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What is the greatest challenge facing structural engineers 
and/or the structural engineering profession in the next 
five years? Please identify how your local SEA and/or 
NCSEA can address this issue. 
 
The greatest challenge over the next five years will be retaining and recruiting talent in the structural 
engineering profession. I’ve heard of and observed the difficulty with finding experienced engineers to 
support the workload from either expanding firms or to fill voids from those who have left. While there 
are entry level engineers to be found, the number of students pursuing structural engineering degrees is 
not experiencing the same popularity as some other engineering degrees among technically minded 
students, possibly hindering the quantity of structural engineers to be found in the future. With the 
difficulty in hiring experienced engineers, it is paramount the profession focuses on retaining the 
talented individuals currently working in the profession For the profession to meet the demands of our 
society, a better job of attracting students and retaining experienced talent will be required.  Retaining 
talent is an issue not unique to structural engineering, especially in the current economic climate. The 
economy is doing well, and the younger workforce is interested in what a company can offer them, in 
different ways than a paycheck. Silicon Valley firms and other technology firms provide incentives like 
chefs, flexible schedules, more vacation time, and progressive parental leave policies in order to recruit 
top talent to choose their companies. The millennial generation is heavily concerned with work life 
balance and finding purpose in their employment.  Increasingly fathers are taking a more active role in 
raising their children. I have observed a noticeable change in the number of men who are altering their 
work schedules around their children’s schedules; staying home when school is cancelled or their child is 
sick, or leaving work promptly at a certain time to pick up children from childcare or just to be present in 
the evenings. However, in order to merge personal, familial, and work priorities, companies have to 
implement policies allowing flexibility. Additionally if engineers increasingly value work-life balance, 
company polices need to reflect and value the engineers’ priorities, or risk losing employees to firms 
that do, whether those firms are competing structural engineering firms or in a different profession 
altogether. Retaining talent is a problem easier to fix sooner rather than later. Adapting company 
policies valuing the priorities of a changing societal culture can both retain and attract talented 
employees. I know of an engineer who recently changed jobs, from a structural engineering consulting 
firm, where he was thriving, to work at Facebook because, as he put it, “it was an offer I couldn’t 
refuse”. Technically minded and trained individuals are are asset to many professions, not just the 
profession for which they were specifically trained. A result of talented individuals leaving an office is 
often an increased work burden placed on those who remain, leading to possible burnout or a decision 
to leave as well. The SE3 survey provided great insight into the work life values of the structural 
engineers who participated. As the number of the respondents increased significantly between the 
1stand 2ndsurvey, hopefully in the future, responses can continue to grow. These responses can now be 
reviewed as a basis for discussions and for the formulation of company policies to reflect the changing 



Emily Garrison 

2 
 

demographic and priorities of the workforce. Nationally and locally SEA can organize resources on 
company policies considered important to retaining talented and devoted employees, as well as 
highlight progressive policies already being successfully used at companies. Another issue that must be 
considered when looking at the current and future workload is the future generation of structural 
engineers; those who are still determining their direction and field of study in school. Building the talent 
pool is a problem with a solution requiring many years to yield results. In order to increase the 
enrollment in collegiate structural engineering curriculums, the target audience to influence is middle 
school and high school aged students. The current trend of technically minded students is to pursue 
educations in fields dealing with computers, information technology and the other sensational products 
and ideas rewriting the current landscape of progress in society. However, visibility and sharing insight 
and information about structural engineering to a young audience can have a major impact on students 
choosing to study structural engineering. Structural engineering is not often a prominent or flashy 
profession. It is highly possible a kid or teen may not know anything about it if they don’t know a 
structural engineer personally. Many people believe architects and contractors are the only main players 
in the building industry. Introducing students to the profession of structural engineering at an age where 
future plans are unformed or conceptual is essential to promoting the future workforce.  

There are programs in various cities introducing students to structural engineering. They bring 
programming into schools at various ages whether in a career day presentation type format or the ever 
popular marshmallow and pasta building activity. Any activity bringing attention to the structural 
engineering profession in a fun and interesting way will help encourage kids and teens to consider a 
future career in structural engineering.  

Both nationally and locally, SEA can help promote future structural engineers by creating or 
collaborating on programs bringing the structural engineering profession to kids and teenagers. While all 
programs can potentially help point students towards structural engineering, a program formulated 
based on collaboration within SEA, and available to all chapters, would serve as a great starting point to 
encourage all chapters to begin reaching out to students and schools.  

In order to plan for the future of the structural engineering profession we must also look at the present. 
Retention of the current talented professionals in the profession should be of upmost importance. As 
workplace culture and policy continues to evolve in various industries, the structural engineering 
profession should be fighting to be at the forefront of change. We should also be promoting structural 
engineering and it’s importance to younger students considering their future profession, so they may 
join ours. 


