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SEI Survey: Current Practices 
and Future Expectations

Stephanie Slocum, P.E.

on behalf of the ASCE/SEI Business Practices Committee
 

 

Good afternoon. Today I am going to talk about the future of structural engineering from the 
business perspective. I am one of the members of the Business Practices Committee. The 
Business Practices Committee is one of the ASCE/SEI committees whose principal role is to 
consider the issues that relate to the role of the structural engineer in business environment 
and within the public at large. This committee distributed a survey for the structural 
engineering community to learn about the current trends and future challenges of the 
structural engineering community. We’ve learned a lot of fascinating things, and today I’m going 
to share our findings with you. 
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Survey Background & Demographics 

 Key Results
Current Trends

Adapting to Change

 Future Outlook

 Action Items

 

 

To summarize our discussion today, first we are going to present general details of the survey 
results, including backgrounds and demographics of responders. We will talk about current 
industry trends and future changes the respondents expect to see. We will talk about future 
outlooks. Finally, we will leave you with action items that you, as an individual practicing 
engineer, can take with the information we’ve given to you. 
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First, a little about my background. My name is Stephanie Slocum. I am a registered engineer 
from PA who has been practicing for about 12 years.  I’ve worked in both a large A/E and small 
structural-only consulting environment. My current employer is Hope Furrer Associates, a small 
women owned consulting firm based in Baltimore, MD.   
  
Similar to those surveyed, my current employer matches the largest demographic of survey 
responders. 50% of those who responded to the survey work at small firms, which are 
considered to be firms with 25 or less employees. The second largest group of responders were 
those at large firms of 500+, which was 20% of the survey responders. At this point, I’d like to 
take a moment to understand the type of firm where you are employed. Please raise your hand 
if you are employed at a firm with 25 or less (pause). Please raise your hand if you are at a firm 
with 500 or more. (pause) I am going to assume the remainder of our friendly engineering 
audience is either in a firm with between 26-499 people, or are either temporarily or 
permanently retired.  
  
Thank you for your participation. 
  
Let’s now look at the industry sectors that participated in the survey so you can understand the 
similarities and differences to the project types in which you may be involved.  
  
(point to chart) As you can see, there is a wide variety of industries represented in the 
responders. Over 80 percent of the responders work on commercial projects. I also want to 



point out that most of the responders work on multiple project types, which is the reason 
statistically the totals for project types presented in this chart exceed 100. 
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 Globalization

 Technology

 Contractor Led Procurement

 Expanded Role of Structural Engineers

 

 

When we talk about trends, we are specifically talking about the present of the industry. What 
is driving current change? Survey respondents tended to group change into four categories: 
globalization, technology, contractor-led procurement, and the expanded role of structural 
engineers. We are going to talk about each of these areas, and some opportunities and 
challenges in each. 
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The first trend we will talk about is globalization.  
 
Globalization creates challenges. There are increased fee pressures in cases where offshore 
engineers are less expensive. Accompanying quality of work by offshore engineers, oversight of 
offshore engineers, and familiarity of offshore engineers with US codes is a concern. 
Globalization also creates opportunities if you are able to leverage those resources, for example 
for firms with international offices.  
 
The bigger concern with this trend is the concerns that globalization when applied to 
engineering services results in our services becoming a commodity. 50% of responders were 
very concerned with this issue.  
 
What do we mean when we talk about services becoming a commodity? This is the idea that all 
firms provide comparable services, with the only difference being price.  
 
Let’s apply this concept to a hammer. If I go visit the local hardware stores or look on Amazon, 
I’m likely to find the exact same hammer at both. Therefore, I’m likely to purchase the less 
expensive one.  
 
Let’s then apply this same concept to coffee. If you wanted a cup of coffee and your two choices 
were a gas station or a Starbucks, which would you choose? You’d likely weigh the cost of the 
“better” cup of coffee and the service you would get at each location. It would be hard to say 
that coffee is a commodity, since you are not receiving the exact same item at each location. 



 
If we extend this concept into structural engineering services, the key thing to remember is that 
structural engineering is a service, and exceptional customer service is unlikely to become a 
commodity.  The adage “you get what you pay for” is applicable here, as firms charging low fees 
are likely to find their work quality suffers resulting in their clients going elsewhere.  
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The next trend we will talk about is technology. Technology was rated by respondents to be the 
strongest potential influence and driver of change. 93% of responders expected technology to 
continue to have a large impact. This includes not only BIM but especially the rise of computer 
modeling programs that are able to automate much of the analysis work that used to be done 
by hand. Survey respondents had several concerns about engineers, and specifically younger 
engineers, designing using automated programs without fully understanding structural 
performance. However, automation can greatly speed up calculations which were repetitious. 
The challenge and opportunity here is to balance automation with experience. Yes, we can 
design much more quickly, however oversight by an experienced engineer is still required.  
  
One other advantage of technology is the ability to work remotely. I’ve been in online meetings 
where the owner, architect, contractor, and consultants, are all headquartered in different 
cities. We can respond to emails when traveling, access drawings on our mobile devices while at 
a site, and coordinate drawings with architects in a different time zone. Those sort of 
connections across the country were not possible long ago, and can open to the door to both 
new work and new ideas if used properly. 
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Trend 3 is contractor led procurement, for example trends towards Design-Build or IPD. 
Responders were split down the middle as to if this is a good or bad trend. 46% of responders 
felt that contractor-led procurement threatens the independent professional stature of future 
structural engineers, while 45% agreed this delivery method would provide more opportunities. 
Most agreed these project delivery methods often result in a more integrated design and lower 
construction costs (although not necessarily lower design costs) when done well.  The picture I 
have here shows columns going up on a Design-Build project I worked on located in Baltimore. 
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Trend 4 is expanded roles of structural engineers on projects. The challenge and opportunity in 
exploring expanded roles is we would have potentially greater liability, but potential greater 
reward and profit as well. 
  
Examples of possible expanded roles include offering additional detailing services using tools 
such as Tekla. In some market sectors, expanded roles are already quite common. SE’s from the 
west coast already design their connections, whereas that would often be considered an 
expanded role for an engineer on the east coast. In some market sectors, such as industrial 
projects, expanded roles are more common as well, since owners tend to be more sophisticated 
and expect more of a “one stop shop” for structural engineering needs.  
  
Expanded roles could also extend to non-technical services. For an example, involvement in 
community groups may lead to further work. For example, does your primary client group have 
a technical society in which you can become involved (for example the AIA). Knowledge of 
particular client sectors and related contacts, including contact info or methodologies a client 
may prefer (think institutional or higher ed clients) as well as contact information, can add 
significant value if your firm is able to leverage that information.  
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To recap, we have four trends: globalization, technology, contractor-led procurement, and the 
expanded role of structural engineers. Now that we have discussed the trends, let’s talk about 
four areas survey respondents expect to see future change to adapt to the trends. We asked the 
survey responders to rate your agreement on how you expect to see your specific profession to 
change in the next 10-30 years, and this was the response.   
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The top four areas of change per the data are: academic education, on-the-job-training, 
continuing education, and licensure. Let’s visit each one of these topics. 
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Change 1 is to academic education. Current industry hiring practices indicate that 27% of firms 
have a minimum requirement of a Master’s degree for new hires, with the remainder of firms 
requiring a Bachelor’s or better. There were substantial disagreements between responders 
regarding if a master’s degree should be required or if it only added an unnecessary burden to 
students. Only 23% felt that students were coming out of school are well prepared for their 
careers. However, a whopping 92% of respondents stated that they only had knowledge of their 
own alma mater.  
 
Regardless of where you fall on the Bachelors/Master’s debate, changes to academic education 
to better align with entry level industry requirements appears to be necessary. 
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Let’s look at the next two changes together: on-the-job training and continuing education. 
Currently, almost 70% of firms offer outside continuing education training in the form of 
seminars, conferences, or classes for staff. You can see the types of training offered on the slide. 
  
Interestingly, responders in leadership positions commented that they will need to provide 
better and more formal training and mentoring opportunities in the future to retain staff. Take 
home for this change is that if you are part of the 15% firms that do not provide any sort of staff 
training, you may find it more difficult to retain staff in the future. 
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Change 4 will be to licensure. Currently, 62% of firms cover the cost to take the SE exam. 82% of 
firms will cover the costs of license renewal in one or more states. Respondents expressed 
overall frustration with inconsistent registration requirements, fees, experience levels, etc. 
across states. Responders suggested a national licensure would help the industry. How many of 
us need a spreadsheet to keep track of the varying state licensure requirements just to maintain 
our licenses? 
 
 

  



Slide 15 

 

Overall positive outlook

Survey results align with SEI strategic 
initiatives

 

 

We’ve now looked at both the four trends and four ways the survey responders believe the 
engineering community will change to accommodate those trends. Overall, the survey 
respondents indicated a positive future outlook, but as we’ve discussed many changes are 
anticipated.  
  
Interestingly enough, the SEI board of Governors met in 2011 and identified four strategic 
initiatives for the board which generally seem to align with our survey results. Full disclosure 
here – as I was compiling the results of the survey, I did it in a vacuum. I went through the 
results, grouped results into the trends and adaptation categories we’ve discussed today, and 
presented those categories to our committee. At the time, one of the other members 
commented that these closely aligned with the SEI initiatives, which I was completely unfamiliar 
with at the time. If this discussion has made you curious as well, please jot down the link to the 
initiatives noted on this slide.  
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Embrace the knowledge that technical 
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Let’s now talk about the three things you can do with the information presented today. 
  
First - embrace the knowledge that technical competency alone is only part of your career. The 
current trends and future challenges we’ve presented today require greater connections to both 
other engineers and larger society.  
  
Second - get involved! I would encourage you to ASCE’s website and apply to be on committees 
that interest you, be it technical or code issues, sustainability, BIM, or the Business Practices 
Committee which authored the survey and this presentation. 
  
Third - share information with your firms.  
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Contact me!
Stephanie Slocum, sslocum@hfurrer.com

Structure Magazine full survey article:
http://www.structuremag.org/?p=2664

SEI’s Vision for the Future of Structural 
Engineering  
www.asce.org/sei/about-sei under “Strategic 
Visioning”

 

 

If you email me, I’m happy to send a copy of the presentation or answer any questions.  
 
Full detailed results of the survey, including many more statistics than I’ve presented today, can 
be found in the Structure Magazine article which was authored by the BPC committee. Link is 
on the screen.  
 
Lastly, I would encourage you to visit the third link, which talks about the SEI’s vision for the 
future, which will further help you to understand both where we are and where we are going. 
There is also a discussion tomorrow related to this topic if you are interested. 
 
In closing, in answer to this session’s question “I’m a structural engineer, now what?”, I 
challenge you today to step beyond technical engineering competency to embrace the broader 
role we as structural engineers should play in society. I leave you with this quote from one of 
our survey responders.  
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Thank you for your time. I now open the floor for questions. 
 
 
 

 


