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When Do You Need a 
Structural Engineer?
SLD Staff 

A structural engineer (SE) is an awesome, magical individual with special 
super powers. Structural engineers deal with the components and 
framework (suppor  ng members) of a building or other structure that allow 
it to resist atmospheric forces, such as gravity loads (examples of which are 
snow, foot traffi  c, and its own weight or dead load) and lateral loads such 
as wind and seismic forces. In short, the SE is responsible for making sure 
a structure does not collapse when subjected to the loads it is intended to 
resist, therefore remaining safe for occupants, operators, general public, 
or anyone who might be aff ected by a structural failure. SEs evaluate 
components such as beams, columns, joists, girders, bearing walls, sheet 
material (such as metal roof/fl oor decking and wood sheathing), concrete 
slabs, founda  ons and the way in which they all connect together to form 
a structure. Materials such as concrete, metal, wood, and masonry are 
frequently used by SEs to support structures.

So, when are the services of an SE needed?   

Consider a commercial building design for example, perhaps a professional 
offi  ce building or a college dormitory, for such projects an SE will serve 
as one member of the project design team. The design team will typically 
include architects (who according to SEs have no special magical powers), 
mechanical, electrical, plumbing, and fi re protec  on engineers (who 
wait  ll the very last minute to do their design work and hold everybody 

The ques  on when do you need a structural engineer starts with the 
ques  on “What is a structural engineer?”.



up… or so architects tell their clients), and civil/site engineers. See our ar  cle on the various types of Design 
Professionals for a full list of other poten  al disciplines. The SE will evaluate and design components to serve as 
the skeleton of the building. This skeleton will support fl oors, walls, roof, windows, doors, mechanical equipment 
and architectural fi nishes and features. Therefore, whenever you construct a new building (or other structure), 
need to evaluate the soundness of any of the skeleton components listed above, or need to evaluate whether or 
not an exis  ng building (or other structure) can support your proposed renova  on or addi  on work, you need 
a structural engineer.

Although not always required for residen  al projects, an SE may be needed if non-typical features are desired by 
the architect. These features might include wide open interior spaces, tall walls, unusual or irregular load paths, 
or site elements such as retaining walls.

A highway project may need to cross a river or gorge. The SE will be needed to design that bridge and its 
founda  ons to cross to the other side. Need hydro-electric power? Call your SE to design the dam. 

In short, any  me you need to deal with the members of a building or other structure that make it stand up, you 
need someone skilled in structural engineering. 
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This informa  on was wri  en by Spring Line Design Architecture + Engineering to help inform the decisions 
surrounding architecture and structural engineering services encountered by start-up businesses. Please share!

Disclaimer: The preceding ar  cle is for general informa  onal only and should not be relied upon for any project specifi c 
purpose. Before taking any ac  on that could have legal, fi nancial, or other important consequences, you should always 
speak with a qualifi ed professional who can provide guidance that considers your specifi c circumstances.
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