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Brenda Petrilena
Director — Global Decarbonization & Program Management 
United States Steel Corporation

Progress & 
Perspectives
WOMEN IN STEEL

Where did your education and career start?
I received my bachelor’s degree in chemical engineer-
ing from the University of Pittsburgh. After graduation, 
I began my professional career at Ford Motor Co. as a 
supplier quality engineer, accountable for ensuring qual-
ity systems and associated products met all corporate 
standards and contract requirements for suppliers of raw 
materials, coatings and injection molded components. I 
was also responsible for implementing quality system 
improvements and troubleshooting component issues. I 
remained at Ford for 11 years, advancing through increas-
ingly responsible positions in engineering and plant 
operations. During my time at Ford, I took advantage 
of the generous education benefits to obtain a master’s 
degree in engineering management from the University 
of Michigan. 

Prior to joining U. S. Steel, I spent 11 years at 
Westinghouse Electric Co., serving in various leader-
ship roles in engineering, supply chain management and 
project execution. While at Westinghouse, I was selected 
to attend and graduated from Duquesne University’s 
Women’s Executive Leadership Program. I have had 
the honor of working with three iconic companies, gain-
ing a wide breadth of experience across three different 
industries.

What brought you to the steel industry?
I joined U. S. Steel in 2017 as part of the asset revi-
talization program at Mon Valley Works located near 
Pittsburgh, Pa., USA. It was an opportunity to use 
my skills and experience in a totally different industry. 
U.  S.  Steel, to me, was coming home. I grew up in the 
suburbs of Pittsburgh, and the steel industry has been an 

integral part of the city’s history for more than a century. 
Our Edgar Thomson plant, where basic steel production 
takes place, was Andrew Carnegie’s first steel mill, begin-
ning operations in 1875. 

During my five years at U. S. Steel, we have been 
executing a transition, incorporating the best of inte-
grated and mini-mill technologies, providing profitable 
steel solutions for people and planet. I look forward to 
the future at U. S. Steel and doing my part to get us there 
faster. 

Can you talk about support you’ve received to 
advance your career (i.e., mentors)? 
Early in my career, I participated in a pilot mentor pro-
gram. At the start of the program, mentors and mentees 
were required to complete a detailed assessment and an 
interview. The results of the assessment and interview 
were used to match mentor to mentee. I was introduced 
to my mentor at a dinner event, and I was shocked when I 
met him. He was a male nearing retirement, with a career 
mainly in human resources and labor relations. I was a 
young woman near the beginning of my career with a 
strong interest in a technical career ladder and had just 
returned from maternity leave after the birth of my sec-
ond child. I honestly thought we were paired by mistake. 
I could not imagine what I could possibly learn from this 
man. I was so wrong. At that time, I was struggling with 
work-life balance, getting out my comfort zone and under-
standing how to interface across levels of the organization. 
He was an expert in all these areas and turned out to be 
the most influential mentor I have ever had. 

Why do I tell you this story? I think it is important to 
recognize why you are looking for a mentor and seek out 
someone who has the skills and experience you hope to 
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gain. I have had many amazing mentors through the 
years, and with their guidance I have evolved and grown 
in so many areas. 

What are you most proud of in your career?
I am most proud of being part of the startup of one of the 
eight Employee Resource Groups (ERG) at U. S. Steel. 
Along with my colleagues Becky Bloom, Malisa Dunn and 
Amanda Malkowski, we started SteelPRIDE in February 
of 2020. SteelPRIDE’s mission is to bring together and 
ensure dignity, respect and inclusivity for members of the 
LGBTQ+ community, along with their allies, in a positive 
and respectful environment where they can express their 
identity, share knowledge, and cultivate an environment 
of trust and open, honest communication. 

The ERGs at U. S. Steel are a major element of our 360° 
Safety approach to prioritizing the physical and psycho-
logical safety of all team members and promoting inclusiv-
ity. This means ensuring that everyone feels empowered 
to speak up, to maintain an inclusive environment. These 
groups enable people with similar identities, challenges 
and perspectives as well as those who stand in solidar-
ity with them, to provide mutual support, education and 
outreach. I currently serve as the president of SteelPRIDE, 
and the organization has helped me to become a better 
employee, a better ally and a better parent to my daughter, 
a member of the LGBTQ+ community.

What has been the best thing about being a woman 
in the steel industry?
As women in the steel industry, we have an immediate 
connection. This network and bond crosses companies 
and geographies to share experiences, gain insights, 
benchmark, and learn. It’s a network that works together 
to solve the challenges of our industry and innovate to 
secure careers in steel for future generations. 

These connections have helped me grow both personal-
ly and professionally, and I am able to bring the skills I’ve 
learned to U. S. Steel, where we are focused on increasing 
our representation of women in leadership. When people 
in leadership roles share our backgrounds and perspec-
tives, we derive inspiration and a sense of belonging. We 
are committed to 100% equity in pay, promotions and 
performance management. We analyze our data to ensure 
that employee opportunities are based on job-related fac-
tors, not gender. 

Why do you feel diversity and inclusivity are important 
in the workplace, and the steel industry as a whole?
A diverse workforce brings together a variety of experienc-
es, skills, perspectives and insights to solve business prob-
lems. Diversity increases innovation, creativity and stra-
tegic thinking — all incredibly important in addressing 

the challenges of our industry. If coworkers can connect 
on a deeper level based on shared experiences or back-
grounds, workforce collaboration improves. At U. S. Steel, 
we encourage active participation in our ERGs to further 
support an inclusive workplace that is Best for All®. This 
means achieving and maintaining an inclusive environ-
ment in which everyone feels heard, empowered and 
respected. We are committed to that vision, and it is the 
guiding principle that continues to shape our progress in 
strengthening diversity, equity and inclusion across our 
workplaces. 

Do you have any professional development book 
recommendations that you’d like to share?
Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office: 101 Unconscious 
Mistakes Women Make That Sabotage Their Careers by Lois P. 
Frankel, Ph.D. A foundational element of the book is that 
changing behavior is much easier if you can understand 
where it comes from and what purpose it serves. The book 
has served me well during my career, and to this day I 
still reference its well-worn pages. The author dedicated 
the book to Harriet Tubman, Eleanor Roosevelt, Babe 
Didrikson, Wilma Mankiller, Rosa Parks, Golda Meir 
and others like them who, finding there were no paths to 
progress, created them on their own to make the journey 
easier for those of us who followed. I too aspire to make 
the journey easier for women that follow me, and my hope 
is that after you read this, you will do the same. � ✦




