
Spotlight: New Hire Sonja Michelsen Seeks to 
Lead with Compassion  

By Al Barrus, Public Affairs Assistant  
It’s no secret: the federal workforce is chock-full of retirement-eligible employees. Here in the Omaha District, we 
are not the exception to this rule: half of our workforce could, any day now, pack up shop and ride off into the 
sunset to enjoy their hard-earned pensioned years. 

For those employees who may be new to the federal workforce, who are just now embarking upon civil service 
careers: watching so many “Baby-Boomer” generation leaders retiring, the future seems a bit uncertain.  

Who will lead? How will they lead? It’s a daunting prospect which seems to put the organization on shaky ground. 
What will happen when they leave? What if they all retire at the same time? What will the organization look like?  

Eventually, everyone has to retire. However, there is hope on the horizon.  

In this article we intend to feature what the future holds: a U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Omaha District employee 
from the other end of the career spectrum. New-hire: Sonja Michelsen started working here in October 2015. She 
graduated from high school in 2011 in El Paso, Texas, and she came to Omaha fresh out of college: a 2015 
graduate of Oregon State University’s Ecological Engineering Bachelor of Science program.  

 

This Texan-turned-
Oregonian was born 
in Wyoming and 
grew up in El Paso, 
however she has 
family roots not far 
from Omaha. 
Though the Midwest 
is new to her 
personally, her 
mother grew up on 
a farm in western 
Iowa.  

As Sonja was 
getting close to 
graduation and 
considering career 
options, several of 
her engineering 
professors 
recommended she 
look into working 
for USACE. She 
visited USA Jobs 
and applied to a 
civil engineering 
position in Omaha 
for the Hydraulics 
Section of the 
Hydrology Branch.  

  

 

New Hire, Civil Engineer Sonja Michelsen is an Oregon State Univeristy Ecological 
Engineering Graduate. Omaha District Photo by Jeremy Bell 



While Sonja is new to the workforce and to this organization, she’s confident about moving up and eventually 
leading others in the workplace.  

“I came here because I want to learn how water moves and how we manage it, and the science behind it,” 
Michelsen said. “I want to learn what’s going on in the other sections and cross train. I would like to learn 
everyone’s name. I would like to serve this organization and potentially move up.”  

Many of Sonja’s co-workers and mentors say that she would make a great leader. She’s confident, compassionate 
and outgoing. A member of the new “millennial” generation: they are Americans born between 1982 and 2004. 
According to The Atlantic Magazine, they are being called “The Next Great Generation.”  

What type of 
leadership style can 
be expected from 
this new 
generation? 
According to a U.S. 
News & World 
Report article “What 
Kind of Leaders Are 
Millennials?” writer 
Hannah Morgan 
says that 91 percent 
of millennials are 
interested in 
leading, and of the 
91 percent seeking 
leadership 
responsibilities and 
more than half are 
women. Millennials 
want to help others 
succeed. The top 
reason millennials 
want to become 
leaders is to 
empower others, 
while only five 
percent say money 
and one percent 
claim to want 
power.”  

 

The positive consensus on this up-and-coming generation is that the Millennials’ approach to a more compassionate 
leadership-style is their trademark, and they are known for their desires to align themselves with social causes. 
They also want to work for companies that are giving back to society. "They want to do meaningful work that 
enables them to make an impact at their company and in the world," according to U.S. News.  

That is why Sonja Michelsen came to the Omaha District.  

“I really like the Corps’ focus on the general public, rather than just a single client. This organization serves a much 
larger community. I appreciate that mindset,” Sonja said. And what about social causes? “One thing I’m hoping to 
get into: increasing women and minorities in the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics fields 
especially since I’m actually an engineer now.”  

A co-worker confirmed Michelsen not only has a lot of potential, but also a strong work-ethic. “She’s very self-
motivated. She’s been updating cross sections for us: staring at lines on a computer screen all day would drive 
most people crazy. But she keeps trucking on,” said Hydraulic Engineer Ben Lorenzen of Omaha District’s 
Hydrology Branch.  

 

Civil Engineer Sonja Michelsen sstudied ecological engineering in the pacific northwest where 
she enjoyed hiking outdoors in the Cascade Mountain range. Photo submitted by Sonja 
Michelsen. 



What about Army Values? Does she embody the organization’s values? “Yes. Two that stand out,” according to 
Lorenzen “Duty: She works hard and she doesn’t take short cuts. Something like the cross section work, where 
you’re doing the same process over and over again: if a person were to make a mistake early on it would be easy 
to just ignore the mistake and continue, however Sonja is the type of person who, if she knows something feels 
wrong, or she sees something that she thinks might be wrong, she is very eager to ask questions and take notes 
so she gets it right.  

“And her integrity: She seems to have a pretty firm base of who she is. She doesn’t get nervous in social settings. 
That’s a trait she represents well,” Lorenzen said, speaking all praise of his new co-worker. “Something really 
amazing: she’s more adept at finding social events around Omaha than I am and I was born and raised here. She’s 
very resourceful and I think that will be a great benefit to the Corps.”  

An experience that Ben Lorenzen mentioned while talking about Sonja was an extra-curricular activity where she 
went to a building, and along with a group of strangers, was locked into a room to complete puzzles together as a 
sort of spontaneous problem-solving and team-building exercise.  

Jess Thacker was at that activity. She’s the Director of Youth Programming at First United Methodist Church in 
Omaha, Nebraska. She also spoke highly of Ms. Michelsen. “Sonja has a confident presence and maturity far 
beyond her years. She’s compassionate, intelligent, and very interested in making the world a better, safer place.” 
Thacker said.  

“The thing I was most impressed with was how she jumped right in looking for clues and problem solving. We did 
this the very first night we met her. It can be intimidating taking initiative in a new group, but Sonja showed no 
fear. New in town, recent graduate, joining a group of young professionals (some 10-13 years her senior)--again, 
she is very 
confident!”  

Sonja is still new to 
Omaha and the 
Midwest. But, she 
came highly 
recommended. Her 
participation in her 
church was also 
strong when she 
was an engineering 
student in Oregon.  

Rev. Timothy 
Stover, Campus 
Minister for United 
Campus Ministry at 
Oregon State 
University, wrote in 
praise of Omaha 
District’s new 
engineer.  

“Sonja is a fun, 
creative, outgoing, 
reliable person who 
is also balanced in 
her ability to be 
serious, disciplined, 
and frivolously 
spontaneous … she 
helps to create and 
to lead in new 
directions,” said 
Rev. Stover in an 
email talking about  
Ms. Michelsen.  

 

Throughout college, Sonja Michelsen volunteered with Engineers Without Borders, which 
included a 2013 trip to Kenya to help oversee the implementation of a bore-hole well. Photo 
submitted by Sonja Michelsen. 



“She revived the Student Leadership Council for our campus ministry and served as president. She is willing to 
have high expectations of others and helps to hold them accountable for the responsibilities they accept. In my 
decades of work with young adults, Sonja stands significantly above her peers in this regard,” the reverend 
continued.  

“Faith and spirituality are what ground Sonja … they provide a significant context through which her leadership 
took root and matured. The community has shaped Sonja in significant ways … so that she’s now contributing back 
to the larger community of faith (including to persons of other faith/religious/spiritual communities).  

“We will miss her more immediate presence in our campus ministry community and I trust that you all will benefit 
from your wisdom in hiring her.”  

The Omaha District is happy to have Sonja on the team. But what about long-term plans: Does she like the area? 
“I don’t have family here, however, my mother grew up in northwest Iowa so I have some history in the area. I 
have a boyfriend: he’s finishing up school in Oregon, and I’m working on selling him on the Midwest.”  

Sonja likes to go hiking and camping and has already hiked Fontenelle Forest. She enjoys getting outdoors not just 
in the local area, but also as a world traveler. She’s been to India and Africa for work projects. She volunteered for 
the non-governmental organization Engineers Without Borders, and also volunteered in Kenya during that time.  

“I was involved with Engineers Without Borders throughout my undergraduate career, serving as chair for events, 
coordinator of educational opportunities and president. We worked on projects to improve access and quality of 
drinking water. For a month in 2013, I was in Kenya to help oversee implementation of a bore-hole well,” 
Michelsen added.  

She also spent a week north of New Delhi, India, as part of an undergraduate research project on flooding in the 
south Asian sub-continent.  

The future is bright for this confident young engineer. While she works on getting her boyfriend to come out to the 
Midwest, she is enjoying cooking and listening to podcasts on science and social studies. She goes also hikes and 
volunteers for social justice initiatives.  

 
 


