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Discuss the challenges facing young structural engineers 
today. How does your involvement with your SEA and/or 
NCSEA contribute to address these challenges? 

Over the past couple of years; society in general has changed a great deal. Young engineers are 

now exposed as early as high school to different career choices and have more opportunities to explore 

their interests through clubs & extra-curricular activities. Just as in the past, getting a good education and 

continuing the learning process throughout one’s career is of the upmost importance. However, young 

structural engineers today face an abundance of additional challenges when compared to other career 

options. With technology continually evolving, adaptability is crucial in order to use new technologies & 

software efficiently and quickly to produce designs without compromising safety. While maintaining this 

fast-paced intellectual growth, young engineers must also find a way to grow personally through a good 

work-life balance.  

As a structural engineer, one’s college education is what lays the foundation of their knowledge 

and provides direction for one within the field. However, there are a lot of basic topics that are not 

included in the typical college curriculum. For example, at my school timber design was an elective that 

was limited due space and to schedule conflicts with required classes. There were no classes that covered 

design of masonry or light gage. Additionally, I didn’t learn about ASCE 7 in depth or understand what it 

takes to create engineering drawings until after I had graduated and joined the workforce. Local young 

members groups (YMG) have the opportunity to help fill the gap between college and professional 

practice. By offering technical seminars on design basics and events that focus on soft skills like 

networking, problem solving and communication, YMG’s can make the transition from academia to 

industry much smoother.  

Codes and standards are continually evolving in response to the changing world. With natural 

disasters and terrorism being in the news seemingly daily, structural engineers must understand the 

demands on the structure and the codes that govern their design. For example, wind design has greatly 

evolved and more and more people are aware of blast design. Newly constructed structures are being 

designated as safe shelters in the case of an emergency and therefore the design of the structure is much 

more stringent. Engineers must be aware of the changes that are occurring and continue to learn. NCSEA 

offers a variety of webinars that allow one to continually refresh prior learning, keep up with changing 
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codes and learn about specialized topics. For an engineer, learning does not stop in college; it progresses 

through one’s career. 

In today’s world, projects are being pushed to be done quicker and with more precision than ever 

before. It is not uncommon for engineering information to be contained and conveyed in a BIM (building 

information modeling) format. Technological advances now allow for complex structures to be analyzed 

quicker and easier than ever before. As such, young engineers must learn a variety of technologies and 

how and when to utilize them most effectively. For design software, engineers must understand the 

fundamental principles of the software and must be able to validate the results. The results of software are 

only as good as the information being fed into it. Therefore, it is of the upmost importance that engineers 

learn what information needs to be given as to obtain the intended results. YMG’s can offer help in this 

area by offering seminars that compare quick hand calculations with the out-put of different software.  

Once designed, the information is usually pushed from a design software to a BIM format like 

Revit.  The actual member sizes are only part of the design. Items such as bracing requirements, 

connection design and reinforcing must also be addressed. This can be challenging to do. When 

information is not clearly communicated, problems may occur during construction. One of the perks of 

being part of a member organization is that a young engineer has the opportunity to talk with fellow 

engineers. The ability to communicate and connect to one another is a great asset. The ability to learn how 

different people approach BIM and ways they have dealt with BIM inadequacies is of great value. When 

problems do occur in the field, you can talk about the problem and learn how these problems have been 

navigated and resolved in the past by more experienced engineers. It allows young engineers to learn 

some of the most common “pitfalls” and how to avoid them. Additionally, field trips to renovation sites 

and hands-on events with companies like Hilti, introduce a young engineer to different solutions that can 

be utilized to correct certain problems they may come across. Moving forward, young engineers feel more 

able to control their designs, get the right output from the different software, communicate the design 

effective and mitigate any problems that do occur with confidence.  

Finally, young engineers are faced with the task of trying to maintain a good work-life balance. 

Engineers often work long hours to complete projects since public safety hangs in the balance. These long 

hours interfere with the day-to-day responsibilities of people especially for families. From a young age we 

are pushed to follow our dreams and pursue our interests particularly in STEM fields. Although, I believe 

that men and woman have equal opportunities in structural engineering, I find that maintaining a good 

work-life balance and fulfilling career aspirations is often more difficult than imagined, particularly for 

women with families. 
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As a female, one of my personal biggest hurdles is maternity leave. There are a lot of companies 

that do not offer maternity leave or have programs in place that help women transition in and out of the 

workforce as required to start a family. As a result, women often feel forced to choose to either delay 

having a family or put their career on hold with the hope of continuing again later in life.  Additionally, 

children require a lot of care. Parents (both male and female) often need to leave the office or come in at 

different hours to take care of their children. Although many companies have flexible hour’s policies or 

allow people to work at home, there is often an unspoken negative connotation with the people who use 

such policies. Often these people are viewed as not being as committed to their career then someone who 

remains in the office during the day. Being a new mother, one of the biggest changes in my life was how I 

manage my day-to-day life. Like other parents, I work for efficiency. I try to create a balance of 

producing good quality work while still maintaining a healthy time with my family. Having an open 

conversation within your company about goals (both personal and professional) and the best path to 

obtain those goals is important. Through member organization events I have been able to talk to people 

and learn about how different companies within the industry handle advancement and goal setting. 

Having the opportunity to meet professional woman at work, industry events and at the NCSEA 

conference who have managed having a family and career is a rewarding and refreshing experience. It 

gives me hope that a good work-life balance is obtainable.  

In conclusion, YMG has been a fantastic asset in helping young engineers bridge the gap between 

academia and the professional world. Continued education through member organization events and 

NCSEA seminars has been an asset to help me to keep up with the changing world. Finally, the ability to 

meet and speak with engineers from all walks of life and points in their career is a wonderful opportunity. 

Hopefully, moving forward these sources continue to help young engineers overcome challenges in their 

life and career. 

  


