
A role model for  
future generations
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CONCEPCIÓN VICENTE 
Age: 39
Current position: Project manager,
Ferrovial Agroman
Recent projects: 
l  Tideway: central section,  

Ferrovial Agroman (2016–)
l  Eastern running tunnels,  

Crossrail (2011–16)
Qualifications and awards:
l  BEng architectural technician 

(1996–2002), Technical 
University of Madrid

l  International Management 
Development Programme, 
Ferrovial University (2017)

l  Community Engagement  
Award and Judges Supreme 
Award, NCE Tunnelling  
& Underground Space  
Awards 2016

l  Best Contractor, European 
Women in Construction & 
Engineering Awards 2017
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CHARLES ORTON-JONES meets engineering project manager  
Concepción Vicente to hear about her startling career trajectory

Here’s a troubling set of numbers. UK government research 
has found that just 15 per cent of British children would 
consider a career in engineering, with 40 per cent calling 
it ‘boring’. Only 12 per cent of final-year female university 
students would contemplate a career in manufacturing, 
for example.

It partly explains why only nine per cent of British 
engineers, and only six per cent of engineering 
technicians, are women, according to the Institution  
of Engineering and Technology. 

It’s absurd when you consider the pay and satisfaction 
of a career in project management or engineering. The 
Women’s Engineering Society says 80 per cent of female 
engineers in the UK are either ‘happy’ or ‘extremely 
happy’ with their career choice.

Better role models are part of the solution – women 
who carve superlative careers in project management  
and construction, and who are able to find the time  
to tell other women what a brilliant career it can be.

Engineering project manager Concepción Vicente  
could be the template. Vicente’s career trajectory has  
been spectacular. She writes technical papers, enables her 
team to run some of Europe’s biggest construction sites, 
and is a mentor and lobbyist for women in engineering.

Her efforts have been recognised. She recently won  
the European Women in Construction & Engineering 
Award for Best Contractor. Vicente’s entry was gilded  
by a dossier of letters from her bosses, clients, colleagues, 

line managers, team members and mentees praising  
her tenacity, intelligence and ability to motivate those 
around her.

But, for much of her working life, Vicente has been the 
only woman on site. She’s been forced to be a ‘glass ceiling 
breaker’ – not a description she feels comfortable with. 
She puts her career down to “hard work, commitment and 
consistency in an industry for which I feel great passion”. 

A SIMPLE FORMULA 
Vicente, who is Spanish, says she was born into the job. 
“From an early age, I enjoyed construction sites. My family 
was involved in the business, and so this was a familiar 
environment for me. My uncle was a well-known builder 
in my mother’s town, and I remember being a kid and 
feeling so amazed about the detached houses he used to 
build. To me, they looked like mansions, and I thought 
they were built a bit like Lego.”

Vicente later went on to study for a bachelor’s degree 
as an architectural technician: “At that time in Spain, the 
number of women within engineering was picking up 
slightly, but was still well below 50 per cent.”

During an internship with the Spanish Armed 
Forces, Vicente also discovered that women were thin 
on the ground: “Most of the employees had a military 
background and were used to working in a male-
dominated environment.” She developed a simple formula 
to cope and to change the perceptions of those around 
her: expect the best, work hard and lead by example. It 
was an ethos with immediate effects. “They supported 
my appointment and soon treated me with friendliness, 
respect and professionalism,” Vicente says.

She soaked up lessons from the military: “As you 
would expect, everything was carried out with precision, 
including routines, organisation and procedures.  
It has had a direct impact on my later career in terms  
of how I organise my teams, task prioritisation,  
deadlines, governance and decision-making.”

After graduation, Vicente worked full time in 
construction, where her experience of the gender 
imbalance got worse: “For the first time, I faced the tough 
reality of being the only woman on the site delivery team. 
This was no longer university or a nice warm office job.

“From day one, I dealt with the workforce, 
subcontractors, client and site team in a fluent, 
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“I UNDERSTOOD 
THAT YOU COULD NOT 
MANAGE ANYBODY 
WITHOUT FIRST GETTING 
DIRTY AND GAINING 
SOME EXPERIENCE OF 
WHAT PEOPLE ON SITE 
DO EVERY DAY”
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straightforward and respectful manner, 
setting an example for how I would 
like to be treated in return. I have 
always strongly believed that if you 
show respect, it is returned, and this 
has always worked for me.”

She followed the site foreman to 
learn what he did and how he acted:  
“I understood early on that you could 
not manage anybody without first 
getting dirty and gaining some real 
experience of what these people on  
site do every day and the real effort 
they demonstrate.”

Even as Vicente’s career took off and 
her role and responsibilities increased, 
she remained the only woman on the 
delivery team. “I was already used to 
it,” she says. 

Soon, she began to consider how 
she could help other women in construction: “We started 
organising nights out with other women in the company to 
share daily experiences. It was refreshing, from time to time,  
to catch up in an informal environment with a glass of wine 
and share our best stories from sites.”

But the financial crisis hit Spain hard: “Daily, we would 
have subcontractors coming to claim payments or threatening 

to remove 
materials 
already 
installed. The 
labour and 
our own staff 
morale were 
undermined 

and my negotiation skills were tested to the limit during this 
difficult period.

“At that time, I had in my team a young female engineer 
whom I used to coach and help with professional development. 
I tried to set the best possible example for her, even during 
those difficult times. I managed to keep positive and sort 
out as many payments as possible up to the point 
where we were all made redundant in 2009.”

Memories of that troubled time are raw: 
“The construction and engineering industry 
in Spain was challenging. Projects were 
stopped or just abandoned while awaiting 
funding. The residential market was in 
shock, banks would no longer provide 
affordable loans and interest rates 
increased. I decided it would be a good time 
to explore new opportunities in a different 
country and, after discussions with my 
family, I decided to move to the UK.”

CHANGE OF SCENE 
The writer Amy Chua once said: “Do you know what 
a foreign accent is? It’s a sign of bravery.” Vicente arrived in 
London and had to get used to “new friends, a new culture, a 
new language, new weather, new food... new everything”. Her 
pedigree landed her the opportunity to be part of the Crossrail 
construction and delivery team on the eastern tunnel section – 
a £700m project. 
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Talented young women thinking about a career as a project 
manager in construction may wonder what the job entails. 
Vicente’s description of her work life offers a telling answer.

“I was responsible for the delivery of the shafts civil works, 
dewatering systems and surface facilities required to support 
the tunnelling works. Among my main duties was a focus 
on planning, managing and supervising design, cost and 
the programme of main works packages, such as the shaft 
diaphragm walls and internal structure works; earthing systems 
and drainage installation; piling works; cranes and conveyor 
foundations; shafts and cross passages dewatering systems; 
first-stage concrete through stations, collars and backshunts; 
secondary lining works; and so on. 

“I successfully faced several design and geotechnical 
challenges along the route of the tunnels, as well as programme 
constraints that were driven by the early handover required by 
the client.” At the same time, she took part in media events to 
promote women in construction, including a photo shoot with 
then prime minister David Cameron. 

Now working on the Tideway super-sewer project with 
Ferrovial Agroman, Vicente is managing up to 100 

people. She handles commercial strategy, budget 
adjustments, forecasts, programme and cost 

management, and health and safety issues. 
At 39 years old, her career growth remains 

extraordinary, and she still finds time to 
champion other bright talents. 

One mentee, Carlos Gonzalez-Campos, 
recalls: “She taught me the importance 
of teamwork and to see how helping one 
another at work, even if it is not your 

responsibility, will help the whole project, 
both the programme and cost.” 
There is no doubt perceptions are changing 

about gender roles. Contrary to the government’s 
statistics, EngineeringUK says the number of  

11- to 14-year-olds who believe engineering is a  
desirable career has risen from 27 per cent to 43 per cent  
in the last five years.

If the profession attracts more youngsters, it will be down  
to the talent, industry and example of stars like Vicente. 

 CHARLES ORTON-JONES  is a business journalist and editor

“I HAVE ALWAYS 
STRONGLY BELIEVED 
THAT IF YOU SHOW 
RESPECT, IT IS RETURNED”


