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t’s time once again for Machine Design’s annual Salary and 
Career Survey. This year we are breaking down our report 
into a five-article series that will hone in on specific aspects 
of the engineering profession. Up first is job satisfaction 

and how engineers feel about their profession. We’ll highlight 
the good, the bad, and the ugly of engineering, and if engi-
neers still think it’s all worth it. 

THE ENGINEER PROFILE

According to the Salary and Career Survey, our readers are 
predominantly white (83%) and male (95%), with an average 
age of 50. They are mainly located in the United States; 36% 
hold a Bachelor’s degree, while 26% have a Master’s. These 
numbers line up with larger demographics of the U.S. engi-
neering workforce. Data USA reported that in 2016 the aver-
age workforce age was 44, with 78% of those surveyed being 
male and 86% white.

The average engineer, according to our survey, is a full-
time employee who works 41 to 45 hours a week and earns 
$101,860 annually. The most common job title is design/proj-
ect engineer (24%), followed by senior/chief/lead engineer 
(12%). The majority work within the research & development 
field along components and sub-assemblies.

ARE ENGINEERS HAPPY?

The overwhelming majority of our engineering readers 
are happy. A whopping 87% report that they are satisfied to 
extremely satisfied with their jobs. One of our engineers ex-
presses this sentiment: “We live in a rapidly changing world 
of engineering and design. Everything that we see, touch, use 
has had some form of contact with some engineering career. 
With this ever-changing world around us, there is an unlim-
ited chance for growth and development and salary increases 

within our different engineering careers as long as you stay 
current within your areas of expertise.”

The highest factor of their job satisfaction are the chal-
lenges that engineering presents. Our readers claim that the 
engineering profession keeps them engaged and intellectually 
challenged in their day-to-day lives. Another reader stated it 
best: “Engineering poses a constant intellectual challenge. At 
its best, it is problem solving and striving to make things bet-
ter.”

Engineers desire to better their world. Out of a scale of 1-10, 
the opportunity to design products that can benefit society 
ranked a 7.6. Several of our readers mentioned that benefiting 
society and helping to change our world for the better are key 
factors in how happy they are at their job. One of our readers 
motivates his students to use engineering as a tool to change 
the world: “[Engineering is] a gratifying way to serve our soci-
ety in a productive and creative way. I encourage my students 
to focus on matters of social service and justice.”

THE CHALLENGES AND NEW TRENDS IN HIRING

New technology trends are pushing our engineers to stay 
current. The further development of IoT systems, electrome-
chanics, additive manufacturing (3D printing), and robot-
ics are now finding their way into mainstream engineering 
manufacturing sites and plants. As a result, engineers are still 
in high demand—66% of our readers have been contacted by 
headhunters in the past year. Companies are also hiring new 
specialists to help manage new emerging tech trends. The top 
three types of specialists being hired are electromechanics, 
software, and mechanical design engineers. 

While companies are looking for new workers, emerging 
industries are pushing engineers to rise to the challenge. En-
gineers still feel challenged in their job, as 57% of them feel 

Kicking off our yearly Salary and Career Survey will be a highlighted focus on job 
satisfaction. How happy are engineers in the workplace, what could be better, and is 
engineering still all that it’s cracked up to be?
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JOB SATISFACTION

IS YOUR ORGANIZATION 
MORE FOCUSED ON EMPLOYEE 

RETENTION THIS YEAR?

WOULD YOU LEAVE THE 
PROFESSION AND WHY?*  

HOW SATISFIED ARE YOU IN YOUR JOB?

ARE YOU 
FEELING

CHALLENGED?

WOULD YOU 
RECOMMEND

ENGINEERING?

IS YOUR COMPANY HIRING 
NEW SPECIALISTS?

HAVE YOU BEEN 
CONTACTED BY 
A HEADHUNTER

 DOES YOUR 
COMPANY OUTSOURCE 
ENGINEERING WORK?

MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS IN JOB SATISFACTION

Challenges that  
accompany
the design of 
new products

7.95
Opportunity to 
design products 
that can benefit 

society

7.60
Compensation 
you receive for 
the work you do

7.77
Researching 

potential 
design 

solutions

7.93
The recognition 
you get from 
others for the 
work you do

6.69
Working in team 
situations with 

peers

7.00
Working 

independently of 
others

6.66
The pressures 

associated with 
solving design 

problems

6.85

[Based on a scale of 1 to 10]

Specifying the right products/vendors for my designs
Lack of resources, or the need to compromise design

Counterfeit components
Competition gaining market share

Price/performance issues
Product reliability issues

Product quality issues
Component availability issues

Staying current with new and emerging technologies
Looming project deadlines

Dealing with reductions in staff
Concerns about job security

Concerns about financial health of your company
Concerns about the general health of the economy

Age discrimination
Outsourcing issues

Having challenging work
Researching new technology for potential design solutions

Compensation received
Benefiting society

Nothing keeps me up at night
Other

No further chance for advancement
To make more money

The poor job outlook for engineers
Cut back on long hours

Burnout
Try something different

Do something less stressful
Have more freedom/free time

Do something more fulfilling or satisfying
Pursue other interests or opportunities

Start a business
Switch to teaching

Ready to retire
Other

WHAT ARE THE MAJOR 
INFLUENCES ON YOUR JOB?*

Electromechanics/ electronic systems
Software

Mechanical design
Systems engineering

CAD/CAM and Simulation
Data Analytics

Additive Manufacturing
Controls

Predictive Maintenance
Maintenance

Robotics
Automation

Other
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

VERY SATISFIEDEXTREMELY SATISFIED SATISFIED NOT VERY SATISFIED NOT AT ALL SATISFIED

YES
NO

43%
57%

YES
NO

43%
57%

YES
NO

92%
8%

18% 2%35%34% 11%

YES
NO

53%
47%

YES
NO

66%
34%

YES
NO

39%
61%

YES
SOMEWHAT

NO

57%
34%
9%

*Respondents were allowed to pick more than one answer.
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that their work forces them to be creative when creating new 
designs. The major influence on engineers’ jobs today is be-
ing current with new and emerging technologies at 45%. Re-
searching new technologies is not far behind at 35%. 

WHAT COULD BE BETTER?

While the majority of readers are happy with their jobs, 
there are a few who wished things could be better. 13% de-
scribe themselves as unsatisfied to extremely unsatisfied with 
their job. One of the major factors they listed that would en-
able them to be happy in their job is the recognition they get 
from others; it could be that companies not doing a good 
enough job in fostering that sentiment. 

61% of our readers reported their current company is not 
focusing on employee retention, and 43% have considered 
leaving the engineering profession. The major reasons cited as 
to why they would leave are to try something different (34%) 
and to make more money (31%). Other factors influencing 
their desire to leave the profession are a lack of job develop-
ment (19%), being burned out (22%), and the urge to pursue 
other interests (31%).

Some of our readers have credited the fast-changing land-
scape of engineering as reasons why they are ready to leave. 
One reader provides insight on how to approach the engineer-
ing profession: “There will always be the need for adopting 
new technology and adapting existing products to changing 
market. The engineering landscape has changed over the years 
and specific discipline paths are different. I would encour-
age anyone considering engineering as a profession to pick a 
good solid foundation (mechanical, electrical, etc.) and add 
as many “extras” (software, biotech, business, etc.) as interest 
and opportunity allow to round out their capabilities and rel-
evance to their target industry.”

IS ENGINEERING STILL A GOOD GIG?

At the end of the day, the million-dollar question is whether 
or not engineering is still a good career path. Of the engineers 
surveyed, 92% still recommend engineering as a career path 
for young students. Many expressed the opinion that a job in 
engineering provides a solid background in math, science, and 
logical reasoning that can be applied to several jobs across sev-
eral different fields, in addition to engineering. 

Engineers today have risen to fill in management roles and 
have moved on from just working behind the design desk. 
They fill seats in several different jobs, including management, 
finance, marketing, and public relations. In the words of one 
of our engineers, “It’s a great foundation to build upon, and I 
feel like it is a respected degree. One of the key skills an engi-
neer has is problem solving ability, and that will benefit your 
career whichever way you decide to go.”

Several engineers also noted that the ever-changing market 
will always provide the need for engineers. As new technol-

ogy emerges, they will be at the forefront of bringing those 
advancements to the masses. “The applications of technology 
are increasing exponentially,” one reader said, “permeating all 
aspects of our lives, and there are not enough engineers in the 
market for the job openings that exist. If I were to start my 
long career in engineering all over again, I’d select engineering 
in a heartbeat.”
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