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What is the role of the engineer in society? Should engineers be involved in addressing issues of
public policy, code development, sustainability, poverty, and social equity? The engineering
profession as a whole struggles to define the engineers’ role in these issues since their expected
role is that of contributing to the bottom line in the corporations for which they work. But do
engineers see themselves as having a responsibility towards society regardless of how it might
be inscribed in professional codes of ethics?
To see how students view their role in society, issues of personal and professional social responsibility were discussed with 25 senior and graduate engineering students from civil, mechanical
and environmental engineering. Students talked about their views of social responsibility and
wrestled with ideas of expectations of pro bono work, obligations, and personal preference with
respect to service. This talk focuses on ideas of service in engineering, from these students’
perspectives. It also draws evidence from a survey of over 1000 students across five institutions,
focused on the development of personal and professional social responsibility.
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