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SUMMARY 

 
In early 2018, the National Council of Structural Engineers Associations (NCSEA) Structural 
Engineering Engagement and Equity Committee (SE3) administered its second nationwide 
survey of employee engagement and equity in the structural engineering profession within the 
United States (US). The survey investigated a variety of metrics including career advancement, 
compensation, and work-life balance to better understand the experiences of practicing 
structural engineers across the country. A summary of preliminary findings from the 2018 SE3 
study is presented herein, organized in the following categories: Career Satisfaction and 
Retention, Career Development, Pay and Compensation, and Work-Life Balance. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 

 
The US Structural Engineering Engagement and Equity Project was founded in 2015 in San 
Francisco, California under the Structural Engineers Association of Northern California 
(SEAONC) with the mission of understanding the underlying reasons why people leave the 
profession. SE3 conducted its first survey in 2016, from which 2,100 responses were collected. 
The study surrounding the 2016 survey revealed valuable insights into the state of the 
profession within the US and allowed SE3 to dig deeper into the root causes of satisfaction 
and dissatisfaction with everyday structural engineering practice, including specific areas such 
as career development, pay and compensation, and work flexibility. Publication of the 2016 
SE3 Report (SEAONC SE3 2016) and presentations of the associated findings triggered a 
nationwide discussion which generated broad interest in the study and led to the 2017 adoption 
of SE3 at a national level under NCSEA. 
 
SE3 expanded their study in 2018 to incorporate new survey questions in several areas 
including performance feedback, pay negotiations, work flexibility and intentions to remain in 
the profession. SE3 further broadened the survey demographic questions to gain a better 
understanding of equity, diversity and inclusion within the profession across various 
demographic groups, including age, gender, geographic location, racial and ethnic identity, 
sexual orientation, and English as a native language. 
 
As of the publication of this paper, findings from the 2018 SE3 survey are still being evaluated 
by SE3 and a formal report is expected to be made available through the NCSEA SE3 website 
later this year. All 2018 SE3 findings and graphics presented below, therefore, are considered 
preliminary and are subject to change upon publication of the 2018 SE3 Report. 
 



 

 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

 
The 2018 SE3 survey received over 3,100 responses from current and formerly-practicing 
structural engineers, with participation from almost all 50 states within the US. 
 
The average age of respondents was 39, and the median age was 36. 68.4% of respondents 
identified as male, 29.6% identified as female, 0.1% identified as non-binary, and 1.9% of 
respondents chose not to respond (see Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1. Survey Demographics – Gender 

 
91.2% of respondents identified their sexual orientation as heterosexual, 3% identified as 
gay/lesbian or bisexual, and the remainder chose not to respond. 
 
By position, over half of the respondents identified at the Project Engineer and Project Manager 
levels; 758 (26%) and 796 (28%), respectively. 352 (12%) of respondents identified at the 
Staff/Entry level, while 467 (16%) and 517 (18%) identified at the Associate/Shareholder and 
Principal/CEO levels, respectively (see Figure 2). 

 
Figure 2. Survey Demographics – Position 

 
At every level of advancing position, the percentage of female respondents decreased (see 
Figure 3). 



 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Survey Demographics – Position (by Gender) 
 
50% of all respondents had children, skewing more heavily toward male respondents. 39% of 
female respondents had children compared to 57.3% of male respondents. 
 
80.4% of respondents identified their race as white and 19.6% identified as non-white. Figure 
4 shows a breakdown of racial identity (white vs non-white) by position. 
 

 
Figure 4. Survey Demographics – Position (by Race) 

 
Of the non-white respondents, 8.9% identified as Asian, 4.9% as multiracial, 3.2% as Hispanic, 
Latino or Latina, 0.9% Black or African American, 0.8% Middle Eastern or North African, 0.2% 
American Indian or Alaskan Native, and 0.1% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. 90% of 
respondents indicated English was their first language. 
 
CAREER SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 

 

Overall 
 
78% of respondents reported being very satisfied or satisfied with their career choice, while 
9% reported being very dissatisfied or dissatisfied (see Figure 5). 
 



 

 

 
Figure 5. Satisfaction with Career Choice 

 
Career Satisfaction 
 

The 2018 survey analysis found that the top predictor of career satisfaction was company 
morale. Other top predictors of satisfaction included a strong desire to propel one’s company 
forward, a positive experience with having dependents, and a positive relationship with and 
respect for company leadership. Feeling that daily tasks are aligned with interests and career 
goals, feeling that management is fair to staff, and feeling that the employer offers appropriate 
technical training also correlate positively with satisfaction. 
 
With respect to negative influences on satisfaction, the 2018 survey analysis found that 
African-American and Asian respondents were 20.1% and 9.1% more likely to be dissatisfied 
with their career in structural engineering, respectively. Respondents whose position was 
identified as Associate/Shareholder were also more likely to be dissatisfied. Not feeling 
emotionally invested in one’s company, not feeling that management supports staff 
advancement, and feeling that mentoring opportunities are not equally available to all 
employees also negatively impact satisfaction. 
 
Pay and compensation had a relatively insignificant, yet positive, impact on overall satisfaction. 
It is notable that overall satisfaction did not appear to correlate with gender identity, sexual 
orientation, company size, employer type, gender makeup of company leadership or 
racial/ethnic makeup of company leadership.   
 
Retention 
 
59% of respondents have considered leaving the structural engineering profession. Among 
other factors being evaluated by SE3, having a positive experience with a leave of absence 
correlated with the likelihood of staying. 
 
Despite most having considered leaving the profession at some point in their career, 60% of 
respondents reported that they plan to stay until retirement. 
 
Figure 6 reveals three significant pinch points in a respondent’s career when a person is less 
likely to intend to stay in the profession until retirement. The first of these pinch points occurs 
around 2 years. The second pinch point occurs around 10 years, and the third around 18 years. 
Notably, women and non-binary respondents are less likely to plan to stay in the profession 
until retirement than their male peers. 
 



 

 

 
 

Figure 6. Intention to Stay in the Profession Until Retirement (by Gender) 
 
Controlling for variables such as position, caregiving, and years of experience revealed 
additional factors that affect plans to stay until retirement. An increase in satisfaction with one’s 
daily tasks and having dependents were found to positively influence a respondent’s intentions 
to stay in the profession through retirement. Female respondents and respondents who 
identified as non-male were 8.2% less likely to plan to stay until retirement while race/ethnicity, 
sexuality, and native language were not found to significantly influence contributors intentions 
to stay in the profession. 
 
60% of respondents plan to stay at their current company for at least 5 years, with 36% 
planning to stay until retirement (see Figure 7). 
 

 
Figure 7. Intention to Stay at Current Company 

 
Among other factors, respondents who reported being satisfied with their daily tasks and 
responsibilities were roughly 19% more likely to stay at their company and nearly 50% more 
likely to stay in the profession than respondents who reported being dissatisfied with their daily 
tasks and responsibilities. A respondent who was emotionally invested in the company’s future 
was 22% more likely to stay at the company until retirement than a respondent who was not 
emotionally invested. Additional factors, such as fair treatment of staff, pay, retirement benefits, 
having dependents, age and position were also found to correlate positively with intentions to 
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stay at a company, to varying degrees. This is an area of the 2018 study that is not yet fully 
developed and will be reported on further by SE3. 
 
Workplace Discrimination and Harassment 
 
The 2018 SE3 survey included questions related to workplace harassment and discrimination, 
asking respondents to share their experiences, to the extent they were comfortable doing so. 
 
The incidence of discrimination correlated strongly with both race and gender: 27% of non-
white respondents reported experiencing workplace discrimination compared to 20% of white 
respondents and 49% of female respondents compared to 10% of male respondents (see 
Figures 8 and 9). 
 

  
 

Figure 8. Workplace Discrimination (by Race) 
 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Workplace Discrimination (by Gender) 
 
When asked about harassment, 34% of female respondents reported having experienced 
workplace harassment compared to 5% of male respondents (see Figure 10). Importantly, 
harassment was reported both at construction sites and in office settings. 



 

 

 

 
 

Figure 10. Workplace Harassment (by Gender) 
 
CAREER DEVELOPMENT 

 
In the 2018 survey, more than 75% of respondents reported being very satisfied or satisfied 
with the progress of their career advancement. Although career satisfaction did not depend on 
the position currently held, respondents at the higher positions reported being most satisfied. 
 
Roughly 80% of respondents reported being very satisfied or satisfied with their daily 
responsibilities, their opportunities for professional development, and their work environment. 
Satisfaction levels slightly decrease with regard to overall career trajectory (68%), pay and 
compensation (60%) and work-life balance (56%). Effective management, mentorship and 
professional development were found to be among the leading indicators of career satisfaction. 
These topics will be covered in further detail in the 2018 SE3 Report. 
 
Female respondents advanced in their careers at a faster pace than their male counterparts, 
and respondents with children (both male and female) advanced at a slower pace than those 
without (see Figure 11). 
 

  
 

Figure 11. Career Advancement (by Gender) 



 

 

 
In general, respondents had very similar definitions of career success. Achievements that 
ranked the highest included successful project outcomes, positive client relationships, respect 
from staff and effective management of others. 
 
Female respondents indicated that position title was more important than compensation 
compared to male respondents. Respondents who identified as non-white indicated that both 
position title and compensation were valued higher than respondents who identified as white. 
 
More than half of respondents aspire to become a Principal during their career. Respondents 
who identified as non-white (55%) were slightly more likely than respondents who identified as 
white (51%) to aspire to the Principal level. Female respondents (45%) were less likely to 
aspire to reach Principal level than their male counterparts (55%) (see Figure 12). 
 

  
 

Figure 12. Aspiration to Become Principal (by Gender) 
 
Of those who aspire to reach a higher position but do not expect they can achieve it at their 
current company, 18% believe it’s too significant of a time commitment and 23% hold other 
parts of their lives as a higher priority. Interestingly, 24% of women perceive that their 
demographic would not fit in or be welcome among the leadership team compared to 5% of 
men who shared that sentiment. 
 
PAY AND COMPENSATION 

 

Average and Median Pay 
 
Refer to Figure 13 for the average and median pay by position for respondents who work a 
minimum of 32 hours per week. Note that pay is defined as the sum of base pay (i.e. salary), 
overtime pay and annual bonus, and is reported in US dollars. 
 



 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Average and Median Pay in US Dollars 
 
Gender Pay Gap 
 
Analysis of the 2018 survey data revealed a gender pay gap (see Figure 14). As years of 
experience and position increases, the pay gap widens, most notably at the Principal level. 
Looking at years of experience, a pay gap of $43,000 was identified in the 30 to 34-year range. 
 

  
 

Figure 14. Pay Gap in US Dollars (by Gender) 
 
Although the 2018 SE3 study did not explicitly consider how bias or societal norms affect pay, 
SE3 will continue to investigate how and why certain factors affect total compensation, looking 
at bias and societal norms to try to understand their broader influence. 
 
Influencers on pay and compensation, and the gender pay gap, are areas of the 2018 study 
that are not yet fully developed and will be reported on further by SE3. 
 



 

 

Negotiation 
 
SE3 put forth a new question in the 2018 survey regarding negotiation, specifically asking if 
respondents negotiated any portion of their compensation. The results reveal that women 
(32%) were only marginally less likely to negotiate than men (33%). This is an area of the 2018 
study that is not yet fully developed and will be reported on further by SE3. 
 
WORK-LIFE BALANCE 

 
The 2018 SE3 study found satisfaction with work-life balance to be highly indicative of overall 
job satisfaction. 
 
56% of survey respondents reported satisfaction with their work-life balance. This was the 
lowest scoring category of the survey’s primary satisfaction metrics. Factors that predicted 
satisfaction with work-life balance included hours worked, company type, work environment, 
pay satisfaction, flexibility benefits, children, and family considerations. Satisfaction with work-
life balance did not vary based on position level, age, years of experience, gender or ethnicity. 
 

 
 

Figure 15. Satisfaction with Work-Life-Balance 
 
Flexibility Benefits 
 

Flexibility benefits, as addressed in the 2018 SE3 survey, include parental leave, daily or 
weekly schedule flexibility, work location flexibility, and options to take leaves of absence. 
 
Among other trends observed regarding flexibility benefits, a stigma was found to exist against 
employees who use them. For example, respondents reported believing that people who work 
remotely at least one day a week are an inconvenience to their clients and co-workers, are 
less accountable to their clients, and are less deserving of rewarding assignments. This 
perception was true across all respondents, regardless of gender, race or position level. 
 

Leaves of Absence 
 
For the purposes of the 2018 SE3 study, a leave of absence was defined as a period greater 
than one month away from one’s primary job while maintaining employment status. Overall, 
21% of respondents had taken a leave of absence. Female respondents were more likely to 
have taken a leave of absence than male respondents; 59% of female respondents compared 
to 14% of male respondents. 
 
The 2018 SE3 study considered the perceived impact of a leave of absence on one’s career. 
For both men and women, the majority of respondents reported that a leave of absence had 
no perceived effect on their career progression. However, while 32% of men who took a leave 
of absence reported that it positively impacted their career, 30% of women reported that it 
negatively impacted their career. 
 



 

 

 
 

Figure 16. Leave of Absence Perceived Impact on Career (by Gender) 
 
The 2018 SE3 study also considered the impact of children on one’s career. The majority of 
men and women (68% and 62%, respectively) reported that their productivity stayed consistent 
after having children. 32% of men reported an increase in their motivation to advance after 
having children, while 29% of women reported a decrease in their motivation to advance. 
 

                           
 

Figure 17. Perceived Impact of Children on Career (by Gender) 
 
In spite of the differences noted above, there was no overall difference in satisfaction with 
work-life balance between parents and non-parents, or even between those who reported 
providing a significant amount of child care versus those who reported having a partner who 
provided the majority of caregiving. 
 
CLOSING 

 
SE3 will continue to evaluate the 2018 SE3 survey data and identify notable trends and 
findings. The 2018 SE3 Report will be published and shared through the NCSEA website later 
this year. As was done in 2016, SE3 also plans to share recommended best practices based 
on the 2018 SE3 findings in order to provide tangible steps that can be taken by individuals 
and companies to promote equity, diversity and inclusion, and to improve engagement and 
retention of employees within the structural engineering profession. 
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