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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 structural engineering is the most visible branch of engineering. From your residence to your 
place of work to your favorite places to hang out after work with friends, you spend most of your time 
each day inside of a structure. You may well ask, “What about when I’m driving?” You’re bound to cross 
at least one bridge, if not more, on your commute. All this interaction with buildings and bridges makes 
the public’s perception of structural engineers extremely important. The public relies on structural 
engineers to provide safe structures and therefore needs to know that the engineer in charge can be 
trusted with their safety. There are several ways to increase recognition of structural engineers to the 
public and prove our profession’s competence. 

One way is through professional licensure. The use of professional credentials (such as EIT, PE, or SE) 
shows that the engineer can be trusted with the safety of the public. The SE license, for example, is 
obtained through a more rigorous examination process than the current PE license, which in and of itself 
holds a high regard in the minds of the public. The SE, therefore, can be used to adequately convey to 
the public that we as structural engineers can be trusted with their safety. For this reason, I have been 
heavily involved with the efforts to push SE licensure legislation in Pennsylvania by sitting on the NCSEA 
Structural Licensure committee. I have also been reaching out to my own state representatives, such as 
Bill Kortz, who sits on the Pennsylvania Occupational Licensure committee. In May, I published an article 
in STRUCTURE magazine outlining my thoughts on SE licensure. 

Beyond professional licensure, structural engineers can increase public recognition through educational 
outreach. In October 2017, I started a series of recurring visits to my old middle school, Harrison Middle 
School in Whitehall Borough in Pittsburgh. Within the last few years, they began a STEM class that runs 
the length of each quarter of the school year. Myself and some colleagues have begun speaking to this 
class once each quarter about engineering. Our visits usually consist of a short presentation that 
introduces what engineering is and then what we do as civil/structural engineers. We then divide the 
students into groups for an activity. The first activity we organized was a bridge building activity using 
straws, masking tape, and pennies. It was incredibly rewarding to see how each group tried to tackle the 
task. Some groups created sturdy beam bridges while others opted for an arch-type structure. Outreach 
at the elementary, middle, and high school levels can make extraordinary advances in the recognition of 
structural engineers. Although I knew I wanted to pursue civil engineering as far back as 8th grade, there 
was no guarantee that I would have picked that field. To this day, I cannot remember any presentation 
given to me on civil engineering while I was in school. It makes me wonder how many of my peers would 
have joined me in this profession if we had guidance from the profession. 

Another effective way to increase recognition of structural engineers is through greater infrastructure 
funding. It is no secret that the infrastructure in the United States has been failing. 

While “failing” might sound like a strong word, it is more than fitting. Consider the old Greenfield Bridge 
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania as an example. It is the only bridge, to my knowledge, where a smaller bridge 
was built underneath it to catch falling debris and keep it from hitting traffic on the busy Interstate-376 
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below. In my opinion, if the solution to a crumbling bridge is to catch the debris, there should be more 
efforts to replace and rehabilitate these aging pieces of our nation’s infrastructure. Luckily for the 
Greenfield neighborhood, the bridge was replaced last year with a magnificent steel arch bridge. This 
kind of infrastructure improvement increases the public’s recognition of structural engineers by showing 
them precisely what engineers do. In the case of the Greenfield Bridge, there were community events 
planned both prior to demolition of the old bridge and prior to the opening of the new bridge. When the 
public sees what we as engineers can provide them, they see us in a more positive manner. 

Unfortunately, as much as these endeavors help to improve the image of structural engineers, events 
happen that can put doubt in the minds of the public. The recent collapse of the pedestrian bridge in 
Florida is one example. The bridge in question was meant to connect the campus of Florida International 
University to the Sweetwater neighborhood on the other side of a busy highway. The post-tensioned 
concrete bridge was constructed adjacent to the roadway and swung into place. This method, 
sometimes known as Accelerated Bridge Construction, is used to minimize the disruption to traffic by 
reducing the time that a roadway is closed. In the case of the FIU bridge, the structure was swung across 
the roadway. About a week later, as a crew was in the process of adjusting the post-tensioned strands, 
the structure collapsed onto traffic below. Five pedestrians and one construction worker were killed. 

This incident painted structural engineers in a negative light for several reasons. In the eyes of the 
public, any structural failure is assumed to be the fault of the structural engineer unless proven 
otherwise. In this particular failure, both the engineers and the contractors were blamed. After all, it 
could have been a design flaw, but what if the bridge was not constructed properly either? What if the 
bridge was built too fast? That last question is the one that the public fixated on immediately following 
the collapse. They assumed that the term “accelerated bridge construction” meant “rushed bridge 
construction.” 

This is where education can go a long way. If we as a profession can convince the public that our 
methods are safe and effective, then we can ensure that structural engineering is seen more positively. 
If structural engineers can be trusted, then they will be more effective at not only determining the true 
causes of failures, but in preventing such failures in the future. 


