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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. 

After a large-scale car bomb explosion abroad, a critical diplomatic building keeps personnel safe; a top-
heavy air traffic control tower is hit with a 7.5 magnitude earthquake, and is strong enough to remain 
fully operational and keep the airport open; a stadium is hit by a hurricane, but withstands the gale-
force winds and flooding to provide shelter to those who lost homes. These are all incredible events that 
would make headlines around the world, but they happen every day on the computer screens and 
calculations of structural engineers. Structural engineers do crucial and fascinating work, but the public 
rarely sees it, especially when the catastrophes aren’t happening in real life. 

One of the issues with public perception of the value structural engineers bring to society is that our 
work is hidden, both literally and figuratively. While exposing structural elements is becoming more 
popular, most of our designs are out-of-sight and out-of-mind as far as the general public is concerned. 
We also work for architects and contractors, who have a greater ability to promote their work as the 
project leaders. Most non-engineers in the Washington DC area know Clark and other area contractors 
because their signs are all over the city. Those same DC residents would be unable to name a single 
structural engineering firm. 

Similar to Intel’s problem in the 1990s, we sell a service that is hidden within the end-product, and users 
cannot interpret our value. Famously, Intel developed their ‘Intel Inside’ campaign and became a well-
known brand synonymous with value and performance. Structural engineers should seek to showcase 
our work, both within the structure itself, and in the outside world. That could involve a combination of 
educating building users on structural systems, pushing for signage at construction sites, and interactive 
marketing highlighting the innovations we bring to structural engineering projects. 

Another reason the public rarely knows what structural engineers do is that the status quo, when all 
structures are standing, is made out to be boring and not newsworthy. Like a long-snapper in football, 
structural engineers operate in a world where if the nation knows your name, that probably means 
something very bad has happened. The only time our profession gets nationwide publicity is if 
something collapses or breaks. This is with good reason; structural engineers should always keep the 
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worst-case scenario of our designs in the back of our heads; but we also need to do a more proactive job 
of showcasing our designs working as intended. 

  

I’m reminded of a CSi marketing image that says “Structural Engineers: Saving Lives Every Time the Wind 
Blows.” That statement sounds tongue-in-cheek, but as a profession we should be bolder about 
advertising what our designs withstand when they don’t fall down. When a hurricane or earthquake hits, 
structural engineers should promote how the structure was designed to respond, and how our design 
protected people and property of the public. Along with this approach, we should use our expertise and 
models to describe what could have happened without our innovative and efficient structural design 
work to protect structures from disaster. 

  

The most basic reason that the public remains ignorant of what structural engineers do for society is the 
personalities of structural engineers ourselves. Because most structural engineers are technically-
minded, problem-solving individuals, they’re happy to keep their heads down and focus on the 
important technical part of our jobs, and are less likely to attend educational events, meet new people, 
and promote our work. With the ascendance of social media and technological tools such as virtual 
reality, there is an even greater ability for structural engineers to promote our awesome ideas and 
designs to the public. We already create incredibly detailed and complex 3D models for our projects; it 
wouldn’t be a great deal of additional effort to insert the public and end-users into our digital structures 
to educate the populace about all of the interesting and exciting things our structures are designed to 
resist. Using these new tools, along with engineers making a more conscious effort of doing the 
sometimes uncomfortable people-centric events and educational opportunities will go a long way 
toward improving public perception of our profession. 

 

Overall, there are a lot of challenges for the public to recognize and learn about what we as structural 
engineers do. Our work is hidden both literally and figuratively; public awareness of our industry is 
highest when there are catastrophic failures; engineers don’t always like to do the people-centric work 
of educating and marketing our value. We can address these problems in a variety of ways, including: 
educating building users about structural engineering and systems, interactive marketing using social 
media and virtual reality, more visibility at construction sites, and education that highlights the 
catastrophic disasters our buildings resist while they are still standing. 

 

 


