
Christopher Barlow 

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 always pictured you doing something a little more… creative.  I mean, isn’t civil engineering – sorry, 

structural engineering – pretty boring?” 

For years, my decision to leave creative writing behind and instead pursue a career in structural 

engineering has puzzled everyone around me.  Ultimately, this confusion is not the result of a 

misunderstanding of my interests but rather an ignorance of the field of structural engineering.  Though 

irritating and certainly concerning for the future of our industry, I find that relieving this ignorance requires 

only a brief, passionate explanation of what I do.  Often within minutes, these candid remarks and subtle 

hints of disapproval transform into admiration and even jealousy among my peers in other fields.  I hope 

that by engaging in this ongoing conversation about the public’s perception of structural engineers in this 

essay, I can take my personal efforts to strengthen our profession’s identity to a broader level. 

From my experience, we can condense the current public perception of structural engineering to three 

words: prestigious but boring.  Certainly, the former adjective generates positive acclaim for our identity.  

Becoming a structural engineer is an achievement to be admired by others who acknowledge the 

necessary dedication and intelligence of the profession.  Indeed, this prestige attracts many motivated 

and technically skilled individuals.  However, the latter acts just as powerfully in the opposite direction.  

Boring implies lack of creativity and innovation.  In social settings, boring means risk avoidance and 

tepidness, qualities that do not suit strong leadership. 

Now, here comes the twist.  The reason the public holds onto this perception of us is that we tend to 

believe it ourselves.  As I searched for a place to start my career, I asked a number of structural engineers 

to define their role in a few words.  Most responses fell along the lines of: “We take the architect’s vision, 

and we make it work.”  To me, this statement implies that we do not participate in the design because we 

do not consider ourselves creative.  Additionally, we receive our work from the architect because we do 

not see ourselves as leaders. 

If we continue to follow this manner of thinking, the “boring” stereotype will not change.  After all, “the 

members of a profession are responsible for promoting the profession—if not they, then who?” [1] 
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“Not at all!  My job uses and strengthens my creative skills in numerous ways.  Every day I collaborate with 

a diverse group of design professionals to deliver innovative solutions to complex challenges.  For example, 

on this one project…” 

 

With my enduring love of creative writing in mind, perhaps it comes as no surprise that I believe the path 

toward a stronger identity starts with a change in our language.  We need to rethink how we define 

ourselves.  The first sentence of the Wikipedia page on structural engineering states, “Structural 

engineering is a sub-discipline of civil engineering.”  Similarly, the first sentence of the definition of a 

structural engineer provided by Structural Engineers Association of California (SEAOC) states, “Structural 

Engineering is a specialty within Civil Engineering.”  Certainly, our relationship with the civil community 

ought to be important to us.  However, I do not believe it should be the foremost component of our 

identity.  Instead, I would suggest the following: “Structural engineering is a design profession that delivers 

expertise in material behavior under complex loading.” 

Next, we need to recognize the importance of “soft skills.”  Currently, many structural engineers are forced 

to wait for work to be brought to them.  Often to the detriment of the project, our involvement arrives 

too late for us to make any meaningful decisions on the overall design.  We need to strengthen our identity 

as designers and leaders in order to earn our place at “the big table.” [1]  We can start by looking for 

applicants with leadership capability in our hiring processes.  We should also emphasize to accreditation 

committees, such as ABET, our desire to see these skills developed in academic curricula.  Lastly, we should 

encourage the improvement of “soft skills” with professional development programs to support our 

existing community. 

Focusing more intently on academia, we need to continue our push for higher education reform.  

Currently, many structural engineering professors have been out of the industry for several years.  They 

can teach the fundamentals, but they often lack knowledge of the latest advancements in computational 

technology.  For example, none of my professors could teach me any Finite Element Analysis software 

packages.  Professors are our front line for attracting the best and brightest to our industry.  If students 

perceive our professors as outdated, the “boring” stereotype will live on in the next generation. 

Conversely, most professionals are not aware of new research in the academic world.  Currently, our 

relationship comprises of research buried deep in the commentary sections of codes and standards that 

are usually a decade old by the time they reach our desks.  During the time I made my decision to pursue 

structural engineering, a friend of mine also made a decision to pursue the mechanical discipline.  When 

I asked her why, she responded that innovation in mechanical systems excited her.  She explained how all 

this amazing research guaranteed that her job would be changing from year to year.  Whereas with 

structural engineering, in her view, concrete would always be concrete, and steel would always be steel.  

Every project would be essentially the same. 

  



2018 Young Member Summit  Christopher Barlow 

Of course, there is exciting research in structural engineering.  I suggest we support this research by 

promoting more performance-based design solutions.  We should work alongside professors and students 

to develop new, innovative ways of handling complex loading in structures and, at the same time, develop 

the next generation of creative structural engineers. 

Lastly, I suggest that we strengthen our global relations with structural engineering organizations around 

the world.  With so many rapidly emerging markets, we need to ensure that our industry is ready to 

support the next leap forward.  If not, someone else will surely fill the void, and the public’s perception of 

structural engineers will diminish.  We need to emphasize our stance on the importance of globally 

minded leaders.  I suggest we advocate for mandating some level of language credit with accredited higher 

education degrees.  Currently, most engineering colleges do not have any world language requirement.  

At my Alma Mater, only one engineering degree requires world language credits, a rapidly growing 

industry that many believe threatens our own, computer science. 

By committing to a stronger definition of our role as designers, encouraging “soft skills” and leadership, 

collaborating more closely with our peers in academia, and strengthening global ties, I am certain that 

public awareness and recognition of our importance as innovative problem-solvers will increase 

dramatically. 
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