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s a woman who has succeeded in the 

male-dominated profession of civil 

engineering, Sepideh (“Sepi”) 

Asefnia has some simple advice 

to other women in similar situations: Don’t take 

criticism personally.

Asefnia, a civil engineer who owns SEPI 

Engineering & Construction in Raleigh, learned 

early in her career that women may not  

always have the same opportunities or network 

that men do. Her message: We must help one  

another. In order to increase leadership in influ-

ential positions, we need to focus on our work 

and not take issues personally.

Groundwork
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“For men, work is work,” Asefnia says. 
“There’s not a lot of ‘I don’t want you to be on 
my project team, because I don’t like how you 
dress.’ If you don’t make the team, they’ll tell 
you the reason, and it will be about an aspect 
of the quality of your work.

“If it’s about the quality of your work, it’s 
not about you,” Asefnia says. “Focus on the 
work, not on the personal aspect. Removing 
that emotional aspect makes working in a 
male-dominated field a lot easier.” 

Not that Asefnia encourages people to 
turn off their emotions when they clock in — 
far from it. She encourages her daughter, a 
college sophomore, and her son, who’s in high 
school, to follow their passions when choosing 
a career. 

“That’s healthier, and you’ll be more suc-
cessful,” she says.

Surveying The Scene
Asefnia’s career path took her thousands 

of miles from home. Born in Iran, she came 
to Raleigh to complete high school, follow-
ing two older siblings here. A family friend 
had gone to N.C. State University to pursue 
an engineering degree, and Asefnia’s par-
ents agreed to let her study there as well.  
After graduating from Cardinal Gib-
bons High School, she enrolled at N.C. 
State as an engineering major. And soon,  
engineering became her passion.

“What I enjoy is the continual problem 
solving,” she says. She also found satisfaction 
in seeing the concrete results of her problem 
solving. “Civil engineers have a very positive 
impact on improving quality of life,” says Asef-

nia. “We build or design roads, or work on solv-
ing transportation, water, or site-design issues. 
Over the years, you can see the benefits on the 
human environment — while you’re still alive.” 

After graduation, Asefnia chose to remain 
in the United States. Although a woman could 
have a successful engineering career in Iran, she 
was not comfortable with the social constraints 
on women in her native country, and she dis-
agreed with many of the policies the Iranian 
government was putting in place. 

Fresh out of college, Asefnia began work-
ing for the N.C. Department of Transporta-
tion as an engineer and secured her profes-
sional engineering license. During her 11 
years at the DOT, she worked her way up to 
project manager, and then joined a private 

consulting firm where she was in charge of 
growing a department. There, she honed 
skills in business development and market-
ing. After a number of years with the small 
firm, she sought the challenge of working for 
a large company, but the offers she received 
were from out of state, and she didn’t want 
to disrupt her young children’s lives. So when 
some colleagues encouraged her to start her 
own business, she was receptive.

“I kind of grew into the idea,” Asefnia re-
calls. “It was a very hard decision, because 
I knew I would face a lot of new challenges. 
Once I made my decision, it was a very excit-
ing time for me.” 

Building Bridges
Creating a well-designed engineering 

project and building a high-functioning  
engineering business both involve problem >
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solving, albeit overcoming different obsta-
cles. Asefnia’s first challenge in forming her 
company in 2001 was to find extraordinarily 
well-qualified people to hire. Not only did 
they have to be good engineers, but they had 
to fit well with the overall work environment 
she was developing. 

“I hired some very strong candidates,” 
she says, “and collectively we established a 
company vision.”

Next, she faced the challenge of compet-
ing against big businesses for the same proj-
ects. She had to convince clients that her 
company could handle large projects. At the 
same time, she had to finance her company’s 
growth, paying particular attention to cash 
flow — payment for large projects takes a 
long time to come in. She had to make sure 
she had sufficient staff to handle large proj-
ects, that the staff had the proper equipment 
and software to do their jobs well, and that 
her company’s human resource policies and 
quality control/quality assurance policies 
were growing with the business.

“The policies you could implement when 
you had five employees are not the same 
when you have 65 employees,” she says.

All the while, Asefnia felt the effects of  
being a woman in a man’s world. The dif-
ferences were subtle but present. The easy 
camaraderie among a meeting of only 
men changed when she joined the table. 
It took a little more time to build rapport 
with male business owners and bankers. 
She felt the need to work harder to make 
sure her work stood out from her com-

petitors. But she never lost sight of her 
goals. Her innate optimism kicked in, and 
she turned any setbacks into teachable  
moments for herself and her employees. 

“If you focus on the obstacles, then it 
takes energy away from trying to get to where 
we want to go,” she says. 

setting Her sights
Today, SEPI Engineering & Construction 

has about 65 employees, 20 percent of whom 
are women. Asefnia is conscious of opening 
doors for women when she gets the opportu-
nity. She would like to see more women enter 
careers in science, technology, engineering, 
and math, and she thinks the media plays a role 
in discouraging women from pursuing these 
fields. Ads, movies, and TV shows portray suc-
cessful, popular women as beautiful models, 
and women in the so-called “STEM” careers as 
nerdy, bespectacled, and unattractive. 

“People think you have to either focus 
on our appearance and beauty or on being a 
lover of science and math and engineering,” 
Asefnia notes. “But you can do both. We need 
to make more progress than we’re making.” 

SEPI Engineering & Construction is get-
ting ready to celebrate its 10th anniversary. 
Despite the recession, 2010 looks to have 
been Asefnia’s best year yet. Her firm is busy 
working on the Western Wake Expressway, 
North Carolina’s first toll road; the State 
Fairgrounds master plan; projects for Wake 
County schools; and other projects in Wilm-
ington and Concord. 

These days, Asefnia spends more time 

developing and running the business than 
working on engineering projects, and some-
times she misses the problem solving she 
did as a project engineer. But she has always 
derived satisfaction from “pushing the limit 
when you are scared,” she says. 

“It’s an exciting place, where you can see 
aspects of your ability you’ve never seen before. 
We all can do more than we think we can. I’m 
not saying every single day is going to be fan-
tastic, and nothing will ever get you down. But 
your work should be more fun than not.”

Sepi Asefnia has amassed an impressive list of 
awards, honors, and affiliations since starting SEPI 
Engineering in 2001. Here are some highlights:

cIvIc actIvItIEs

•	 board of Directors, trustAtlantic bank

•	 Immediate Past Chair of the board of Directors, 
greater Raleigh Chamber of Commerce

•	 Past Chair of the board, International Affairs Council

•	 board of Visitors, n.C. State university

•	 Hub Advisory Committee, n.C. State university

•	 board of Advisors, Duke Raleigh Hospital

HONORs aNd aWaRds

•	 Appointed by gov. bev Perdue to the Department 
of Commerce Economic Development board (2009)

•	 business leader magazine’s Mover and Shaker 
Award (2008)

•	 business leader magazine’s Impact 24 leader for 
the triangle (2008)

•	 Enterprising Woman of the year Award (2007)

•	 triangle CREW Champion Award (2006)

•	 SbA n.C. Small business Person of the year Award 
(2006)

•	 business leader magazine’s Women Extraordinaire 
Award (2005)

•	 business and Professional Women/Raleigh and 
triangle Chapters’  “opening Doors” Award (2005)

•	 yWCA of the triangle Academy of Women Awards 
Science & technology (2004)

•	 triangle business Journal  “top 25 Women business 
owners in the triangle” (2002)  ttW

a r ésumé
ConstructingSEPI ASEfnIA HAS SuRRounDED HERSElf WItH fIRSt-RAtE EMPloyEES.
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