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LETTERS

I am extremely disappointed with Douglas Fitzpatrick’s 
column in the 2021 Smart Engineering Issue and by Informed 
Infrastructure’s decision to publish it. At first, I was torn about 
whether or not to respond. The easiest thing might be to simply 
throw the magazine into the recycling bin and forget about it. 
Quietly cancelling my subscription seems like a reasonable 
action. And honestly, I had to resist the strong urge to quickly 
vent my anger as a post on social media. 

I wish I could speak to the receptionist and tell her one 
thing: she deserves no blame for someone else’s behavior 
that left her feeling uncomfortable. Her reactions and feel-
ings are valid.

To Mr. Fitzpatrick, Mr. Danielson and Mr. Carmody, I’d 
ask: has a friendly woman ever commented on your looks 
while you were focused on your work? I’m willing to bet the 
answer is no. 

 I know exactly what it feels like when a man comments 
on my appearance while I’m doing my job. It’s a distraction 
from my work, whether that was inspecting a water main 
installation on a construction site, designing a subdivi-
sion, or setting up new software at a client’s office. What I 
remember is how uneasy and nervous I felt. I didn’t know 

how to respond to it and was afraid that if I 
did respond the way I wanted, I’d come off as 
snappish and rude, or making a big deal out 
of nothing. I worried about my ability to be 
effective at work as a result. 

Unsolicited feedback is often rude, insensi-
tive and inappropriate—all things that I’d call 
poor social skills. I agree with the receptionist, 
who said it succinctly: it’s creepy. 

The intention of the person who made her 
feel that way is irrelevant. Mr. Fitzpatrick blamed the wrong 
person when he “guessed she was too focused on the task at 
hand and forgot to act like it was fun to help clients.”

Too focused?
Act like it’s fun?
I’m willing to bet you’d never use that language when pro-

viding feedback to an engineer on your staff. The receptionist 
deserved better from you.

Sarah Cunningham, P.E., MBA
Registered Civil Engineer (Massachusetts #41001)
Charlestown, Mass.
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REENGINEERING THE ENGINEER

When I started my firm in 
2004, I had a decent idea of 
the corporate inner workings. 
I had been a partner at my 
previous fi rm for more than 
15 years, but I had not started 
a company from scratch. 
Dealing with the engineering 
registrations was an obvious 
fi rst task, but I also needed to 
set up a company and, most 
of all, a bank account.

The logical fi rst choice 
for banking was to approach 

the bank I had been using for my personal 
account. After all, I had been a customer 
there for 20-plus years. 

Most of my past transactions with 
my bank were handled at the ATM, so I 
didn’t really have a “personal” contact at 
the bank, let alone this particular branch. 
When I entered the branch, I was greeted 
with a smile by someone who quickly 
invited me to their desk and asked how 
they could help. I gave a brief summary 
of where I was, and then asked what I 
needed to do to get an account set up. 
Honestly, I don’t remember the minutiae 
of the conversation, but I left without a 
checking account and still confused about 
what I needed to get going.

The Good
Coincidentally, within a day or two, a 

different bank in the area cold-called (of 
all things) to see if there was an opportu-
nity for me to switch banks. I explained 
my dilemma. 

She said she could help, told me 
exactly what I needed and said to ask for 
her when I got to the branch. I explained it 
would have to be the next day because my 
car was in the shop for service. She asked 
where our offi ce was. When she found out 
it was half a mile away, she got in her car, 
drove to our offi ce and went through the 
paperwork at my desk. 

Problem solved, and she made a friend 
for life. I still bank with them and have a 
line of credit there. For years, I made it a 
point to recount my story of how this one 
person had gone the extra mile for me.

The Bad
From time to time, I get other cold-

calls at the offi ce. I generally don’t make 
it a habit to take those, particularly if they 
aren’t engineering related, but every now 
and then I do. Sometimes you’re surprised 
what you learn, good or bad. 

One particular visit went OK, but I 
didn’t take them up on their offer. Years 
passed, and a similar-sounding cold-call 
was made. I generally don’t keep score of 
the people I talk to, but, as the conversa-
tion continued, it sounded more and more 
familiar. I wasn’t planning to take advan-
tage of their offer either, and I recounted 
a particularly bad outcome I had for a 
similar service from a different company.

As the conversation was drawing to a 
close, the salesperson pulled the last-ditch 
“let me check with my manager” trick. 
While she was on the phone, I started 
cruising through my contacts. Sure 
enough, this same company had been in 
my offi ce before. Just as I discover this, I 
overhear her “manager” on her cellphone 
say: “You mean to tell me he’s worried 
about something that happened several 
years ago,” in a rather disgusted, conde-
scending voice. Meeting adjourned.

The Advice
Several weeks ago, I overheard our 

older daughter talking about work with 
her colleagues. The young staff was 
taking turns running Zoom receptionist 
duty from home, which I thought was 
pretty clever. One of the male custom-
ers who came in was very friendly. It 
took some time to determine what he 
needed, but the receptionist was able to 
help him.

Toward the end of the call, he made 
a comment about how pretty her smile 
was and that she should smile more 
often. I guess the young receptionist 
was a little too focused on the business 
at hand and forgot to act like it was fun 
helping their clients. The customer got 
their question answered and departed. 
Unfortunately, the discussion between 
the colleagues then took a turn sideways 

and centered on how “creepy” this guy’s 
comment was. I stopped listening … they 
totally missed the point.

Like it or not, the vast majority of us 
are in a service industry. Although our 
knowledge certainly is a prerequisite and 
an asset, we have to deal with people 
every day: clients, owners, consultants, 
construction folks, etc. You can be the 
smartest engineer on the planet, but if 
you don’t have any social skills, your 
knowledge will only carry you so far. 
Clients have a choice. There’s a balance 
between working with the smart guy and 
the jerk.

 Everything we do refl ects on us per-
sonally ... and corporately. They are inter-
twined, and both need to be cultivated. 
The extra mile the banker went, on her 
own, made a client for life. For life! There 
were two parts to that. One, she had to 
have the initiative to do something out 
of the ordinary; to help a client with a 
problem. Not because there was a direct 
reward associated with it, but because 
it was the right thing to do. And, two, 
the company she worked for needed to 
promote such behavior and let staff know 
it was OK to go the extra mile.

The second cold-call mentioned in 
this column was not the same. Although 
the person in my offi ce was polite, she 
had zero backing from the main offi ce. 
The main offi ce viewed her potential cli-
ent as just a number. Close the deal and 
move on to the next potential client, and 
it showed.

Finally, we are not perfect. We all 
have shortcomings. But when someone is 
willing to gently offer some advice on 
how we can do better, be a better person 
and be more successful; we need to 
recognize it for what it is and try to 
implement it best we can. That street 
also goes both ways. It’s never a bad thing 
to offer advice to someone in a kind way. 
And, no, it’s not creepy. 

Douglas G. Fitzpatrick, P.E., is the founder, president 
and practicing engineer of Fitzpatrick Engineering 
Group, a 17-year-old structural engineering firm 
specializing in commercial and healthcare building 
design; email: dfitzpatrick@fegstructural.com.
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Finally, there's a solid, economical substitute for galvanized steel: 
Weathering Grade steel tube from Bull Moose.

Compared to COR-TEN® and other ASTM A847 options, our Weathering 
Grade steel delivers equivalent performance for heavy-weather 
environments at a much lower cost.

OOver time, the surface of this material develops a stable, light-brown patina 
that protects from corrosion—and eliminates the need for costly 
(and environmentally harmful) painting/re-painting.

• Upfront savings on price
• Lifetime savings on maintenance
• 50000 strength

That’s Weathering Grade from Bull Moose. Call us to discuss your project.
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Thank you for 
the continuing 
education articles 
in the magazine. 
I have used those 
to meet most of 
my continuing 
education require-
ments for the 
last few years. I 
was audited last year, and our NC Board 
accepted all the articles I used from you 
without question. Our requirement is 15 
hours per year, so if you could find three 
more months this year, I wouldn’t have to 
look elsewhere for those last three PDHs!

 Thanks again for all you do.
 
Robert Graham, P.E.
 George Finch/Boney and  
Associates, PA
Raleigh, N.C.

Hi Robert,
 Don’t forget the webcasts, as they are 

all approved for learning as well. For the 
live webcasts no quiz is needed, as we have 
the ability for you to ask questions and par-
ticipate in polling, kind of like if you were 
at a conference. For the archived webcasts, 
it is like the PDH program in the magazine, 
and you will need to pass a 10-question 
quiz. You can find the archived webcasts 
here: https://v1-education.com/.

Kevin Carmody
Group Publisher
V1 Media, LLC

Dear Sarah,
I’m sorry the article I wrote for 

the Smart Engineering issue 2021 
offended you, and I appreciate you 
voicing your opinion to me person-
ally. The employee mentioned in 
the article was performing her duty 
on the day, and she’s a colleague 
of my daughter. Neither of them 
work for me. 

I was attempting to provide three 
anecdotal examples I had experi-
enced or had knowledge of that 
highlighted the importance of the 
social side of our business, a skill 
that is often difficult for some engi-
neers to relate to, let alone master. 
Obviously, I missed the mark with 
the third example. Thank you for 
bringing it to my attention so I can 
be more understanding and thought-
ful with my examples in the future.

 
Douglas (Doug) G. Fitzpatrick, P.E.
Fitzpatrick Engineering Group, PLLC
Structural Engineers
Cornelius, N.C.  

Please send comments and letters to:
Todd Danielson - tdanielson@v1-media.com 

or  
Kevin Carmody - kcarmody@v1-media.com

Traditional mail:
attn: Todd Danielson

1441 S. Plymouth Ct., Suite H
Chicago, IL 60605
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Reducing Flood Risks 
in Older, Established 
Neighborhoods - Master 
Planning and Detention
Reducing flood risk in older, established neighborhoods that were designed to 
less-stringent criteria than common today can be challenging. Developing a 
clear understanding of the existing conditions is key. Outside-the-box thinking 
can also be critical to developing cost-effective solutions. Join us as we examine 
master-planning efforts, discuss underground detention design and display 
time-lapsed construction videos for a flood-relief project in University Park, 
Texas. The webcast will also address project management and project delivery 
alternatives from the City Engineer’s perspective.

Learning Objectives:

Sponsored by:

Gain insight on issues related to master-planning in established neighborhoods.

Learn the key factors to success in underground detention..

Review design considerations for underground stormwater detention facilities and 
learn how to solve site constraints while maximizing potential land use.

Assess project management and project delivery methods from a city perspective.

Originally aired:
May 19, 2021

Available credit: 
1 PDH

Presenters: 
Katie Barron, PE, ENV-SP
City Engineer
City of University Park

Katie Barron, PE, ENV-SP has been the City 
Engineer at the City of University Park since 
2019.  She is responsible for preparing 
budgets for the City’s annual Capital 
Improvements Projects, implementing 
design and construction projects, managing 
updates to the City’s Asset Management software, and updating and 
maintaining the City’s standard specifications and details.  Katie is a 
board member of the North Central Texas Branch of the Texas 
Chapter of APWA, as well as an active member in the Dallas 
Chapters of TSPE and ASCE.  She is also serving as a new member 
of the NCTCOG iSWM Subcommittee.

Gabriela Bell, PE, CFM
Water Resources Engineer 
Huitt-Zollars

Gabriela Bell has over 9 years of experience 
in a wide range of projects including 
development of stormwater master plans, 
bridge hydraulic and scour studies and 
urban and roadway drainage design. She 
has experience leading teams in successfully 
accomplishing drainage-related goals for 
small to large-scale projects. Her experience with hydrologic, 
hydraulic, and hydrodynamic modeling tools include HEC-HMS, 
HEC-RAS, GEOPAK Drainage, XP-SWMM and TUFLOW. 

Hamilton Dallagasperina, 
PE, CFM
Project Manager
Huitt-Zollars

Hamilton Dallagasperina, PE, CFM is an 
associate and senior engineer at Huitt-
Zollars Dallas office with a background in 
municipal infrastructure and land 
development. Hamilton’s drainage 
experience includes FEMA floodplain management, streambank 
erosion, detention facilities, dams, bridge hydraulics, and drainage 
master plans. As a Project Manager, Hamilton oversees the 
planning, design, and preparation of construction documents, as 
well as drainage studies. 

*Viewers of this webcast can earn 1 PDH 
after successfully passing a provided quiz.
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