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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 
 

When the word engineering is said to a member of the public, some of the first images that come to 
mind are suspension bridges, skyscrapers, power plants, and other infrastructure; yet, when the phrase 
structural engineering is said, they struggle to visualize anything beyond a question mark. This is a 
problem when some of the most celebrated engineering artifacts can’t even be associated with their 
creators. As an industry we have a public relations problem; the public does not know who we are and 
what we do. We must speak to the public in a way that communicates our value and mission; we are 
the Stewards of the Modern Standard of Living. 
 
Back in the second industrial revolution, engineers were celebrated as royalty in America, defying nature 
and tying the nation together. Their projects included the Roebling’s Brooklyn Bridge, Ead’s Mississippi 
Bridge, and the first skyscrapers in Chicago and New York. These projects and others were clear 
accomplishments and made life easier. Life was radically changing – you could be born in an unheated 
barn in 1880 and could die in an air conditioned office hundreds of feet in the sky in 1960. Engineering 
was progress, and progress was good but could not go on indefinitely. The revolution in quality of life 
that engineered buildings and structures brought about are not likely to repeat itself. Furthermore, 
Americans learned that engineering has tradeoffs, and they eventually saw some of the downsides of 
these changes – congestion, pollution, fractured neighborhoods, and the limits of urban redevelopment; 
all took the shine out of our profession and has led to a partial backlash against us. The General Public’s 
imagination has been captivated by other exciting industries such as ever miniaturizing electronics and 
the digital revolution. 
 
How do we recapture a portion of the public imagination? One way would be to celebrate revolutionary 
projects. Consider the construction of the Sears Tower in Chicago, which for forty years held the title as 
world’s tallest building and stood as both an exclamation point on Fazlur Khan’s resume of work and a 
source of pride for the city of Chicago. However, this avenue is not as viable as it appears; the long span 
bridges, interstate and transcontinental railroads have already been built and our cities’ skyscrapers are 
primarily driven by economics, not prestige. A new bridge is a celebration while the replacement of an 
existing bridge is at best an expectation, and at worst an inconvenience. As such, new exciting national 
examples will be hard to find. Internationally, incredible structures are being built like the Burj Dubai or 
the Shanghai Tower, many with American design firm involvement. However, the American public may 
not care when they are being built in cities halfway around the world that they have never heard of, or 
they are sponsored by potential economic rivals. 
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While daring structures are still being built nationally – they may be harder to sell to a more skeptical 
public. Consider Santiago Calatrava – a skilled “st‐architect” and structural engineer who created the 
lauded Milwaukee Art Museum. However, one of his latest projects – the WTC transit hub has been a 
lightning rod for criticism and cost overruns. While its’ light airy design is impressive, if the public does 
not see the value in it, it does not serve to advance the perception of our industry regardless of the 
design challenges surmounted. This is also true for local “signature” projects like high profile pedestrian 
bridges or other works of structural art. The public has become complacent and expects the regular 
delivery of structural miracles: quietly, on time, and under budget. It is easy to celebrate a king or 
queen; it is harder to appreciate a steward. 
 
A similar but related problem is the increasing complexity of our industry. One hundred years ago a 
project could be managed by a single master builder or small team, and they could serve as a focus for 
hero worship and celebration of the profession. Due to the increasing complexity of projects, the 
building team has grown and structural engineers have shifted into a background supporting role – one 
keeping a quiet harmony, not the bold melody. If we wish to reclaim exposure, we will likely need to 
take on more risk. This may mean putting financial stakes in design bid projects or raising our rates to a 
level commensurate with the value we provide. It could also mean taking the risk of becoming a public 
promotor and face of our projects. We need to take the risk of outreaching to the public and educating 
them that nothing is invincible, even modern structures. In short, we must not be afraid to defy the 
conductors, and raise our voices so they may be heard distinctly above the rest of the harmony which 
comprises the symphony of the construction process. 
 
The only time you are aware of a lightbulb is when it burns out. Similarly, you only appreciate your 
standard of living when your quality of life drops. As macabre as it sounds, natural disasters and the 
ensuing death and destruction they cause are perhaps some of the best opportunities to raise 
awareness of the value and need of our profession. We are in the business of saving lives, but without 
the awareness of and risk of death – life has less value. Watching our cities collapse, but having their 
populations survive due to the existence of well‐engineered buildings will clearly illustrate this fact more 
than any PR campaign. Having daily conveniences like heating, electricity, and an uneventful commute 
stripped away makes the public appreciate the systems and people that make such things possible. 
 
Consider when the “the Big One” finally hits California. People will lament the loss of many historic row 
houses and structures, but they will marvel that the tallest building west of the Mississippi, the 
Salesforce Tower, remains standing with minimal damage and no loss of life. Seeing that the new 
portions of the Bay Bridge survived its design event and remain operational will be a living testament to 
Performance Based Design and make the general public understand its value. People will remember 
what it is like to live in an unheated barn, and they will understand that Engineers are in the business of 
saving lives, just like doctors or lawyers. The public will remember who builds and maintains their 
existing quality of life. They will know who the stewards of their standard of living are; they will know 
and celebrate structural engineers. 


