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What is your opinion about the public's perception of 
structural engineers? Provide suggestions for how 
structural engineers might increase recognition and 
general public awareness of the profession. 
 

Frequently our initial introduction to someone new is to discuss our professions. I have learned that I 
should not be surprised by a common response I receive as a structural engineer:  “What  is  that?”  or  
“What  does  a  structural  engineer  do?”  Through  these introductions,  I  have  learned  that  most  
people  know  very  little  about  structural engineering. So if we are an unknown then how are we 
perceived? Developing a mindful public perception requires engineers to be present and engaged. 
Moving forward, the structural  engineering  community  will  only  be  strengthened  by  its  ability  to  
more effectively communicate.  
 
Structural  engineers  seldom  place  enough  value  on  the  importance  of  promoting ourselves and 
our work. We instead allow limited media coverage to frame the public’s perception of our field. In the 
United States, this amounts to knowledge of the ASCE infrastructure report card and national or local 
news covering structural failures. This is familiar even in my own town where an aging mill recently 
collapsed due to years of neglect.  Leading  up  to  these  events,  concerns  are  frequently  identified  by  
both  the general public and independent professionals, but the value in the appropriate solutions is 
either lost behind a veil of engineering terminology, obfuscated costs, or undefined responsibility, which 
can lead to continued neglect. Engineers could provide a helpful context to discuss these issues and 
work on developing a foundation where we can better assess these challenges as a community. We 
frequently struggle to communicate the value of our work in a relatable way to the public, and therefore 
it is understandable that we are largely perceived as unknown and the cost of our work is undervalued.  
 
In a recent story, the New York Times reported on seismic construction comparisons between the 
United States and Japan. It noted, “Experts say there is little political upside to advocate stronger 
buildings because the public is largely unaware that buildings are designed to be damaged in a large 
earthquake.” This insight on public awareness extends beyond our methods of seismic design, or risk-
based design in general. Our current forms of communication are often not targeted for a public 
audience, and consequently leave space  for misinterpretation. This hints that  we  need  to  develop a  
better  relationship between  structural  engineers  and  the  public,  especially  since  the  public  
deserves  a common understanding and mutual stake in the state of our infrastructure.  
 
The most effective way for the structural engineering community to increase recognition and general 
public awareness is to reassess how we engage with the public. We can look to the science community 
for guidance, as they have wrestled for years with the best methods to build a positive public 
perception. Specialists in engineering and science tend to  operate  according  to  the  “deficit  model,”  
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which  assumes  that  public  uncertainty  or skepticism is caused solely by a lack of information. This 
model is commonly discredited for assuming that a person’s opinion can be changed through 
information sharing alone. This perceived hierarchy often creates a barrier between specialists and the 
public and limits  the  ability  to  develop  a  mutually  beneficial  relationship.  The  AAAS(American 
Association for the Advancement of Science) has released several articles discussing an alternative 
public engagement methodology called the theory of change. The theory of change is focused on 
facilitating dialogue and providing “a common framework, language, and research-based foundation” 
for public engagement in science. To advance this within the  structural  engineering  community,  we  
should  develop  a  unified,  meaningful vocabulary for public communication and effective methods for 
conversation. This would include eliminating the use of jargon and being more aware of how certain 
engineering phrases may be understood differently from a public perspective. Making these changes to 
how we communicate will provide us a better opportunity to frame reports, like those discussed,  in  a  
way  that  minimizes  miscommunication  and  develops  a  mutual  trust between engineers and the 
public. In addition, better engagement could lead to a more unified path forward to address 
engineering-related issues with more investment from the people that it affects.  
 
Using the internet as a platform for these conversations is a great opportunity to engage with the public. 
There are numerous forms of communication at our fingertips that appear to be used minimally and 
warrant a discussion amongst our profession about how to use them  effectively.  We  need  to  consider  
the  best  ways  to  use  these  platforms  on  an individual level, with our professional organizations, and 
with our consulting firms. It will be  important  for  these  identities  to  be  distinct  and  understand  
their  different  roles  in engagement and how they portray the profession. This will be essential to 
developing how we nurture trust in our relationship with the public. 
 
Of  the  many  online  outlets,  some  methods  may  be  more  suited  to  different  types  of 
communication and will require further investigation and experimentation to understand what will be 
successful. LinkedIn is focused on developing professional networks, while other social media outlets 
such as Facebook and Twitter may be more appropriate for public engagement. Media-sharing tools like 
Instagram, YouTube, or other methods such as podcasts or blogs could be a useful vehicle for promotion 
and developing interest, but may have limitations when it comes to a two-way conversation.  
 
There  are  countless  issues  at  hand  in  the  future  of  our  profession,  which  ASCE  has highlighted 
well with their “Future World Vision” news series. This series articulates many of the key societal trends 
expected to impact the world to come, such as climate change, and the development of “smart” 
technologies and infrastructure. This vision will only be strengthened by input from our communities. 
Proper engagement has the opportunity to build relationships that will lead to the public coming to 
identify structural engineers as respected and valued experts rather than an unknown. 


