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2020 NCSEA SE3 Survey Data
from California Respondents
Career Aspirations Topic Brief

By the Structural Engineering, Engagement, and Equity Committee of the
Structural Engineers Association of Northern California (SEAONC)

In 2020, the NCSEA SE3 Committee conducted its third national survey of structural engineers in the United
States. The survey gathered more than 5,000 responses, approximately 22% of which were from respondents
based in California. Following the survey, NCSEA SE3 published a series of topic briefs based on the compiled
data. In 2023, SEAONC SE3 began an effort to re-process the survey data for the subset of respondents from
California and to investigate whether the trends observed on a national level held for California respondents.

In this Topic Brief, results from the 2020 NCSEA SE3 survey related to career aspirations and satisfaction within
the California structural engineering profession are reported. Distinct trends based on gender, race, and

parent/caregiver status are shown and discussed.




Career Aspirations and Expectations

When respondents were asked “What is the most senior position that you aspire to hold during your career in
the structural engineering profession?”, 59% of California respondents who had not yet achieved the Principal
level aspired to achieve a Principal role, 25% aspired to an Associate role, 13% aspired to a Senior Engineer role,
and only 2% aspired to a Project Engineer role. This trend is similar to that published in the NCSEA topic brief,
though Californians were more likely to aspire to be a Principal on average compared to national respondents.
Only 51% of respondents who aspired to become a Principal expected to achieve that goal.

Aspiration to and Expectation to Achieve Principal Level
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*For each demographic group, the percentage who expect to become a Principal in their current firm is reported as a subset
of those who aspire to the position.

Aspiration to and Expectation to Achieve Principal Level by Position
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Respondents with mentors were more likely than those without mentors to aspire to be Principals (64% versus
53%). Respondents who were unsure if they had a mentor were the least likely to aspire to be Principals (45%).
Expectation of achieving a Principal role did not vary notably based on whether or not a respondent has a
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Factors Influencing Career Aspirations

Many survey respondents aspire to a level higher than their current level; however, they often do not expect to
achieve that goal with their current firm. Respondents who reported this perspective were asked to select up to
three reasons for this discrepancy. The following were the most common reasons selected:

= 47% — “l perceive there are too many people in line ahead of me”

= 42% — “Other parts of my life have higher priority”

= 38% — “l perceive it requires too significant a time commitment”

= 21% — “I perceive the expectations for that position do not align with my skills or professional interests”
= 15% — “I perceive that people in my demographic may not be able to achieve that position”

Respondents who did not aspire to a Principal role were asked their primary reason. The trend of responses
shown in the graph below generally aligns with that reported in the NCSEA topic brief'. The top two reasons
selected, “I have other priorities in my life” and “I do not want to work the hours required to be a Principal at my
firm” both indicate that respondents likely value their work-life balance over the goal of becoming a Principal.
However, as noted in the Demographics Topic Brief, Principals did not report working a significantly greater
number of hours than others in their firms (44.6 per week for Principals and 42.1 hours per week for Staff/Entry
Level engineers — a difference of only 6 percent).

Reasons for Not Aspiring to the Principal Level

S When comparing
Have other priorities - 34% .
parents/caregivers and non-
Do not want to work the hours 229% parents/caregivers who do not
required ° aspire to a Principal level, non-
o parents/caregivers were more
Do not want the responsibility 20% ) )
likely to report not wanting the
responsibility of a Principal.
Other reason .9%

Do not have the skills needed .9%

Happy in currentrole | 6%

STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS ASSOCIATION
OF NORTHERN CALIFORNIA

Aehonc SF -



Reasons for Not Aspiring to the Principal Level by Parent/Caregiver Status

Non-Caregivers Caregivers
(n=253)  (n=99)
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Across gender and racial demographic groups, the top three reasons selected for not aspiring to be a Principal
were the same as those selected by all California respondents, but the proportions differed between groups for
some categories. A few of these differences include: 40% of women selected “I have other priorities in my life”
compared to 31% of men; 8% of men selected “l am happy in my current role” compared to 4% of women; 24% of
non-white respondents selected “I do not want the responsibility” compared to 17% of white respondents; and
8% of white respondents selected “l am happy in my current role” compared to 4% of non-white respondents.

Satisfaction with Career Advancement

Overall, more than 64% of California respondents were either satisfied or very satisfied with their career
advancement. This is in line with the career advancement satisfaction nationally, which was reported as 66%.

Very Satisfied Neutral Dissatisfied

46% 24% I|2%
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Very Dissatisfied

STRUCTURAL ENGINEERS ASSOCIATION
OF NORTHERN CALIFORNIA

Aehonc SF -



Satisfaction with Career Advancement

Women (n = 324)
Men (n = 760)
Non-white (n = 431)
White (n = 645)
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|
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Satisfied

28% 15%

22% 1%

30% 16%

18% 10%

21% 9%

27% 18%

32% 19%

Neutral Dissatisfied

*“Satisfied” and “very satisfied” responses have been consolidated under “satisfied”; “dissatisfied” and “very dissatisfied”

responses have been consolidated under “dissatisfied.”

White respondents, men, and those with mentors were more likely to be satisfied with their career
advancement compared to their counterparts. Of note: respondents who were unsure of whether
they have a mentor were less satisfied than both those with mentors and those without mentors.

Satisfaction with career advancement generally increased both with age and with position. Staff/Entry Level
respondents were much more likely to be neutral (44%) about their career advancement than any other position,
possibly because of their short time in the industry and potentially not having had the chance yet for

advancement.

Satisfaction with Career Advancement by Position
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24%
44% 2%

Staff/Entry Project Senior Associate
(n = 170) Engineer Engineer (n = 223)
(n=292) (n=197)
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Of note: Trends for
satisfaction with career
advancement were largely
similar to those for career
satisfaction, which are
shown in the Recruitment
and Retention Topic Brief.
On average, 7% more
respondents were satisfied
with their careers overall
than were satisfied with
their career advancement.
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Career Advancement and the Promotion Process

Overall, 43% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the expectations for advancement are clearly

communicated. Principals were most likely to agree at 66%, while only 37% of Project and Senior Engineers
agreed. This trend is similar to that published in the NCSEA topic brief, but California respondents were slightly

more likely to believe that expectations for advancement are clearly communicated.

Do you agree that expectations for advancement are clearly communicated?

Strongly
Agree

Agree

Neutral

26%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

*“Agree” and “strongly agree” responses have been consolidated into “agree”; “disagree” and “strongly disagree” responses

have been consolidated into “disagree.”

Agreement that Expectations for Advancement are Clearly Communicated by Position

White respondents, men, and those
with mentors were more likely to
agree that the expectations for
advancement are clearly
communicated. Those without mentors
were the most likely to disagree.
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Similar trends are seen for the responses to “l believe the promotion process is fair”. Overall, about 52% of
respondents agreed or strongly agreed. Of note: respondents were more likely to believe that the promotion
process is fair than they were to believe that the expectations for career advancement are clearly
communicated.

Do you agree that the promotion process is fair?
The trend across position levels Strongly Strongly
regarding the fairness of the Agree Neutral Disagree
promotion process is similar to that
seen above for expectations of

advancement. The belief that the 39% 32%
promotion process is fair was the
lowest amongst Project Engineers .
Agree Disagree

and Senior Engineers at 45%.
Principals were the most likely to believe that the promotion process is fair at 83%.

As with career satisfaction and belief that expectations for career advancement are clearly communicated, men,
white respondents, and those with mentors were more likely than their counterparts to believe that the
promotion process is fair.

Satisfaction with Professional Development Opportunities

Respondents were asked whether they were satisfied with the professional development opportunities provided
to them at their firm. This section of data was reported in NCSEA’s Performance Feedback 2 topic brief. Of
California respondents, 70% said that they were satisfied or very satisfied with their professional development
opportunities. This is quite similar to the national survey results, where 72% of respondents were satisfied or
very satisfied.

Women reported slightly less

Very Very

Satisfied Neutral Dissatsified satisfaction with professional
development opportunities than men

o, o) -
51% 229% 2% (66% compared to 71%), and non
white respondents reported less
satisfaction with professional
Satisfied Dissatsified development opportunities than

white respondents (66% compared
to 77%). Respondents in firms with all- or majority-female leadership reported higher satisfaction with
professional development opportunities (73%) than respondents in firms with all- or majority-male leadership
(65%) or diverse (i.e., evenly or near-evenly split) leadership (66%).

Satisfaction with professional development opportunities is also positively correlated with increasing position
level, with Principals much more likely to report satisfaction with professional development opportunities than
their colleagues. Approximately 61% of Staff/Entry Level respondents were satisfied with professional
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Discussion Questions

1. What types of professional development opportunities do you think have the biggest impact on career
satisfaction?

2. Why do you think clarity in advancement expectations trails behind satisfaction with career
advancement?

3. Why do you think firms with all or majority female leadership or diverse leadership report higher
satisfaction with professional development?

4. Compare the portion of each group above that aspire to become Principal to the racial and gender
demographics of Principals in 2020. Do they align? What are some reasons they might, or might not,
align?
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This document was developed by members of the SEAONC SE3 Committee. It is offered for your reference and is not
intended to represent the opinions of SEAONC or the SEAONC SE3 Committee. While the information presented in this
document is believed to be an accurate, unbiased representation of that data gathered, neither SEAONC nor the individual
members make any guarantee with regard to its accuracy, completeness, or suitability, and they assume no responsibility
or legal liability for the use or reference to findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed herein.
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