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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 I attend a dinner party or rock climbing gathering, and someone pops the question, "What do you 
do?", I hold my head high and proudly tell them that I work as a structural engineer. Their eyes widen 
and that moment of intrigue bubbles to the surface, eager to learn more and unravel what exactly that 
title 'structural engineer' really means. I'm surprised, often, by how many people really don't know what 
our industry does, and how many times I'm asked "Oh, so you're like an architect?" The blood under my 
skin boils a little when these words leave their lips, unaware of how different these two fields truly are. 
Architects have, for years, been the face of our projects, awarded with the applause and 
congratulations, while we stay behind the scenes with little-to-no recognition after having created 
complex structural models and performed advanced structural analyses in order to make their vision a 
reality. I kindly direct them towards the heart of the matter, and list off a few examples of how and why 
structural engineers are not architects. This commonplace, innocent question from a new acquaintance 
is exactly why I gravitated towards this essay question, and why I make the extra effort to explain to 
someone I very well may never see again, what structural engineers are responsible for, and how we fit 
into the puzzle of building resilience.      
 
The New York Times recently published an article titled, "Buildings Can be Designed to Withstand 
Earthquakes, Why doesn't the US Build More of Them?", written by Fuller, Singhvi, Grondahl, and 
Watkins, that lit a spark inside of me, the same spark that brought me into this career 6 years ago as a 
college sophomore, having just learned about base isolation while working with Stephen Mahin at UC 
Berkeley. Not only did this article reach the minds of curious structural engineering professionals 
seeking updates within the Bay Area community, it also was incredibly accessible to the general public in 
both imagery and verbiage.  I was so excited to share this piece with my family and friends, because 
unlike my 50 page master's thesis on the effects of triple friction pendulum bearings on steel braced 
frames, this piece communicated a concise description of innovative earthquake mitigation systems, 
how they are effective, and why the United States is trailing so far behind countries like Japan. This 
article beautifully converged multiple facets of our field (risk assessment, cost, efficient design, 
conservatism, etc.) and shed light on the power we have as an industry to change the future of cities 
susceptible to high magnitude ground motions. A friend from college called me after I sent over this 
article, and we talked for half an hour about everything she now understood about my industry, and 
questions she had. I learned from these few interactions regarding this article, that the power of 
reaching the public's eye and ear with something tangible is in way through which our industry can gain 
the recognition it deserves, as well as the fire necessary to keep fighting for a stronger and more 
successful future.  
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Perhaps the fear of a large natural disaster helped light a fire within the minds of many non-engineers 
throughout the Bay Area and beyond, however, I do believe that the same strategies used to reach 
thousands of readers can be applied to all areas of structural engineering, including performance based 
design and risk assessment, that owners can use to help make decisions about their building's future. 
This tool can also be used to recognize the general importance of the structural engineering profession 
within every community, big or small. It is, and will always be, relevant to everyone who walks on this 
earth and inhabits its cities. Our industry should feel relevant to everyone -much more than it does right 
now.  
 
Although the New York Times article mentioned was a great of example of how to begin educating 
people about the technical skills required to make a building stand after major seismic activity or  
hurricane level winds, there is still so much to be done to give our industry the credit it deserves. We 
need voices within our offices to advocate, promote, and educate young students not yet aware of our 
influential and innovative profession that provides safety for our communities and people we love. We 
need to put our logos on every construction site banner and make sure our name is recognized as a 
contributing entity for the creation and success of each building we work hard to design. We need to 
make sure, that 100 years later, our name can still be found associated to each building we helped 
create. We need to better utilize the powerful social media tools at our fingertips to help give credit to 
structural engineers who were key players in the success of each high-rise building redefining a city's 
skyline. We need to be aware of articles written about buildings we design, and make sure that they 
acknowledge our work and company’s name. We must train engineers to become better leaders and 
speakers within undergraduate and graduate programs, in order to advocate better for ourselves. The 
stereotype of quiet, anti-social, awkward engineers must be dismantled and replaced with what truly 
exists. Most engineers my age that I meet are well spoken and eager to converse, having chosen this 
profession because of a love of technical subjects and a desire to make a difference in this world. Quiet 
no more! No more hiding behind the curtain -it's time to stand proudly behind our industry and demand 
recognition!  
 
Perhaps then will our industry be given the applause it deserves...I hope I'm still alive to see that day. 


