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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. 
 

Disneyland is the “happiest place on Earth”, but the magic would not exist without the structural 
engineers who designed the buildings housing our favorite rides. From the steel-framed structure 
supporting the iconic Matterhorn, to the precast concrete dome over Space Mountain, structural 
engineers played a crucial role in bringing Walt Disney’s vision to life. Eager park-goers, however, likely 
do not think twice about the structures that keep them safe during their favorite rides. Structural 
engineers fly under the radar, and one of the only times the public acknowledges us is when a 
catastrophic failure occurs. The public’s perception of structural engineers is almost non-existent, but 
there are several ways that our profession can help change that. The structural engineering profession 
can increase public awareness and recognition by taking more credit for our work, creating a degree 
program at universities specifically for structural engineering, and pushing for uniform structural 
engineering licensure across the country.  
 
One way to increase public awareness of the structural engineering profession is to seek out and accept 
credit for our roles in building design. In general, engineers have a common personality stereotype of 
being reserved. We are left-brained thinkers, often content with sitting quietly in the back and crunching 
numbers all day. Unfortunately, this also means we shy away from attention instead of seeking it out, 
even when that attention is in the form of well-deserved recognition. As structural engineers, we work 
alongside architects that are usually happy to be in the spotlight and take the well-deserved credit for 
the world’s most impressive buildings. We, as structural engineers, need to start taking credit where 
credit is due. After all, our contribution to the project is no less important than any other member of the 
design team. When a high-rise tower breaks ground and then opens its doors, the structural engineers 
should make sure they are standing tall next to the architect at the ground breaking ceremony and the 
ribbon cutting ceremony. Anytime there is a plaque outside a building commemorating its construction, 
we should speak up and demand our name be placed on there with the rest of the design team. During 
construction, banners withour logos should be displayed next to the contractors and architects. These 
small but significant actions will allow the public to recognize our crucial role in the built environment 
and the structures they interact with every day.  
 
A second way to increase recognition and public awareness of the structural engineering profession is to 
introduce the profession at the college level and create a unique degree program at universities. The 
majority of universities with an engineering school will offer an undergraduate and/or graduate civil 
engineering degree program that covers all focuses within civil engineering. During the undergraduate 
program, students often do not have the opportunity to choose a focus and are required to take classes 
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in all focus areas. During college, we are taught that structural engineering is just a subset of civil 
engineering, but in reality, it is different enough to warrant its own degree program. This is 
demonstrated by its need for separate professional licensure. In order to be a proficient structural 
engineer, one must take advanced structural design and analysis courses that are simply not offered in 
general civil engineering degree programs. Incoming freshman that are selecting their majors may not 
realize what structural engineering is when they apply for an engineering program because it is not 
offered as a separate degree. By creating a unique degree program for structural engineering, we are 
not only bettering the quality of the graduates entering the workforce, but we are also bringing 
awareness to the profession and gaining an additional level of credibility.   
 
A  third  way  to  bring  positive  awareness  to  our  profession  is  to  support  universal  structural 
engineering licensure across the country. At this point in time, only two states have a full practice act 
requiring an engineer to pass the 16-hour NCEES Structural Engineering exam in order to stamp 
structural drawings, and only six more states require this for essential facilities and/or high-rise buildings 
only. The only time that structural engineers are in the media is when a structural failure occurs, causing 
the little PR we receive to mostly occur during negative times. The work designed by structural 
engineers has much more potential for catastrophic damage when compared to other engineering 
professions such as civil, mechanical,  and  electrical.  Therefore,  structural  engineers  should  be  held  
to  a  higher  standard  with licensing. By supporting a higher level of licensure to stamp all structural 
engineering documents in all states, we are ensuring that our engineers are fully competent and 
qualified to design the built environment. This will also give confidence to the general public and 
positively increase our public perception.   
 
The public has very little perception of the structural engineering profession, and the average person 
often does not know the difference between structural engineers and architects. Structural engineers 
save lives every day by designing structures that help to ensure the safety and welfare of the general 
public. We make sure that the roof stays over your head during a storm, and that the hospital stays 
functional during an earthquake, and yet the general public does not know that our profession exists. 
We need to increase public  awareness  and  recognition  of  our  profession by  standing  up  and  taking  
credit  for  our  work, developing unique college degree programs to increase student interest in the 
field, and supporting universal structural engineering licensure across the country. By doing these three 
things, we can not only make a positive name for ourselves, but also increase the competency of the 
profession and increase the public’s confidence in our ability to keep them safe. Whether we are Disney 
Imagineers designing the next themepark thrill ride, or consulting engineers working on residential 
projects, it is our time to shine. 


