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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 recently participated in a listening exercise simply titled, “Explain It Like I’m Five.” This exercise 
encouraged us to explain to colleagues within our A/E firm, in a different profession, what it is we 
regularly do. I was shocked to discover that despite working with structural engineers daily, my 
colleagues had only a vague idea of what our profession is concerned with – the “bones” of a building. 
They assumed I spent my day crunching numbers and running calculations, and their understanding 
largely ended there. 

In broader American society, I have found this lack of understanding of what structural engineers 
actually do is even more pronounced. For the public at large, people’s knowledge of structural 
engineering generally falls into two types: those that are unaware our profession exists; and those that 
have only a basic idea of what we do. In either case, many assume engineers and their profession are 
stereotypically dull or boring; a job whose days are filled with number crunching. 

Part of this obscurity is due to the fact that much of our greatest work is hidden from view. The 
remarkable substructure of the Hudson Yards development in New York City will remain covered up 
while supporting the grandeur of the towers above. While open to the public, many large, inspiring 
public projects – like the Hoover Dam of decades past or Seattle’s Alaska Way Viaduct Tunnel – are or 
will remain shielded from the eyes of society by a curtain of distance or dirt. While these projects are 
inspiring, the same fate awaits our day to day projects: apartments or aqueducts, they will almost all get 
covered by cladding, dirt, or pavement. This obscurity of our work contributes to the public’s lack of 
understanding of our profession. It means even those who know our profession exists, are limited to a 
vague understanding of our work as “it holds stuff up.” 

The reality is, our work is not likely to be more visible in the future than it is now; it will remain behind a 
curtain of some sort. So what can be done to improve the public’s positive perception of our profession 
and to inspire a new generation of structural engineers? Great progress could be made by delivering two 
key messages with two key methods. 

The first message is to emphasize is that structural engineering is fundamentally about solving problems 
and overcoming challenges. The materials and designs we use? Those are simply some of the methods 
and solutions available to us. Numbers and mathematics? Those are tools in our kit, not fundamental 
definitions of our identity as professionals. The benefit of this message, is that everyone in society can 
recognize problems and challenges, and no matter their walk of life or age, everyone enjoys seeing 
problems solved and the sense of triumph at overcoming challenges. 

The second message to deliver is to highlight the role structural engineers are playing in addressing the 
problems of today and meeting the challenges of tomorrow. From aspirational goals like building taller 
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and taller, to communal challenges like reducing global energy consumption or housing a growing global 
population structural engineers are part of the team addressing these issues. Here in the US, even 
people who know little about structural engineering specifically know our national “infrastructure is 
crumbling” from personal experience or the stream of news and reports attesting to that fact. 
Highlighting how structural engineers are and will be a part of fixing this infrastructure is key to 
improving the public’s perception of our industry. 
 
With messages in hand, the question turns to who to deliver them to and how? Without a doubt, the 
most important demographic to reach is the next generation of potential structural engineers. One 
approach to reach these developing problem solvers is to go straight to the source with school visits by 
practicing engineers. This is an avenue that NCSEA and its partner SEA chapters already support. While 
this is worthy of recognition, a more concerted effort will be necessary to truly reach and inspire enough 
of these potential engineers to make a difference. It will require structural engineers to step out of our 
comfort zone and take up the mantle of teacher and mentor periodically throughout the year. This 
strategy is particularly useful for younger students as a way to plant the seed of our profession as you 
can’t aspire to be something you don’t know exists. 
 
For older students, it’s not enough to simply plant a seed. More in-depth work will be required. For this, 
it may be advantageous to partner with existing organizations in this field. One example would be 
programs like ACE (Architecture, Construction, and Engineering), which has a robust footprint across the 
country and fosters the development of high schoolers as they explore their interest in these fields. 
NCSEA may find it advantageous for the organization – and crucially its members – to partner with this 
worthwhile mentor program to foster the growth of the next generation of structural engineers. 
 
The second strategy is aimed at society as a whole, but has the benefit of reaching children and students 
a second time: advertising. Simply put, the public needs to be aware of the contributions of structural 
engineers to society in a way that makes them aspire to join us in solving problems. A national 
advertising campaign – similar to those being undertaken by trade unions across the country recognizing 
a shortage of new members – is vital to improving public perception of our profession. Such a campaign 
should show the challenges we face as a society – rusting bridges, unused rocket launch towers, 
crumbling buildings, etc. – but should emphasize how structural engineers are solving these problems. 
The reality is, our best work will almost always remain hidden from public view. If we want to the public 
to know what we do and who we are, there is no better way than to simply pull back the curtain and 
show them.  


