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Chairperson’s Corner  
The Invisible Chemical Engineer 
                           or 

For Sale – Your Profession! 
By Diane Spencer, PE, CHMM 
Ask your neighbors what engineers do. I 
did. Some said "engineers build bridges 
and buildings" Others said "engineers 
make cars or drive trains," or something 
equally innocuous. Do you see a problem 
with this???  I do. I see that the public 
doesn't know much about what 
engineers really do.  Think about it. 
How many of us told our counselor in 
high school, "I'm going study to be a 
Chemical Engineer when I get to college?" 
Louis Harris and Associates did a survey 
in 1998. About 60% of the people polled 
said they were "not very or not at all 
informed about the engineering profession 
and engineers." 
 
The general public has little understanding 
of the variety of engineering disciplines.  
People that have a clue about chemical 
engineers associate the profession with 
the polluters and smoke stack industries. 
It's no wonder chemical engineers 'get no 
respect.' Our achievements are largely a 
mystery to both the general public and to 
industry. It's time to throw off our 
cloak of invisibility and work to 
enhance our prestige.  
 

This mystique surrounding the profession 
has very serious consequences.  A young 
woman who was about to graduate with 
her chemical engineering degree, had 
trouble arranging interviews at her 
college.  Apparently her institution’s 
placement staff received announcements 
of engineering openings, some of which 
could be filled by chemical engineers.  But 
the staff didn’t understand what chemical 
engineers could do.  Therefore, the 
student chemical engineers were at a 
disadvantage in applying for these 
jobs. 
 
The problem does not stop with 
graduation.  Employers tend to hire 
professions they are familiar with.  For 
example, there are very few chemical 
engineers involved in doing accident 
analysis for the insurance industry.  
Wastewater treatment is dominated 
almost entirely by civil engineers.  (Of 
course in California there is a law against 
chemical engineers from doing water 
work.) 
 
Some California legislators have told us 
that they understand all engineers are 
degreed civil engineers, and then they 
specialize in such fields as chemical 
engineering.  The result is the convoluted 
statute we now have in California that 
puts our profession at a significant 
disadvantage.  Our legislators may 
continue to pass legislation prohibiting 
chemical engineers from doing chemical 
engineering in the name of safety.   
(Continued on page 2) 
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Flowsheet Articles Needed – It’s your 
chance to speak out.  Please contact Tom 
Karis.  
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The National AIChE convention is in Los 
Angeles this November.  For those of you 
attending, this is your chance to let AIChE 
officers know how you feel.  If you are not 
attending, the phone number for National 
AIChE is 1-800-AIChemE (1-800-242-
4363). 
 
Chemical Engineering is an exciting 
profession.  We have contributed to 
breakthroughs in space travel, 
semiconductors, advanced materials, and 
cleaner burning fuels.  Now is the time to 
redefine our image as professionals. 
 
 
 

(Continued from page 1) 
We loose our jobs and the profession looses 
more prestige.  And guess who the BIG 
LOSERS are, THE PUBLIC!  They trust 
legislators to write laws to protect them. 
However, if it is against the law for ChE's to 
practice chemical engineering, who will be 
designing systems for the storage, handling, 
treatment, and reacting of chemicals?  

The need to market the profession has been 
recognized by some engineering organizations.  
The National Society of Professional Engineers 
(NSPE), the American Consulting Engineers 
Council (ACEC), the American Society of 
Heating, Refrigeration and Air-conditioning 
Engineers (ASHRAE), and the National 
Academy of Engineering (NAE) have joined 
forces and have hired a public relations 
company to improve the image and respect 
for engineers, increase the number and quality 
of engineering professionals, and put a face on 
engineering.  
 
They have invited AIChE to join the team, but 
were turned down.  Who is going to speak up 
for the general interests of chemical engineers?  
In the problem with the student, you could 
hardly expect individual undergraduates to 
accomplish this.  With the right effort we could 
place chemical engineers in industries where 
they could be a beachhead for others to come! 
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MEMBERSHIP DIRECTORY IS 
NOW ONLINE 
The Y2K NorCal AIChE directory is now 
available on the internet and better than 
ever. You can download it and print out a 
hardcopy or you can save it as a pdf file and 
use the search features available with Adobe 
Acrobat! 
The directory is intended for members only 
so we do not have a link to it from our 
website.  Instead, use the following URL:   
http://www.aiche-
norcal.org/About%20Us/members/NorCal
Dir.pdf 


