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Congratulations on your appointment as
president of Modjeski and Masters. You
have been with the firm almost your entire
career. What advantages does this give you
as you step into this leadership role?
I started at Modjeski and Masters in 1979 as
a co-op student, which is similar to an intern.
I was 19 years old, and it was right after my
first year in college. So I didn’t know anything
about engineering. I came here and started off
literally from the bottom, and my supervisors
really took me and trained me and sent me out
on assignments. I moved up from there.
I think I have a very good understanding
of the history of the firm from having lived
through a lot of it. And that history includes
understanding the evolution of some of our
iconic projects and understanding the company’s mission and the leadership’s ideas and
goals, so that I can try to move forward with
that same type of thinking.
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Were there any core lessons learned during
your formal education that contributed
to your transition to leadership roles?
I learned a couple of valuable lessons. For
example, I believe that if you work hard, good
things will generally happen to you. Another
is that you really just need to do what you
say you’re going to do when you say you’re
going to do it. And finally, I majored in civil
engineering, which taught me that the basic
approach of an engineer is to analyze a situation, gather all the information you can about
it, and then develop a solution that is really
good for the masses and not just one specific
application.
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What characteristics of being a
practicing engineer translated well for
you as you moved into leadership roles?
Today, as Modjeski and Masters’s president, I am keenly aware that every project
afforded me a different ability and leadership skill that will aid me in working with
our board of directors and staff in leading the company into a prosperous future.
Engineers are very logical thinkers, and they
don’t make quick or hasty judgments. They
like to gather all the facts, think about them,
and then develop a plan. And usually the plan
is going forward on the side of caution and conservatism. Doing that and making thoughtful
decisions based on sound judgment have really
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Mike Britt, p.e., became the president of
Modjeski and Masters, a 123-year-old bridge
engineering firm headquartered in Mechanicsburg,
Pennsylvania, on the first of this year.

helped me progress up through the
firm. And if you are presented with
new facts after you’ve made your decision, well, you didn’t know that then
and you had to make the best choices
with what you had in front of you at
the time.
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What professional training in
leadership did you find most
valuable through the years? Why?
I’ve had professional leadership training and different kinds of training
throughout my career, but I’ve felt
the best type of training was what
my mentors and leaders gave me on
the job, which could certainly be
described as trial by fire. They had
confidence in me in certain situations
and said, ‘Here you go, take this and
run with it.’ And if I made mistakes, I
made mistakes going at 100 percent,
and they would correct me as I went
along and advise me for the future. It
has really been invaluable to me to
have supervisors who gave me a chance
to succeed, first at small projects and
then at larger ones. These supervisors
and experiences paved the way for my
success.
I have tried to do the same thing for
the people I supervise. And that has
worked well for me. People become
excited about what they’re doing,
and they feel like they are a piece of
the future rather than just someone
pushing out a solution. Longevity of
employees is common at Modjeski
and Masters, and I think that’s because
people have a great sense of pride in
where they’re working and what this
company stands for. They feel a strong
duty to keep the fire burning, to keep
the company moving forward.
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When firms promote from within
there can be transition issues
as former peers must now come to
view you in a superior role. How
have you prevented or dealt with
such issues as they have arisen?
That was only a challenge for me
personally in how I thought people
would react to me. But people have
been very accepting of me and oth-

Engineers should

ers who have moved up within the
company. I think that’s because
we—not only myself but others
in my position—tend to value the
expertise of the people that surround
us. We as a company let people do
what they excel at and try to promote
them. We work to make our projects
successful—with our people doing
the best job that they can—and we
strive to make sure people get into
the right positions. It’s not all about
me personally as a supervisor; it’s
about the project and it’s about the
other people.
At Modjeski and Masters it is very
rare that somebody comes in from
the outside into a leadership position
because our leaders value what they
have built and what has been built
before them, and we want to keep the
tradition going with minor tweaking
here and there. We don’t necessarily
like dramatic tweaking, dramatic
change. Engineers don’t like that in
general, as well.

continue to be sound
in their judgment,
but my advice
would be to take a
little more risk ....
The status quo is
safe, but it won’t
really progress the
goals of the firm.
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Are there any specific pitfalls
you’d warn engineers about
as they endeavor to move up
within their companies? Why?

Engineers should continue to be
sound in their judgment, but my
advice would be to take a little more
Are there any resources or training
risk. But only take that risk that
venues that you’d recommend for
pushes the envelope a little bit, and
other engineers as they seek to move
see where you go. Try not to maintain
into managerial and leadership roles?
the status quo. The status quo is safe,
but it won’t really progress the goals
I would say a good bet is any venue
of the firm. It will keep the firm alive,
where you can improve your public
but it won’t keep the firm vibrant and
speaking, where you can improve
growing. So stretch the envelope a
team building, or where you can learn
little bit. Don’t dramatically puncture about managing projects and people.
the envelope but try and keep progress There is always something to be
moving forward.
learned from training. But the biggest
For example, if you want to branch
thing is to link that into your work
out into a different field or
environment, to bring that
if you want to take on a job
back to the office and implethat the company hasn’t
ment it so in the end it’s a
really done before but you
positive experience—not
have a team that is willing
only for you but for the staff
to give it all they’ve got and
involved. 
CE
move forward, then do it. If
the consensus is ‘Let’s do it,’
Catherine A. Cardno, Ph.D.,
and the indicators are right,
is the senior writer of Civil
Cardno
then take a chance.
Engineering.
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