. They also offer student groups
and numerous volunteer opportunities.

*Q: What are some of SWE's key
accomplishments over the years?

e A: SWE has significantly boosted the number
of women in engineering, advocated for fair
opportunities, and founded a powerful network
of support for women in the field.

¢ Q: Is SWE only for women?

e A: While SWE primarily aids women in
engineering, they welcome men as supporters
and encourage their participation in furthering
woman equivalence in the profession.
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