
 

Today I feel different than I did the day that I walked out of the Women in the Built World 

symposium.  It was a whole day of exclamatory statements like: You can do it! and Women 

really do have super powers! and Be your authentic self! and Stand up for yourself! and 

Ask for what you deserve! and Do it your way!   

Back in the real world, we aren’t getting that perfectly timed pep-talk, handing us fair 

market value for our services and encouraging us to march into our boss’ office to negotiate 

that well-deserved raise or getting that supportive pat on the back for standing up for 

yourself in that critical meeting to get the project back on track.  We have to work for it.  

We have to stand up and ask for it. 

It’s a battle.  And it’s not just a battle for an hour out of your day, or a late afternoon getting 

out a deadline, or even just a grueling 24 hour stint.  It’s all day, every day.  The battle is a 

little different but mostly the same for everyone.  As a young engineer, you are trying to 

prove that your lack of grey hair does not equate to project-botching inexperience.  As a 

female engineer, you are trying to prove that you do, in fact, know what you are talking 

about.  You aren’t just there to take notes.  As a structural engineer, you are trying to prove 

that while you can make a floor appear to float (we do have several super powers), that it 

isn’t in the client’s budget.  You aren’t just trying to be difficult.  You deserve to be a 

respected and fully compensated member of a project’s design and construction team.  This 

list is far from exhaustive, but it is representative of battles I fight.   

We all experience the battle of the structural engineer.  We can all relate to that daily 

experience.  For a young engineer, just getting your job done correctly and on-time is more 

stressful as you are also in constant battle for the trust of your client or even just your 

peers in the office.  As a female engineer, or even worse, a young female engineer, you are 

taking on all that stress while battling engrained social norms.  What can we do for 

ourselves?  What could we possibly do to help others?    

Learn and lead. 

We need to learn, and boy are we ready (no pun intended).  Over 100 women came 

together on January 27th to empower one another, share their knowledge and experiences; 

to learn from one another.  Chicago’s community of women in structural engineering, 

architecture, and construction took valuable time out of their busy work schedules to see 

how others make the industry work for them and, in turn, work successfully for the 
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industry. Panel discussions, project and technical presentations were punctuated with 

networking exercises, maximizing the impact of our time together. 

Every presentation, every panel discussion, every moment of networking had at least one, 

but typically several, take-away ideas.  Who can say they’ve attended a day of meetings and 

got something done at every single one of them?  It was time well-spent learning from 

leaders in our industry.  I want to relate to you the most encouraging sentiment of the day 

that resonated with me. 

It came from the panel discussion shepherded by SEAOI’s Chris Freisinger, Women in 

Leadership: View from the Top of the Ladder.  The discussion was lively, sarcastic, and 

no-nonsense all at the same time.  Homa Ghaemi (Principal and COO of Klein and Hoffman), 

Mary Ann B. Lukowicz (Project Executive with Power Construction Company LLC) and 

Rebekah Scheinfeld (Commissioner, Chicago Department of Transportation), discussed 

their journeys to the top and the bumps along the way.  The panelists in harmony 

promoted relying on characteristics typically attributed to women as some of a woman’s 

unparalleled strengths.   

• Use your own intuition as a guide, as it is very often correct 

• Use your acute listening skills to make more balanced decisions and gain team 

investment 

• Use your unique capacity to care (sometimes a bit too much) about your work and 

your clients to excel 

• Use your innate stamina to power through tough situations and garner better 

outcomes for your clients and your team 

“Could be crazy – make it your own crazy.”  The most emboldening sentiment that I 

hastily wrote down was to not shy away from responsibility.  Rebekah recounted her 

experience being recruited to the Commissioner position for the Chicago Department of 

Transportation while simultaneously starting a family.  What convinced her to go for it was 

the notion that it could be crazy, but she had the power to make it her own crazy.  She put 

herself in the driver’s seat and I think everyone can stand to learn from that philosophy.  

Many women feel tethered by the sheer weight of their everyday responsibilities so much 

so that it paralyzes them.  Rebekah told a story of personal and professional success 

through taking a risk that very much resonated with me. 

With these positive stories of survival and success filling my head as I headed home for the 

day, I knew I wanted to share my experience with our group and, frankly, with anyone who 

would listen.  However, I also don’t want that to be the end of it.   

We need to lead and we need to start now.  Not supporting the people in our industry is 

costing us. A young engineer works hard to establish themselves.  Only a few years into 



their career, they unexpectedly begin to feel a palpable tug from home countering the 

singular focus they developed so painstakingly for their work.  A female engineer 

languishes at the associate level, perceiving but not understanding why she keeps getting 

passed over for less experienced male colleagues.  Is it because she’s not comfortable 

asking, or worse, does she not know to ask because she has no sense of her worth?   

It’s costing us when all those years of technical training walk out the door because we, as 

an industry, aren’t planning to support our staff as they take on more responsibilities as 

engineers but also at home.  And it’s not because we don’t care.  We do care.  This just isn’t 

the world we grew up in.  Parental leave was staying at the office until you got the call that 

your wife was just about to start pushing and you finally pulled yourself away from that 

project for the night, maybe even the whole next day.  But that wasn’t right either.   

We need to take a look at how we proactively support the people in our industry.  Are we 

mentoring them?  Are we giving them valuable benefits like Family Medical Leave and 

short term disability?  Are we reviewing our employees’ pay on a gender and experience 

basis to ensure that there is equitable compensation?  Are we interviewing equal numbers 

of men and women for our open positions before making our final decisions?  Are we 

setting examples of mutual respect at our meetings and in our offices, asking everyone to 

contribute to encourage balanced conversations?  Are we supporting women’s ideas by 

restating them to decision makers and then attributing the source?  Are we allowing our 

employees’ the flexibility to feel out the new challenges of parenthood after welcoming a 

new baby into their family?   

What do these employees want from our industry?  What do they need to be successful?  

What do we need from them to be successful?  What can we realistically offer?   

If we have leaders willing to ask questions like this and start writing down answers, right, 

wrong, and otherwise, we will start heading in the right direction. 

We need thought leaders.  That’s where you, our esteemed and diverse membership, come 

in.  But we don’t want to send you into battle without the right armor or fighting the wrong 

dragon.  We all want to be on the same side and we all need to be prepared.  Let’s start the 

discussion so that we can learn.  It can’t just be the women learning and leading, battling 

for the rest of us.  We’re outnumbered.  We need you all to be leaders. 

Want to arm yourself?   

• Resources shortlist: 

o www.se3project.org 

o www.feministfightclub.com 

o www.leanin.org 

 

http://www.se3project.org/
http://www.feministfightclub.com/
http://www.leanin.org/


Want to join the conversation and lead? 

• SEAOI Efforts: 

o Women in Structural Engineering (WiSE) 

o Dinner meeting mentorship 

o Always open to new ideas 
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