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2020 NCSEA SE3 Survey Data
from California Respondents
Recruitment & Retention 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, the California subset of 2020 NCSEA SE3 survey responses is explored with regards to
career satisfaction, retention, perception of the industry compared to other STEM professions, and recruiting
challenges in attracting new talent to the industry.




Career Satisfaction

Overall, 71% of California respondents reported being either satisfied or very satisfied with their career in
comparison to 75% of national respondents.

Overall Career Satisfaction

Very
Very Satisfied Neutral Dissatsified
53% 20% I| 2%
Satisfied Dissatsified

Looking at career satisfaction with respect to position, the highest proportion of respondents that are satisfied or
very satisfied are those at the Principal level, at 89%. Staff/Entry Level respondents were the most likely to
report being dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their career (19%). Very few Associates and Principals reported
being very dissatisfied with their career.

Career Satisfaction by Position

Very Satisfied Satisfied Neutral Dissatsified

Principal (1=207) [NSo% 50% 9% [ 2%
Associate (=223) [IN28%N 57% 17% 4%
Senior Engineer (n=197) - 52% 27% - 8%
Project Engineer (n=292) . 57% 23% -13%
Staff/Entry (n=171) |1S5a 46% 26% [N

*“Dissatisfied” and “very dissatisfied” responses have been consolidated into “dissatisfied.”
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Respondents who are Satisfied and Very Satisfied with their Career

- ' ‘ ‘ -

Women Men Non-white White No Mentor Mentor

Underrepresented groups, including women and non-white respondents, have noticeably less career
satisfaction than men and white respondents. Although not shown in this diagram, Asian respondents reported
the lowest levels of satisfaction, with 56% satisfied or very satisfied, while Hispanic/Latinx and multiracial
respondents reported levels of satisfaction slightly higher than the average, at 74% and 77% respectively.

Leaving the Profession

When asked if respondents have considered leaving the profession,
60% of California respondents reported they have considered such a
move. For comparison, 55% of national respondents reported having
considered leaving the profession.

Looking at years of experience, respondents with 6 to 10 years are the
most likely to report having considered leaving the profession (69%).
After that, the trend is typically negatively correlated with experience,
with only 23% of respondents with over 40 years of experience
reporting that they have considered leaving.

Respondents who Have Considered Leaving the Profession

Of California respondents, 66% of women,
57% of men, 62% of non-white
respondents, and 57% of white

66% respondents reported having considered
leaving the profession. For comparison,

65% of women and 51% of men nationally
Women Men Non-white White have considered leaving the profession.
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Respondents who reported having considered leaving the profession were asked “How frequently have you
considered leaving the profession?” In general, California respondents reported considering leaving the
profession slightly less frequently than national respondents, with about 15% of California respondents reporting
considering leaving “Often” or “All the Time” compared to 23% of national respondents.

Frequency of Considering Leaving the Profession

Women considered leaving the

Never Sometimes Allthe Time  ;fassion more frequently than men:

36% of women versus 22% of men
8% 36% 3% reported considering leaving “Often”
or “All the Time”. In contrast, at the

national level, 27% of women
considered leaving “Often” or “All the
Time”, compared to 20% of men.

Rarely Often

Non-white respondents reported considering leaving the profession “Often” or “All the Time” at a somewhat
higher frequency (29%) compared to white respondents (24%).

Respondents with 3 to 5 years of experience were the most likely to report considering leaving the profession
“Often” or “All the Time”, totaling 23%.

Frequency of Considering Leaving the Profession by Years of Experience

mNever =Rarely © Sometimes mOften mAllthe Time
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The survey asked all respondents how various factors might contribute to their decision to leave the profession.
Respondents rated ten different factors from “Not at All” to “Very Much,” or “Not Applicable”. These have been
attributed to a 10-point scale for processing. The figure below shows the average rating for each factor. Trends
from California respondents generally align with those reported in the NCSEA topic brief".

Factors Contributing to a Decision to Leave the Profession
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Plans to Stay in the Structural Engineering Profession

When asked how long they plan to stay in the structural engineering profession, respondents with 21to 30 years
of experience were the most likely to report planning to stay until retirement. There is a larger dispersion among
respondents with fewer years of experience, and the certainty with which respondents reported their plans
increased with years of experience, with a smaller proportion of “Not Sure” responses for respondents with
more years of experience. There was a similar trend at the national level: those with 28 to 30 years of
experience were the most likely to report planning to stay in the profession until retirement. Overall, a lower
proportion of California respondents plan to stay in the profession until retirement compared to national
respondents.

Duration Respondents Plan to Remain in the Structural Engineering Profession
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Recruiting Challenges

The survey asked those involved in their firm’s recruiting what they considered to be the greatest challenges.
Weighing respondents' selections based on how often a challenge was reported, the top recruiting challenge
was competing with firms with high-profile projects. This differs from the national responses where meeting
compensation/benefit demands was the top challenge reported, but the top five challenges were otherwise the

same in California and nationally.

Top Recruiting Challenges and How Often They Are Encountered

m Never = Rarely = Sometimes m Often m Always

Competing with firms with
better reputation for high
profile projects

Meeting compensation or
benefit demands

43% 4%

Competing with firms with
better reputation for
innovation

Accommodating work

|
flexibility (location or 51% 30% .1%

schedule) demands
. . 2%
Addressing candidate
concerns over diversity (or 45% 13% I1%

lack thereof) within my firm
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Perceptions of the Structural Engineering Profession

When asked if they perceive the structural engineering profession as more or less attractive compared to other
STEM professions, a larger proportion of California respondents perceived the structural engineering industry to
be less or much less attractive than other STEM professions (45%) compared to national respondents (38%).
Additionally, fewer California respondents perceive the structural engineering profession to be more or much
more attractive than other STEM professions (22%) compared to national respondents (30%).

How Attractive is Structural Engineering How Rewarding is Structural Engineering
Compared to Other STEM Professions? Compared to Other STEM Professions?
Much More Much More M
, Much Less - uch Less
Attractive, 3% Attractive, 9% Rewarding, 4% Rewarding, 9%

Less
Rewarding,
o)
Less 20%
Attractive,
36%
Neutral,
33% Neutral,

40%

California respondents also reported perceiving that the structural engineering profession is less rewarding
compared to the national respondents. Specifically, 29% of California respondents perceived the industry to be
“much less” or “less” rewarding than other STEM professions, compared to 24% of national respondents.

Retention Challenges

Top Challenges Facing Structural Engineering

When asked what they view as the biggest )

. ) . Inadequate compensation 83%
challenges facing the structural engineering
industry, California respondents indicated the

same top challenges compared to national
respondents. Respondents could select up to

Stress and Burnout 56%

two challenges, and the top challenge
selected, chosen by the vast majority of Insufficient candidates . 15%
respondents (906 of 1092 question
respondents), was inadequate compensation.
Lack of diversity 14%

Emerging technologies l 12%
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Broken down by respondents’ years of experience, inadequate compensation is the top challenge reported by
respondents across all experience levels at similar rates and therefore is not shown graphically. The second and
third most selected challenges: retention of engineers due to stress and burnout and insufficient number of
candidates entering the profession, varied with years of experience.

Insufficient Number of Retention of Engineers due to
Candidates Entering the |, Stress or Burnout
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While inadequate compensation was the top response across all demographic groups, women were more likely
than men to select retention due to stress and burnout as a challenge (67% versus 50%) and lack of diversity as
a challenge (20% versus 12%). Men were more likely than women to select emerging technologies as a
challenge (15% versus 5%). Non-white respondents were more likely than white respondents to select
inadequate compensation (87% versus 80%).

Discussion Questions

1. What do you think are the top challenges facing the structural engineering profession?

2. Why do you think the highest proportion of people who have considered leaving the profession are
those who are relatively early in their career (6 to 10 years experience)?

3. Why do you think people tend to perceive the structural engineering profession as less attractive than
other STEM professions? Why do you think California respondents may think this more than national
respondents?

4. What can the profession do to make structural engineering more attractive for people to consider as a
career?
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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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