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By Stephen H. Lucy, P.E.

JQ Engineering was founded in 1984 by individual 
partners. For the next 10 years, we grew, adding 
partners and offi ces—one of which was the Dallas 
offi ce that I helped open. 

When I became CEO in 2015, we found ourselves fragmented 
under the founding partners. We began a buy-out program to unify 
and transform the company into a more strategic and cohesive 
business. Along the way, we encountered some stumbling blocks 
related to legacy projects, which derailed our growth for two years. 
Our focus on resolving the issues caused hardship for our staff, as we 
had to temporarily redirect profi ts away from bonuses and benefi ts. 
It was painful, but necessary, to clear the past so we could prepare to 
move forward.

JQ currently employs about 100 people in six Texas offi ces, 
producing $18 million in revenue. While these numbers are down from 
a few years ago, our revenue per employee is higher, we have fi nancial 
transparency, and we’re in a better position to expand and take care of 
our most valuable asset, our people. 

Here’s how we did it. 

Changing for the Future
JQ had a strategic plan, but like many fi rms, we neglected to update it. We 
decided to look at strategic planning from a whole business perspective. 

A Culture of 
Assessment
JQ Engineering
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Look in the mirror. While evaluating, we realized that business 
development, recruitment, and retention were being affected by 
our brand. So, we began considering fundamental cultural changes 
to make us a better fi rm.

Consider your legacy. As CEO, my vision for the fi rm is affected 
by the legacy I want to leave. As leaders, what do we want the 
fi rm to be known as in the future? All fi rms get to this point, 
whether they vocalize it or not. Leaders need to conduct legacy 
planning so the fi rm will stand the tests of time, economic growth 
and contraction, evolving markets, changing staff capabilities, and 
aging leadership.

Create opportunity for change. We wanted our staff to help 
develop our vision, not have it be an edict from the top. Recently, a 
consultant interviewed the staff, and we’re implementing changes 
that resulted from that effort. We added a position dedicated to 
recruitment and retention and placed it in the marketing group. In 
addition, we hired a marketing and business development leader 
we hope will eventually become our fi rst chief marketing offi cer. 

Listen to your younger staff. I overheard some of the younger 
staff talking about disparities in responsibility and compensation 
between the A/E/C and other industries. Because they are 
untainted by what we’ve always done in our fi rm and industries, 
we chartered an Innovation Team and appointed a leader who was 
six years out of school and three years into his career at JQ. Team 
members included people from every aspect of the business, 
ranging from three to 12 years of experience. We gave them free 
rein to identify innovations fi rmwide. We won’t be able to accept 
every idea they present, but team members say participating has 
become a strategic differentiator for working at JQ. The concept 
gives us a different path we can use to attract staff, which helps us 
support growth. 

Transform your approach. JQ has traditionally been seen as 
an engineering consultant, but we would rather be a professional 
consulting company known for advising our clients. We’ve changed 
our strategic vision to focus on that. Until now, JQ has emphasized 
hiring people with a civil/structural engineering education. We have 
to look at who we are, how we operate, and what kind of people 
the company needs to get beyond where we are. It requires a 
cultural mind shift. 
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As CEO for JQ Engineering in 
Dallas, TX, STEPHEN H. LUCY, P.E., 
focuses on business development, 
client service, strong community 
ties, and strategic fi rm growth. 
He’s an honorary member of the 
Texas Society of Architects and an 
inductee of the SMPS Dallas Hall of 
Fame. Contact him at 214.623.5801 
or slucy@jqeng.com.

Lessons Learned
These are big changes for most A/E/C fi rms. As we 
position ourselves for a new future where we can be 
fl exible and adaptable, we’ve learned a few lessons:

¡ Focus on inclusive discussion. Age and 
experience don’t always provide the best input or 
the right answer. Generational differences are a 
good thing. Our younger staff are early adopters 
and have helped us use technology better.

¡ Streamline your decision-making process.
Create more direct paths to get things done. Of 
course, cutting out steps and layers is easier for 
a 100-person fi rm than a larger fi rm, but look 
for ways to eliminate obstacles, so ideas can be 
quickly vetted and implemented.

¡ Look into workplace recognition programs,
like the Zweig Group’s Best Firms To Work For. 
Participating in them has forced us to confront 
roadblocks. Combing through the results of our 
employee surveys helps us identify areas for 
improvement.

¡ Ask for and listen to client feedback. Talk 
to your clients face to face about what they 
need and how you are performing for them. We 
conduct milestone project surveys and share 
the results with the project team so they hear 
the kudos and the criticisms and can make quick 
adjustments. This feedback will become crucial as 
we transform into advisers.

¡ Engage your younger staff. Make sure 
younger staff are trained in multiple aspects of 
the fi rm, including processes, marketing, and 
business development. This will enhance your 
fi rm’s operations as well as their personal value. 
Make employment about a relationship, not a 
transactional/contractual event. They have different 
ways of looking at markets and developing 
business. You want them on your team!

What Does the Future Look 
Like for Us?
There will be a cliff at some point. Business 
has been in a strange cycle for some time, 
and it’s not cycling in the usual way. Texas 
has seen so much population growth 
compared to other parts of the country. But 
as the economy slows, I see work shifting 
from buildings to infrastructure. We’re already 
seeing growth in our infrastructure backlog 
and profi tability. Water is bigger than energy. 
Regardless of the economy, our infrastructure 
has to grow to keep up with the population. 
We are already behind.

We’re also seeing increasing competition 
from fi rms outside of Texas. Do we compete 
with them? Or do we look for ways to 
become their local knowledge source? 

The fi rm’s biggest dilemma is still staffi ng. 
This year, applications for the engineering 
graduate degree program at my alma mater 
were down 50% from three years ago. 
The education community has the people 
we need, but their perception is that the 
industry doesn’t compensate well and needs 
to treat employees better. 

Our candidates are selecting fi rms that 
aren’t competitors; they’re employers in 
other industries. That’s going to push A/E/C 
fi rms to change how we recruit and retain. 
That underscores our fi ndings that peer 
fi rms are changing. Right now, so many 
of the conversations in our industries are 
transactional. For fi rms to survive, we must 
engage with our employees, our clients, and 
each other. We have to offer more to be able 
to sustain our place in a future environment 
that’s very different than the one we have 
become used to seeing. n


