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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. 
 

Shortly after entering the field of structural engineering I found myself having to explain what I did to 
friends and family.  Sometimes the person I was speaking with would have a general idea of structural 
engineering but most of the time my explanation, as simple as I tried to make it, would be met with 
blank stares or an oversimplified summary given back to me.  One thanksgiving dinner my uncle asked, 
“You just determine what size of structure you need and then apply a safety factor of 3 to it, right?”  
Filtering an overly technical or snide response, I just smiled and passed the turkey.     
 
The public’s perception of structural engineers usually consists of oblivion or vague acknowledgement.  
One of my mentors always told me, “Most people blindly trust the work structural engineers do.”  The 
public is often oblivious to the engineering behind structures they interact with every day.  Even within 
our industry, a structural engineer’s word is often only met with push back if cost, schedule or aesthetics 
are at stake.  Owners and contractors may have opinions about mechanical systems, floor plans or 
furniture but rarely make comments on the structure. 
 
Vague acknowledgement of structural engineering often occurs when evaluating residential homes or 
hearing about a structural failure on the news.  Unfortunately, both situations are usually accompanied 
by negative emotions.  Relators cringe at the thought of having a structural engineer tour the basement 
of their prospective home sale, hoping that the small crack or minor settlement issue doesn’t become a 
$10,000 deal breaker.  Home improvement shows often portray structural engineers, whether 
intentional or not, as mysterious mathematicians behind a curtain that always demand large and 
expensive beams in exchange for the space to be granted the ability to ‘open up’ or a wall to be ‘blown 
out.’  If only the walls required to create grand spaces were non-load bearing.  Alas, they never are; 
rather the structural engineer regretfully informs the contractor that the wall is not only load bearing 
but a critical shear wall as well.  Structural failures on the news are thankfully rare.  When they do occur, 
for a moment, structural engineers are brought to the public’s attention.  Everyone who touched the 
project is called into question – architect, engineer, contractor, owner and inspectors.  Since the 
thorough investigation required often takes months or years to complete and most people’s attention 
span is about 15 seconds, the thoughts of a structural engineer vanish as quickly as they came.  With 
limited exposure and often apathetic or mildly negative feelings structural engineers have ample room 
for improving recognition and positive awareness of our great profession. 
 
My children have had positive exposure to structural engineering in a few different ways, beyond the 
obvious.  Blaze and the Monster Machines on Nickelodeon featured a one minute structural engineering 
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theme song.  This song covered shoring a failing tunnel, stabilizing a block tower and providing 
additional supports to a suspended platform.  Giving a visual representation of these ‘field fixes’ 
provided a simple and easy to understand talking point in regard to structural engineering.  Another 
exposure was when a co-worker purchased a book for my children titled Baby Loves Structural 
Engineering by Ruth Spiro.  Although my daughter mainly enjoyed the book because it had a wolf 
throughout, she did learn some basic structural engineering concepts.  Loads, load path and main 
structural components were covered in easy to understand terms. 
 
Aside from introducing structural engineering through children’s books or cartoons, gong to schools is a 
great way to increase awareness for the next generation.  I often participate in career days whether on 
the elementary level speaking to one classroom at a time or at a booth for high school students who 
come by.  Elementary students have questions ranging from ‘do you draw the blueprints’ to ‘so you 
make stuff in Minecraft?’  High schoolers are slightly more familiar with construction and math but 
aren’t sure how the gap is bridged between the two or where an engineer might fit into the mix.  High 
schoolers often come to our office for tours to learn about what engineers and architects do on a day to 
day basis.  They are able to see my structural analysis programs, code books and calculation packages 
which provides a real taste for what some structural engineers do every day.  Regardless of the level of 
interest or the miss-conceptions students may have, these exposure experiences certainly allow for 
increased awareness of our profession and possibly plant a seed of interest as students consider college 
degree programs.   
 
Another avenue for increased awareness is through our existing relational networks.  We all have 
spheres of influence through our friends, family and neighbors.  Being active in our community and 
offering others the opportunity to have a personal connection with a structural engineer can go a long 
way.  Being involved in neighborhood associations, a religious community or other civic groups allows 
for several connections outside of the engineering network.  Simply speaking about our profession on a 
relational level in these settings can help clarify the confusion and make a positive impression without 
much planning or effort.  When speaking with people in these settings I seek to be intentional with the 
vocabulary being used so as not to receive the dreaded glazed over look.  Rather, I use as simple of 
terms as possible and find myself pointing to the foundation, column or roof structure location in hopes 
that they might understand what I am saying.  When our communication efforts are successful, those 
we have connected with can become advocates to correct miss-conceptions in layman’s terms when 
others are exposed to structural engineers. 
 
Structural engineering is certainly not the most recognized or well understood profession today.   
However, by intentionally sharing what we do within our network of relationships, being involved in our 
communities and speaking to the next generation about structural engineering, we can make 
sustainable progress towards this goal. 


