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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. 
 

In my opinion, there really is no public perception of structural engineering, because an overwhelming 
number of people don’t know what it is. I recently moved from out of state back to California. During 
the job search, friends and family would eagerly ask me which companies I was interviewing with. When 
I named a few firms, which are well-known within the profession, it didn’t come as a surprise to me 
when they explained they had never heard of the companies. 
 
At other times, I am hesitant to even mention my career to new people I meet, largely because I know it 
will require an explanation. I usually oversimplify things and say something like “I help contractors build 
what the architects want.” I wish instead that I could take time to mention the problem solving, 
creativity, and attention to life safety that my day-to-day job entails, instead of giving praise to the other 
consultants and contractors involved. 
 
I think my experience is similar to that of many in our profession, demonstrating that the public’s 
perception of structural engineers is essentially “I’m not sure what they do or who they are”. The thing 
is, anyone who has ever played the game Jenga or built a gingerbread house has at least some idea of 
what structural engineering is. Perhaps in a sense this perception of being unknown is good because we 
have worked hard to fulfill our duty of designing safe structures, keeping us out of the spotlight. 
 
However, I believe that for our industry to grow and thrive in the future, we need to bring a greater 
awareness of the profession and seek recognition for the work we do to protect the public. If we fail to 
do this, our services will be further commoditized and the creativity and problem-solving that excites 
many of us in the profession will no longer be of value. 
 
I believe one way we can increase recognition and general public awareness of the profession is through 
the continued development of new building materials and building processes. This requires developing a 
stronger partnership between researchers and practicing engineers through funding of research and 
collaboration across professionals. An example of this continued innovation is the use of cross-
laminated timber (CLT), which has been incorporated into several buildings across the country. CLT is a 
win-win for structural engineering because 1) timber is a renewable resource, meaning we can take 
credit for being leaders in the push to be “green”, 2) it is aesthetically pleasing and is often exposed, 
helping people take notice of and perhaps learning about the structure, and 3) new materials are 
innovative and often lead to awards and recognition from architects and contractors. In addition, if we 
focus on pushing the boundaries of existing materials and the creation of new ones, we can become a 
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keyplayer in the design and construction process, as opposed to just bystanders. By putting ourselves in 
the spotlight, with new materials, technologies, and techniques to back it up, we can more easily engage 
and inform the public about the profession. 
 
The second way in which I believe we can increase recognition and general awareness of the profession 
is through a concerted effort to advertise and educate the public about it. This can be done in  
a number of ways. For example, we should always hang a sign on the jobsite fence advertising our 
company, much like the contractor and architect already do. We should ensure that our name is listed 
on the Wikipedia page for landmark buildings, again like the architect and contractor usually are. The 
leading organizations in the profession, such as NCSEA, can serve as a key player in promoting the 
profession. It can help separate structural engineering from the broader umbrella of civil engineering by 
changing curriculum in universities such that they are more like “architectural engineering” programs. 
They can also promote shows on TV, such as Mega Structures and Modern Marvels, which help educate 
the public about structural engineering and its contribution to society. We can educate people through 
podcasts or specials on public broadcasting that ancient ruins, like the Great Pyramids and the 
Parthenon, are still standing today thanks to the structural engineering from thousands of years ago. 
Structural engineers protect people’s lives and property, which is worthy of recognition. 
 
The final way in which we can increase awareness of the structural engineering profession is to engage 
in public policy. A structural engineer’s primary obligation is to protect lives, and by getting involved in 
policies related to this notion, we can gain recognition. Structural engineers need to play a vital role in 
repairing and rebuilding the aging infrastructure across the country. We can encourage private and 
public sectors to spend money to address the infrastructure problem. A great example of public policy 
that promotes the structural engineering profession is the soft story retrofit ordinances mandated by 
cities such as San Francisco. Structural engineers are protecting the public while simultaneously getting 
the publicity the profession needs. In doing so, we help reinforce the notion that our services are not a 
commodity but a valuable resource. 
 
In sum, the public does not have a strong perception of the structural engineering profession simply 
because it is lacking an awareness of it. It is important for the profession to change this perception, 
which I believe can be done through continued innovation in materials and construction techniques, 
dedication to bringing awareness through publicity and educational programs, and through the 
involvement in policies that ensure the safety of the public. Our profession has a lot to be proud of and I 
am optimistic that we will continue to make a positive impact on our society as we share our profession 
with those around us. 


