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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. 
 

I believe the public’s opinion(not including engineers and architects) of structural engineers is either 
unaware or confused. When I tell someone that I’m a structural engineer, I can tell that when they hear 
engineer that commands respect. However, often the next question is what does a structural engineer 
do or design? When I explain we design the elements that allow the building/structure to stand like 
beams, walls, columns, etc., I am sometimes met with “Oh so like an architect.” I feel many people 
believe the architect is responsible for the design of the building including the structure. This is not too 
surprising because many people know the names of some famous architects like Frank Lloyd Wright, 
Frank Gehry, Norman Foster, or another architect. The public knows these people are responsible for 
designing iconic buildings but many have no idea that they aren’t the only person involved in the design 
of the building. If they know a structural engineer they know Gustave Eiffel, who died nearly 100 years 
ago.   
 
Eiffel was a civil engineer who started his own construction company and this contributed to Eiffel 
receiving more credit than modern structural engineers for the projects he worked on. His success led to 
him getting the opportunity to work on the Statue of Liberty which his company also constructed prior 
to sending it to the United States.  When Paris wanted to create a centerpiece for the 1889 World Expo 
they turned to Eiffel and the result was the Eiffel Tower. It may surprise some that architects were 
involved with both the Statue of Liberty and Eiffel Tower.  Eiffel took great pride in his profession and 
would celebrate his works upon completion.  His projects were definitely engineering marvels; especially 
duringhis time.  But it’s not like we have stopped creating structures that are engineering marvels, in 
fact every big city has skyscrapers and yet the public has little to no awareness of the structural 
engineers involved in these structures.  
 
I believe as engineers, in general we are happy with serving our purpose and don’t generally seek credit 
when completing a project.  I know in my own experience I would rather be anonymous.  This, along 
with the fact nearly all buildings in the United States are safe, much of our work goes unnoticed and 
unappreciated by the public.  And for most people they only see or hear from structural engineers after 
there has been a significant disaster or failure. This creates a negative opinion of structural engineers 
and doesn’t help to create an awareness that structural engineers are responsible for design of 
elements of buildings, bridges and tall monuments that allow them to stand and withstand wind and 
seismic events. In general structural engineers should take more pride in our field and be more 
proactive in communicating what we do with the public. This leads me to my first strategy to create this 
awareness.  
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When a company has significant projects they could have someone in the firm, marketing or the lead 
engineer, create a brief presentation to present to public on the news.  The news is always excited to 
present a story about some big new project coming to their town and as structural engineers we should 
be involved in this and let people know of a couple of the interesting items we have on the project and 
let them know what we’ve done to make it safe for them. For example my office worked on a new 
aquarium and there were definitely several news stories on it as it was under construction but these 
stories spent no time discussing the structural engineer. This doesn’t work for every project as the 
general public would become fatigued or annoyed with structural engineers if with every project we 
present a story on the news about it.  However, when there is a project that would create public 
excitement or if the project is of significant size would contribute to the city’s skyline then us structural 
engineers should be proud of it and share this enthusiasm with the public.  

On a similar note we should encourage our companies to be more involved in social media sites where 
we can create media about our projects.  Buildings are very photogenic and with a little bit of photo 
editing or well-timed photography we can exhibit some of more interesting structural aspects of the 
building.  To these we can brief narratives that explain the importance of the structural elements 
illustrated. This is also something that can be used by a marketing team to obtain projects; it can serve 
to create more awareness and serves as advertising. Social media is something that organizations like 
SEA can also implement and with this actively make media about what structural engineers do. In order 
to spread this message it isn’t enough to just have a social media account, it requires some advertising 
to get people to follow.  For structural engineering companies this can come in the form of advertising 
on the jobsite with a poster that says something like “Follow us on Instagram to See the Inside Story.” 
Additional opportunities for advertising for companies is to post flyers on university campuses and 
attending career fairs to let people know that if they want to know what structural engineers do, they 
should follow the company on whatever social media site. For organizations, like SEA, advertising at 
universities and high schools would be a great way to spread your social media presence. 

In conclusion I believe the public mostly take what we do for granted and often do not have any idea 
that we are involved in a project.  As structural engineers we need to be more proactive in educating the 
public about what we do. 

 


