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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. 
 
Retention of talent in the structural engineering field has a wide impact on the stability of the future of 
this field. In the few short years I have been working, I have seen many talented structural engineers 
leave my firm for a variety of reasons. Based on what I have observed at my own firm, some of the 
reasons for leaving are better work-life balance, burnout, or no opportunity for career development. 
There is not one simple solution to such a multi-faceted issue, but through advocacy and an awareness 
of the underlying causes, we can begin to enact change in our field.I recently attended a presentation 
about the preliminary results of the 2018 SE3 survey which includes responses from many structural 
engineers across the United States. When structural engineers are asked if they would stay in structural 
engineering until retirement, two pinch points when respondents are more likely to say no occur at two 
and ten years of experience. We have made jokes that at two years, this is an engineer’s first experience 
with construction administration. Although that may be true, that first CA project is extremely critical to 
the success of that engineer. This young engineer needs to feel supported and understand the CA 
process since our engineering schooling does not typically cover this topic. Although the best way to 
learn how to handle CA is experience, we can all advocate for providing young engineers a good 
example to follow. One helpful resource we have at our firm is a shop drawing guide which gives a great 
summary of what to review each type of submittal for. A topic like this could easily be turned into an 
NCSEA webinar with project examples and lessons learned. The second pinch point at ten years could 
probably be attributed to an engineer transitioning into more management responsibilities. Most 
smaller offices do not have a technical or management track, and we are all expected to perform both 
responsibilities. Through project work, we learn through our own managers what management style 
would work for us. Often, this trial by fire does not lead to the most efficient management. In our office, 
we have started a lunchtime seminar series for project management training with topics ranging from 
broad (contracts) or specific (managing staff transitions). These presentations are quite valuable for 
younger engineers to see project managers reflecting on what works and what doesn’t and providing 
examples to follow. Through these resources, we hope to be more transparent about the management 
process and allow younger engineers the opportunity to be successful in their futures.One common 
cited reason for leaving the structural engineering career is poor work-life balance and burnout. 
Although each engineer’s workload limit may vary, the overall demands in this industry are always high. 
We work with a variety of clients on many projects concurrently and on projects with demanding, fast 
paced construction schedules. We should all advocate for setting boundaries with our clients; do not 
send email responses at 10 pm which may indicate to a client that you are willing to work at all hours for 
them. The best thing a project manager should do is be realistic with our clients. Although they may be 
demanding, a good project manager should explain to a client what is reasonable for us to deliver in the 
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allotted timeframe. Working consistent long hours is a surefire way to exhaust any good engineer and 
the quality of work may suffer under these conditions. When a firm is experiencing many engineers 
leaving for various reasons, the workload of those remaining increases. There is no immediate relief 
because it is difficult to recruit experienced engineers from a shrinking talent pool. The demands of 
project deadlines and the fast pace of construction can be overwhelming for some and can cause more 
engineers to leave when they do not have adequate management or the support to meet client 
expectations. Structural engineering has statistically been one of the lower paid engineering disciplines 
because we are all in competition with each other for  

lower and lower fees. In order to be a profitable business, firms are agreeing to these low fees to the 
detriment of the engineers. They do not have the ability to attract senior level talent with higher pay 
raises and it is cheaper to higher a new graduate and hope to retain them long enough to promote to 
senior level positions from within. As the cost of construction keeps increasing, the NCSEA should 
advocate for higher baseline structural engineering fees. By the time CA begins, many projects have 
already exceeded their design fees and this causes the CA fee to be negotiated down to compensate. 
Given that CA is extremely critical to the success of the project, it is irresponsible to attempt a proper 
and through review of CA items with less than realistic time and money allotted.The structural 
engineering profession is at an important crossroads. We have already seen the number of students 
entering the structural engineering field decreasing and there is a shrinking pool of new graduates for 
entry level positions. This issue is compounded by the ever-increasing demands of our industry that 
easily burns out engineers. We can provide support to younger engineers early in their careers regarding 
construction administration and management training so when they reach those two- and ten-year 
milestones, they are ready to take on their next challenge. We need to be realistic with our clients and 
manage project deliverables that are respectful of an engineer’s workload limit. Finally, we must 
advocate for higher fees. Structural engineering is an integral part of the building industry and we 
should be valued for the talent and design we provide. 


