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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.

The public perception of structural engineers is practically non-existent in my opinion. When most 
people examine a building, they only admire or critique the architectural elements. People will admire 
exposed structural elements in a building, but they typically only appreciate the aesthetic, not the 
science behind why this particular beam was selected, why it was placed in this exact location, or how it 
is keeping the building from crashing down. For this reason, children grow up dreaming to one day be 
architects, not structural engineers, and society has more appreciation and understanding of 
architecture and people forget that each building requires a creative and intelligent team of structural 
engineers to make the architects vision a reality. I am not saying that the public is unaware that 
structural engineers exist, but the architects are typically accredited with the failure or success of a 
building. 

I recently visited New York City for the first time and went to the “Top of the Rock”, also known as the 
top 30 Rockefeller Plaza.  This skyscraper was one of the tallest in the world at its completion date in 
1933. As I was waiting to take the elevator to the top of the building, they were playing a short film that 
discussed the history of Rockefeller Center. The majority of the film covered the design and construction 
of the building and the lead architect, Raymond Hood, was the lead star of the film while the lead 
structural engineer was just briefly mentioned. Personally, I find it fascinating that the structural 
engineers were able to design an adequate structure for this large of a project without the use of any 
computer programs to aid the design and I would have liked to learn more about the challenges the 
engineers faced in this film. 

The scapegoat answer to lack of public perception is that engineers are typically more introverted than 
architects and that the architects are a better representative of the industry due to the lack of social 
skills from the engineers, but this societal stereotype is inaccurate more often than not. The structural 
engineering industry is full of talented people who are great leaders and would well represent the 
industry to the public in order to improve perception. However, the issue is that there is not enough 
self-marketing done by our industry in order to gain more attention to what we do and to improve the 
public perception of structural engineers. 

There are many ways we, as structural engineers, could better self-promote our industry and improve 
public perception, some much less difficult than others. Some ideas to easily accomplish this with our 
everyday lives include simply telling people what you do as a structural engineer, increasing social media 
presence with more eye-catching images of the projects we work on, and visiting schools to show the 
younger generations how cool it is to be a structural engineer and peak their interest. All of these ideas 
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would increase public awareness of the structural engineering industry and increase the interest in 
young students to choose structural engineering as a career. 

While there are some simple ideas to increase the public perception of our industry, there are some 
more complicated ideas that would require a lot more time and energy to make a difference. The overall 
culture of the architectural world needs to change. Structural engineers need to be celebrated and 
appreciated more because without the structural system, there is no building. Without the structural 
engineers on a project, you can’t support a space from collapsing down, you can’t protect the occupants 
from high winds and earthquakes, and you can’t support any of the mechanic, electrical, or plumbing 
systems. All of the different types of engineers and architects are important to a project, but without a 
great structural engineer, none of the other systems really matter. We hold the most reliability and 
responsibility when it comes to occupant safety, which is the most important factor in any building. The 
public is only aware of structural engineering failures, but we need to start increasing awareness of 
structural engineer successes. This could be accomplished through increasing media coverage of 
structural engineering awards, such as the awards announced at the NCSEA Summit. In order to change 
the culture in the architectural world to increase the public perception of structural engineering, we 
need to work with the architects to increase integration between all disciplines. Structural engineers 
have a lot to offer in both the creative and analytical aspects of design, so there should be more 
collaboration in the early stages of design to create more efficient and aesthetically pleasing space that 
pushes the boundaries of traditional architecture. This would increase the role of the structural engineer 
and allow us to have more of a face to the public. 

As an industry, structural engineers need to work together to increase the public’s perception and 
awareness of our career. As of now, we do not have enough representation in society and are not given 
enough credit for all that we for the success of buildings. There are many things we can do ourselves to 
change the perception, but the overall culture of the industry needs to progress forward to increase the 
structural engineers role in the design. We do not give ourselves enough credit, so why would anyone 
else? 

 


