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WHAT IS THIS PERSON’S JOB ROLE AND 
ROLE IN THE INDUSTRY? 

Native Texan Calvin T. Ladner, PE, is President, CEO, and Chairman of the Board 
of Directors of LJA Engineering, Inc.–one of the largest and most successful 
employee-owned, multi-discipline, civil engineering firms in the US. He would say 
that his only job role and role in the industry is empowering every single one of the 
1,200 LJA employee-owners to reach their maximum potential. 

Although he shuns the limelight and personal accolades–always giving credit to 
employees and clients instead–he is a natural role model for everyone he meets. 
He also looms large throughout the industry by reputation and LJA’s amazing 
achievements while under his leadership. 

Calvin chooses where to spend his time outside of the office wisely, only getting 
involved in organizations and charities that benefit his employees and clients.    
He has been a member of the Texas A&M University Zachry Department of Civil 
& Environmental Engineering Advisory Council from 2015 until current. He has 
also participated in panels at many industry conferences including the Texas #AE 
Industry, Zweig, and Rusk O’Brien Gido + Partners. 

He sponsors and attends events for numerous charities throughout the greater 
Houston area including The George Foundation, Interfaith of the Woodlands, 
HomeAid Houston, Girls, Inc., and Leukemia 
and Lymphoma Society. This year, he and his 
wife Sandy will receive the highest honor from 
Yes to Youth, a non-profit in Montgomery 
County, Texas that provides crisis counseling 
and shelter programs to at-risk youth.

Within the AEC industry, he is an example for 
other leaders of how to grow future and up-
and-coming employees, of how to selflessly 
serve clients, and how to operate a profitable, 
best place to work, fast growth engineering 
firm.

Calvin started his engineering career as 
an intern for the Texas Department of 
Transportation, then went to the small firm 
Winslow & Associates after graduating. 
The year was 1982, and the first project 
Calvin worked on was a new master planned 
community called The Woodlands. 

Fast forward to 2020. After 23 years at the helm, Calvin has led LJA to top 1,200+ 
employees in 36 offices in three states and to be the 65th largest engineering 
design firm in the United States. In 2004, LJA’s first year submitting to ENR with 
Calvin as President, LJA ranked at 382. LJA has jumped 317 spots in 16 years. 

Calvin and Sandy Ladner
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Calvin was a strong project manager and had a great 
business sense. He was able to translate being a good 

engineer into being a great business manager. And that’s a 
hard transition for some people, but Calvin’s made that step, 

and I think has become a great leader for LJA and a great 
example of leadership to the entire industry. 

Bill Jameson, PE 
Founder of Lichliter Jameson & Associates
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HOW HAS THIS PERSON 
DEMONSTRATED COURAGE IN A 
LEADERSHIP ROLE?

When Calvin led the effort to buy back LJA from RUST in 2007, he did so with  
the counsel of one of his closest fellow employees and friends, TM [initials used 
for legal confidentiality]. Calvin made TM the CFO of the new LJA. TM set up 
a bogus bank account and began skimming funds from LJA one month later. 
Another LJA accounting employee eventually caught on to the scheme and 
told Calvin, who personally confronted CFO. Calvin spent the next 18 months 
transitioning more into business operations. The embezzlement case went to 
trial in 2010. As stated in the Houston Chronicle: “This was an unusually vicious 
economic crime, and one of the worst frauds I have ever seen,” United States 
District Judge Nancy Atlas said at the sentencing hearing. The accused, who 
was also a member of LJA’s Board of Directors, engaged in more than 200 
transactions totaling more than $3.7 million in which he converted LJA funds to 
his personal use.

Despite this great betrayal and personal affront, Calvin routinely brings it up as 
a great learning lesson in leadership and business although many of the legacy 
employees do not like to even think about it. “Our own Benedict Arnold,” Calvin 
says. “Without Benedict Arnold, we would not have won the Revolutionary War. 
But as it turns out, his treason cost him everything. The same with TM. TM is one 
of the main reasons that got LJA over the finish line to complete the buy-back 
[from a larger firm] in 1997. No one will ever understand why he did what he did; 

Calvin IS courage. It isn’t a mere demonstration. He is 
fierce, he is loyal, he is competitive, and he knows how to 
face uncertainty and make difficult decisions that make 
us all better. He walks and talks and breathes it. Look at 
him, he is built like a Kodiak brown bear. Several instances 
in LJA’s history (and his own) really showcase his ability to 
lead in the face of adversity, but none more so than with 
TM. He showed his mettle in the face of true disloyalty. 
He went full force to bat for us. After that, we would have 
followed him anywhere. 

Maria Lucio, Director of Sales
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he was already on track to become very wealthy.” But from this, Calvin learned to 
trust and verify everything and everyone. It was a hard lesson, but one that made 
Calvin and LJA stronger.

HOW HAS THIS PERSON SHOWN 
A WILLINGNESS TO CONFRONT A 
DIFFICULT PROBLEM HEAD ON? 

Calvin Ladner has tackled some of the most trying circumstances a business 
can encounter: a company buy-out from a bad situation, embezzlement from a 
trusted partner and friend, a devastating economic recession, a natural disaster 
decimating the main office, and a larger than expected acquisition. Then, in 2020, 
the COVID-19 pandemic also tested–and put on full display–Calvin’s courage 
and leadership.

COUP D’ETAT

LJA dates back to 1972 when John “Dutch” Lichliter started The Lichliter 
Company. Bill Jameson joined as President in 1976, and the firm was renamed 
Lichliter Jameson & Associates. In 1987, Calvin’s employer Winslow Associates 
merged with them, and in 1994, the international firm RUST Engineering 
purchased Lichliter Jameson & Associates. Shortly thereafter, the small-firm 
closeness eroded and started to strain the tight-knit client relationships. Clients 
that were comfortable handing invoice payments directly to their PMs now were 
instructed to mail checks off to Wisconsin. Employees that had previously been 

Calvin was forced to confront and bring charges against 
one of LJA’s co-founders and a trusted friend who 
embezzled off millions while working as LJA’s CFO. Calvin 
had to investigate his one-time partner, make public 
disclosure, attempt recovery of the funds, and pursue 
criminal/civil charges – all against a person Calvin called a 
friend. LJA was able to recover some of the money and the 
disgraced employee was sentenced to prison, but to this 
day I know Calvin considers this one of the lowest points 
of his career. 

Carl Shaw, General Counsel
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evaluated on overall performance were reviewed based on utilization rates, and 
RUST enacted a large-scale arbitrary lay-off using those same metrics. With 
Calvin leading the charge, he, Lichliter, and Jameson began the process of buying 
the firm back from RUST, which completed in 1997; 44 employees went with them. 
In 2011, the firm reincorporated as LJA Engineering, Inc. to keep the name in 
perpetuity and honor the original founders; the firm totaled 192 employees. Today 
the firm numbers more than 1,200 employees.

I’ve known Calvin for 25 years back when he was a 
Senior Project Manager and I was Regional HR Manager 
during the RUST days. Back then it was clear that the 
RUST acquisition of Lichliter Jameson & Associates 
was not what everyone had expected. Big company, 
big bureaucracy, and little interest in allowing the 
entrepreneurial spirit to survive. Calvin knew that this 
was not a good situation and had a vision. He had seen 
too many good companies get eaten up by an acquisition 
with only a few at the top benefitting from the sale. He 
wanted a company that was employee owned and created 
wealth for hard working, good intentioned employees. Thus, 
everyone shared in the success of the company. Over the 
3 years of RUST’s “occupation,” he was able (with the help 
of some other key players) to strike a deal with RUST to 
buy back the Land Development business. I am not sure 
anyone realizes what kind of leadership is involved in 
making that happen.   

•	 Business acumen to understand how to structure 
a deal with a large company who had just spent 
a large sum of money to buy Lichliter Jameson & 
Associates. 

•	 Steadiness and staying power to stick to his plan 
through some tough moments.

•	 Trust from a group of fellow employees willing to 
jump off the bridge with him (initially 47, with more to 
come later)

•	 True, true vision.

The sign of a great leader is that people want to work for 
you. I left RUST as the deal was coming together, but was 
happy to return to work for Calvin in 2013 as the company 
started its growth trajectory. 

Irene Gaddis, SPHR, Director of Human Resources
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EMPLOYEE OWNERSHIP OR BUST

After buying the company back from RUST, Calvin was single-mindedly set 
on having the new firm be employee-owned. In his early days at Winslow and 
Associates, he learned never to be tethered to a bank. Calvin has said, “A business 
man looks out the window and says, ‘look at all this we created’ and the banker 
says, ‘Yes, but I own it.’ It was very important to me to have a company that 
created things AND owned itself.” Calvin instituted the LJA Employee Stock 
Ownership Program (ESOP) in 1998 for the specific purpose of giving every 
employee an ownership stake in the firm; value at inception was $5.35 per share. 
The ESOP is a cornerstone of the LJA culture. It represents one of the four 
core principles Calvin instituted when he became President, “Grow or Die.” This 
principle speaks as much to the individual growth of employees as it does to the 
collective growth of the firm. The premise is simple – give every employee the 
opportunity to grow their career, along with the financial incentive of ownership, 
and the firm will grow as an outcome.

Calvin also recognized that a widely held ESOP would not pose a repurchase 
burden when senior staff wanted to retire, yet it would be a deterrent to 
prospective corporate buyers – two important elements for long-term corporate 
stability. “Your ESOP is just like a garden. If you don’t water it and tend to it, it 
won’t grow,” as Calvin likes to say. LJA is 100% employee-owned, with the ESOP- 
on track to own 95% by 2025. It is one of the firms major differentiating factors 
in how we win work, how we operate, and how we recruit. The stock price has 
increased 3100% since the ESOP started.

Calvin is most proud of the employee ownership structure of the firm, which 
gives authority to employees to perform their work with full accountability. Calvin 
summed it up this way in a 2019 ENR article, “That is really our culture. The 
fact that everybody understands if we win, we win together, if we fail, we fail 
together.”

ECONOMIC MELTDOWN

When Bear Stearns collapsed in March 2008 and concurrent with the start of 
the criminal investigation against TM for embezzlement, LJA started feeling the 
financial strain. Calvin had to make tough decisions about the business and 
the future of the employees he had hired over LJA’s growth years – many of 
whom felt like family. To survive the crisis, Calvin was forced to drastically cut 

Calvin set up the ESOP specifically to benefit the 
employees and to discourage any future potential          
owner buy-out. That speaks volumes to his main driver, 
employees and clients. Calvin led this charge. 

Dan Copps, Senior Vice President, Transportation
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expenses and, as the recession continued, nearly 40% of LJA’s employees. 2009 
was the worst year in the firm’s history as the financial crisis severely impacted 
LJA’s commercial and residential land development business, which at that time 
represented the bulk of firm revenue. I

Illustrating Calvin’s deep personal commitment to his people, he has said, “LJA is 
not a layoff type of firm. A layoff is different than firing someone, because firing is 
only after you’ve given the employee a chance to course correct. A layoff means 
the company failed the employee.” And in true Calvin form, he confronted the 
challenge by working to course-correct in two very important ways – diversifying 
the firm’s services and doubling-down on marketing.

• After successfully exiting the global financial crisis, 
Calvin has led LJA on a phenomenal growth trajectory 
from just over 200 employees and $40 million sales 
in 2012 to over 1,200 employees and $300 million in 
sales today. 

Calvin’s philosophy, summed up by the phrase “grow 
or die,” has allowed LJA to take short-term risks to 
create long-term gain. 

• In 2014 and 2015, Calvin successfully diversified the 
company by making investments and acquisitions 
in multiple engineering-related disciplines: energy, 
coastal, rail, public infrastructure and public works, 
and surveying. 

• In 2016, the firm geographically diversified by 
acquiring competitor companies in the Corpus Christi 
and Austin markets. 

• In 2017, LJA invested in complementary services with 
its acquisitions of two of Texas’ most successful 
environmental consultancy firms, and a technology 
acquisition in the aerial surveying business. 

• Having no fear to take on competitors, in 2019, Calvin 
led LJA’s bold move into the Dallas land development 
market by investing in an asset acquisition and 
recruitment effort that resulted in the hiring of over 
100 new employee-owners, along with an acquisition 
in the landscape architecture space. 
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Many of us come from places that had a bad experience at 
our previous firm after being acquired. There are a lot of “war 

stories” about the big firms destroying the little firms that get 
acquired. Calvin is very good at doing his due diligence before 

making an acquisition to make sure there would be a good 
cultural fit. He’s very good at evaluating people’s character. 

Because of Calvin, LJA has a successful record of acquisitions. 
He ensures the cultural fit is good and provides the resources 

for the acquired firm to grow within LJA. 

Todd Thurber, PE
Senior Vice President, Transportation



Jerry Allen Courage in Leadership Award Nominee: CALVIN T. LADNER, PE

MOTHER NATURE’S WRATH 

On Friday, September 13, 2008, at the height of The Great Recession, Hurricane 
Ike ripped off part of the roof of LJA headquarters in Houston, destroying 
five floors with water and debris. The next day Calvin set up a war room in 
the banquet hall of a nearby hotel to triage the situation and start checking 
in with clients. Back at the office, employees in safety gear and face masks 
were salvaging computer equipment and water-logged documents. Within one 
week, the firm secured temporary space and planned relocation of the critical 
IT infrastructure. All employees reported to the temporary office the following 
week and had computers, internet, and phone service. LJA did not miss a single 
project deadline during that time and returned to a beautifully renovated office 
space without any disruption. This ordeal illustrates Calvin’s commitment to LJA’s 
cornerstone of practice – clients and employees first.

Hurricane Ike was a transforming moment for LJA. The 
roof of LJA’s headquarter building was severely damaged 
causing the entire building to flood. Calvin was quick 
to act, and within one day we were working out of the 
conference rooms in the Hilton Hotel down the street. 
Within one week we had a lease at a nearby office 
building. Over the weekend, we had acquired temporary 
office furniture and had relocated our servers to the Austin 
office. In a very trying time, Calvin showed his strength and 
more importantly, his steadiness. We didn’t miss a beat, 
and LJA was able to get back up and working and provide 
service to our clients. 

James D. Ross, PE, Senior Vice President,  
Land Development, LJA Board Member

Calvin was on-site and hands-on leading LJA through Hurricane Ike recovery.
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Coming back after Ike, that for a firm the size of LJA to 
relocate to a new office and get desks/technology set up 

so quickly and not have much if any downtime, is amazing. 
Calvin was quick to make decisions to get that whole thing 

done so quickly. 

David Winslow, PE 
Founder of Winslow & Associates 

(acquired by Lichliter Jameson & Associates)

During Hurricane Ike, our corporate headquarters were 
destroyed. Calvin was very direct and honest during the entire 

period. He knew that we were in a crisis so he appointed 
key members to specific tasks and empowered them so the 

company could come back as quickly as possible. I called 
Calvin shortly after the hurricane had passed and I told him 
we still had proposals that were due. I told him I could work 

from Austin to get these proposals submitted. He approved 
of my plan on the spot and asked that I keep him informed 
on the rest of my group. It was a real comfort to be able to 

talk through everything in a 15 minute conversation and 
know without a doubt that he trusted me to get my tasks 

completed. It was like that company-wide. If you had a 
project or a deadline, he made sure you had the resources to 

get the job done. Within days, he had secured a temporary 
office for LJA’s corporate headquarters. It was less than a mile 

from our current location and we commenced the process 
of moving the entire office to our temporary location. Calvin 
was there through the whole move. The building did not have 
power, so obviously there were no elevators. Calvin had very 
bad knees at the time and he would still go up the stairs to 

the sixth floor to pack his office and to help with anything we 
needed. He truly led by example. And although it was stifling 

hot in the building, we had no room to complain knowing that 
our leader was right there on the front lines with us. 

Alex Baeza
Sales Manager
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Hurricane Ike was a turning point in my career. I realized 
LJA is my company too, so I wanted to really step up and 
go all in to demonstrate my willingness to help. Calvin 
made it very clear, even as we were trying to salvage our 
own office, that we needed to get in touch with our clients 
to check on them and find out what help they needed 
immediately. “Take care of our clients” was the primary 
message from Calvin at the time. Clients came to realize 
several months later how LJA employees stepped up on 
a personal level to make sure they were up and running. 
There were LJA people who drove their personal vehicles to 
Austin to pick up a generator and buy it with their personal 
credit card to bring back to Houston because a client 
needed it. No one stopped to think twice about it, because 
doing whatever it takes for clients is the LJA way.

Gregg Haan, PE, Division Manager, Water/Wastewater

Calvin on clean-up duty!
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MORE THAN EXPECTED

LJA has had an office serving its transportation practice in Dallas since 
2015, with four employees. In fall 2018, Calvin was looking to grow LJA’s land 
development practice in North Texas and made offers to several senior engineers 
from other firms. Calvin was soon introduced to a couple of industry leaders 
looking for a change. He saw the talent and the opportunity–it was a great fit to 
grow our North Texas presence–and a deal was struck and celebrated. 

These new managers quickly grew the business and attracted more talent from 
competing firms. As the “news” quickly spread, many others wanted to join the 
challenge to be part of something special. First, it was the initial two, then ten, 
and by Thanksgiving there were over 25 individuals applying to LJA’s job portal. 
Within 30 days, right before the Christmas holidays, it was over 40. As the new 
hire counts swelled daily, Calvin would smile and laugh, look at his HR team 
working in overdrive, and say, “What’s the number today?” We went from 4 to 40 
in Dallas in a matter of a few months; all of them came to Houston for the all-
company holiday party in mid-December. Calvin had the courage to support the 
rapid growth with confidence that the projects and clients would follow. They 
initially promised $12M in revenue for their first year and delivered $19M; Calvin’s 
intuition was right, and it paid off. 

In addition to the hiring of all the new staff, LJA did two M&A transactions in 
the Dallas area (an asset acquisition and a full firm acquisition) in 2019. The 
North Texas operations hit its 100th employee in January 2020, and the region 
now boasts multi-disciplined services across four LJA offices (Dallas, McKinney, 
Arlington, Fort Worth). From 4 employee-owners to 100 in 14 months! What CEO 
turns on the tap, gets hit by a firehose, and has the vision to know it is exactly 
the right thing at the right moment? Calvin. He is always “looking way past the 
bunker” (one of his Calvinisms) to one-, five-, and ten- year marks.

Calvin is and was always optimistic and positive during 
our move to LJA and the rapid growth that followed. He 
remained fully supportive and demonstrated great resolve 
during this period to fully support our growth and hiring, 
even in advance of evidence that we could deliver the work 
necessary to justify the hiring spree. He took a “gamble,” in 
a sense. His actions, support, and belief in us, contributed 
to the success of this initial rapid growth in North Texas.     
I know he will always support us as we continue to diversify 
in this market.

Kyle Salzman, PE, Vice President,                                     
North Texas Land Development
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WHEN THE WORLD CHANGED FOREVER

The COVID-19 pandemic caught the whole world off-guard, but LJA has 
successfully managed this crisis under Calvin’s steady-handed leadership. 
He kept the company focused on serving critical infrastructure clients and 
maintaining continuous operations, but not at the expense of employee safety. 
He established a crisis team early-on to advise management on the pandemic 
and recommend safety protocols. He supported a constant communication 
campaign to keep employees informed throughout the crisis. 

The best testimonials of Calvin’s courage during March, April, and May, the 
critical months of the Coronavirus crisis, come from his own employees. 
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The messages coming from Calvin’s emails are in such stark 
contrast to the panic that my husband’s company is sending 

out. Leadership is all about what you do when the chips are 
down, and we are very fortunate to have Calvin at the reins 
right now. I believe what sets Calvin’s leadership apart from 

others is his ability to create other leaders. With his calm and 
confident demeanor, Calvin uses analogies and humor to explain 

complex concepts. In this way, he has taken highly technical 
people and made them into excellent business leaders. But 

more importantly, Calvin has created an environment where we 
are encouraged to “look beyond the bunker,” that is, to not just 

focus on the immediate task at hand, but also to focus on what 
is on the horizon. As we face uncertainty and challenging times 
ahead, it will be imperative that we remember to look ahead to 

set our company up for future success.

Heather Sides, RPLS
Vice President, LJA Surveying

Many of the initiatives that Calvin approved and implemented 
in the past year turned out to be what enabled our 1,200 

employee-owners across 36 offices to turn on a proverbial dime 
and reroute our entire workforce to work remotely within less 

than 2 weeks. Calvin was the one who drove the upgrades in IT 
equipment and infrastructure in 2019 (deployment of laptops 

as standard equipment to employees; invested in network 
infrastructure and collocation facilities; and invested heavily in 

cloud based software services), and that foresight paid off in 
spades when we truly needed it. When other companies were 

still trying to “figure out the new normal” two months after the 
stay-at-home orders, LJA had been set up from the beginning 
to work from anywhere without missing a beat. Our employees 
stayed employed and productive. Our clients stayed engaged. 

We never panicked. We didn’t scramble. In hindsight now, it 
was really remarkable what LJA accomplished, and this has 

everything to do with how Calvin is always (ALWAYS) looking 
one-, five-, ten- years down the road. 

John Shackett
Senior Consultant
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HOW HAS THIS PERSON 
DEMONSTRATED THEIR ABILITY TO 
OVERCOME SHORT-TERM OBSTACLES 
TO ACHIEVE A LONG RANGE GOAL?

Calvin overcomes short-term obstacles by empowering his top leadership to be 
true to themselves, their operations, and their clients. This steadfast support can 
be seen in the entire growth trajectory of LJA; growth for the sake of being better 
than we were yesterday is THE only long range goal we have. The 2008 recession 
was a perfect example of this. In the face of the worst years LJA had ever had, 
Calvin modeled the LJA Grow or Die principle by increasing the marketing budget 
over the following three years to develop new services and expand geographically. 
It also demonstrated Calvin’s willingness to take short-term risks to create 
long-term gains. In 2013, LJA recorded their best year ever, with record billings, 
revenues, new projects, and new hires.

The early merger with RUST Engineering and their heavy-handed corporate 
management style instilled in Calvin a vision for more diversified leadership closer 
to the clients being serviced. This is now embodied in the States’ Rights principle. 
Sector leaders manage their sector autonomously, committed to strong planning 
and performance. This structure keeps teams together and provides more direct 
mentoring for younger staff. It also ensures clients get the A-Team on every 
project. For firms that merge with LJA, it keeps their synergy intact while adding 
the benefits of new resources and support. The effect of LJA’s organizational 
structure, guided by Calvin’s leadership, is a network of small companies strong 
enough to direct the course of a common purpose: We Build Civilization.

The LJA ESOP is now recognized as a hugely beneficial tool to incentivize and 
reward employees. But in its original form, only the founding managers of the 
company and a handful of key employees were allowed to buy stock. Calvin 
pressed the other executives to adopt his vision of instituting a mechanism to 
reward ALL employees with company ownership. Despite heavy pushback and 
significant personal financial risk, Calvin tackled the many obstacles inherent in 
setting up the ESOP (a new ownership mechanism at the time): cost, complexity, 
record keeping, ERISA/IRS/DOL compliance, and legal exposure. His bet paid off; 
in 2012, the plan was converted to a leveraged ESOP and exists today as a very 
successful program that by 2025, will own over 95% of LJA stock. 

The decision to make LJA an employee-owned company through use of an ESOP 
has resulted in millions of dollars of wealth for the employees and their families, 
has funded retirement plans, and has allowed for the successful transition 
of owners out of the business. Beyond the financial benefits, LJA’s ESOP has 
achieved Calvin’s long-term goal of fostering a culture of pride in ownership, 
responsibility, and love for our company.



Calvin started his career at TxDOT. He went on to work 
for a firm that primarily dealt with water resources on 
the public client side. Then, he made his permanent home 
at a firm that was almost 100% land development for 
private clients. Prognosticators can try to predict trends, 
but Calvin has lived them because of his diverse career. 
From very early on, his goal has been to diversify LJA so 
it can absorb any form of economic uncertainty that one 
client base may experience. I (mistakenly) left LJA to go 
to work for a mega firm. That firm was not interested in 
the million-dollar contracts my division was winning; they 
only cared about billion-dollar contracts. My group realized 
that we did not have a future at a company that would not 
value our niche area of expertise, regardless if we could 
bring in steady profitable work. My first call was to Calvin. 
Calvin went straight to business-mode. Calvin saw an 
opportunity to diversify LJA and three weeks later, LJA 
had a new Rail Group. Calvin was willing to take the risk 
to provide substantial funding to the Rail Group, relying 
on and believing in Mike Baker’s (President of LJA Rail) 
plan. The short-term obstacle was that the other sector 
leaders were up in arms because they saw a substantial 
investment being made in a new and relatively unknown 
business space. The LJA Rail Group had a $35 million year 
in 2019. 

Alex Baeza, Sales Manager 

I’m a millennial born in the 90’s who has worked closely 
with the CEO of our company, Calvin Ladner, for the past 
five years. That sentence is about as unique as Calvin 
is and is the essence of how he treats everyone old and 
young, high and low at LJA. I admire that he holds the 
same expectations of himself as he does for his employees 
and that his door is always open. He has built and 
maintained a company where we love to work, love to have 
fun, and turn coworkers into family. Over the years, I’ve 
learned that Calvin loves chocolate, he loves analogies, but 
most importantly, he loves his people and it’s apparent in 
his leadership.

Courtney Brand Agbetola, Events Manager 
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Short-term obstacles are common in ours and most every 
business. One way Calvin leads us is by defining where he wants 
us to go and providing direction and resources to a company 
champion to get us to our long term goal. With Calvin monitoring 
and adjusting the path along the way, we have gone from a 
50-person single discipline-focused firm with one office, to a 
1,200-person multi-disciplined consulting firm with 36 offices 
across several states. As an example of the above, Calvin knew 
that LJA needed to grow and balance the firm’s work, so he hired 
people who could and can bring our business diversification 
in disciplines or geography, or both. But many short-term 
obstacles have to be overcome along the way to make this 
successful. Finding the right people is never easy, particularly 
when you need stars in their fields that are willing to leave a 
position to bet on future successes at a new company. That 
combined with finding someone who fits with the LJA culture. 
Another obstacle is the need for capital investment to develop a 
new business line. Calvin has an innate ability to adapt to each 
individual’s personality to get the best out of them for both 
themselves and LJA. His leadership style, personality, and patience 
has led to LJA now being comprised of nine discipline sectors with 
combined revenues of $300 million and positioned  
for future growth. 

Jeff Collins, PE, PMP
Executive Vice President, 
Public Infrastructure, LJA Board Member
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WHAT ARE SOME SPECIFIC 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS THAT THIS PERSON 
HAS MADE IN THEIR CAREER? 

Although LJA has been named to almost every industry “best of” list and now 
consistently ranks in the top tier of national AEC firms, Calvin Ladner will always 
say that the people of LJA, both employees and clients, are his personal points of 
pride over his career.

Testament to Calvin’s leadership, and really, the importance he places on building 
relationships, is the fact that his original employers set Calvin up as the leader at 
the newly established firm and let him have the reins. As Calvin says, “They gave 
me a year, but it’s turned into 22 more. That’s because of their leadership style 
and mentorship.” Both David Winslow and Bill Jameson retired in 1997, but Calvin 
–to this day–keeps them involved on the Advisory Committee. 

EVERYTHING IS FOR EMPLOYEES / The ESOP program is the most tangible 
aspect of Calvin’s commitment to LJA employees. It is a powerful recruiting tool 
and even more powerful way to retain and incentivize employees. The internal 
phrase employees use to encourage each other in their LJA career is “two-
comma man/woman” – indicating the employee’s ESOP value has reached seven 
figures. And indeed, many employees have reached the two comma mark. Beyond 
the monetary value, the ESOP is a strong reminder that every employee has an 
ownership role to play in the firm, and is responsible for the firm’s commitment to 
clients and resulting financial performance.

EVERYTHING IS FOR CLIENTS / When it comes to clients, Calvin places equal 
veneration on these relationships. He started working with The Woodlands 
Development Corporation in 1982 doing small projects. They remain an LJA client 
to this day, with LJA now providing all the land development services for the 
massive, nationally known, award-winning, master-planned community.

How Calvin sees Winslow and Jameson is how all 1,200 of 
us see Calvin – with trust, admiration, and respect.  

Susan Alford, President, LJA Environmental Services

Alex Sutton, PE  
Co-President 
The Woodlands Development Company 
Two Hughes Landing 
1790 Hughes Landing Blvd., Suite 600 
The Woodlands, TX 77380  
(281) 719-6268 
alex.sutton@howardhughes.com 

Daniel E. Kolkhorst, PE 
Vice President 
The Woodlands Development Company 
Two Hughes Landing 
1790 Hughes Landing Blvd., Suite 600 
The Woodlands, TX 77380  
(281) 844-3605 
dkolkhorst@thewoodlands.com
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LJA in 1997, his first year as President. Calvin, on the far right, always stands
to the side, making sure his employees are front and center.

Three company photos for LJA in 2019. Calvin is still standing to the side on the far right.
Note: He always wears a green shirt at company functions for good luck. It’s the color of money.
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LJA’s accomplishments are Calvin’s accomplishments which are ALL of our 
accomplishments. 

LJA celebrated these remarkable milestones by 4th Quarter 2019:

•  Celebrating 47 years of success
•  32 offices and 15 expansions
•  #70 on ENR TOP 100 Pure Design
•  Welcomed new landscape architecture acquisition to the LJA family
•  Awarded largest project: $81 Million
•  LJA Infrastructure ranks #3 on Aggie 100
•  ENR TX & LA Design Firm of the Year, ranked #9
•  Surpasses 1,000 employee-owners 
•  Breaks the top 100 at #90 on ENR TOP 500
•  Best Workplace in Austin, Dallas, Houston, San Antonio
•  Revenue reaches $250 Million with 5,292 active projects
•  Zweig Trifecta Award: Hot Firm, Top Workplace, Marketing Excellence
•  Right-of-way and utilities are added to over 300 services
•  Top Ten Largest Engineering Firms: Houston, Austin, San Antonio
•  405 total professional licenses from 28 different organizations
•  North Texas Land Development reaches 100 employees
•  Opened five new offices: McKinney, Arlington, Plano, Lake Jackson,       
 Fort Worth
•  Silver Medal for Engineering Excellence by ACEC Texas: Lynchburg   
 Ferry Emergency Repair

In 2020, LJA was ranked #65 on the ENR TOP 500, #49 on ENR TOP 100 Pure 
Design, and #6 on ENR TX & LA. We have also opened two more offices and 
expanded in to Oklahoma. 

Calvin is always celebrating employees and clients with employees and clients.
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SUMMARIZE WHY YOU THINK THIS 
PERSON SHOULD BE THE RECIPIENT 
OF THE JERRY ALLEN COURAGE IN 
LEADERSHIP AWARD.

8,395 DAYS OF COURAGE AND LEADERSHIP

When we think of courage, we usually think of world leaders whose lives were 
shaped by a grand moral pursuit, like Mother Theresa, Gandhi, and Martin Luther 
King, Jr. When we think of leadership, we usually think of world leaders or titans of 
industry who created the next big thing, like Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, or Jeff Bezos. 
So how do courage and leadership get defined in the every day grind of corporate 
business life? 

We would say that truly courageous business leaders are made in the minutia and 
prove themselves in the trenches. Their good decisions – most made innocuously 
day by day or hour by hour – grow slowly over the epoch to become the 
mountains we refer to as legacy. It wasn’t one moment, but rather an entire career 
of showing up, standing strong, shaping the culture, and doing the hard work. 

Most CEOs in the AEC industry “last” an average of only 5-8 years, and maybe, 
just maybe, have one pinnacle moment in which to show their big strength (or big 
weakness as is most often the case). But when we talk about Calvin T. Ladner, 
and his 23 years as President of LJA Engineering, we are describing a man whose 
courage in leadership defies a single moment, and becomes truly historic. 

In addition to all of the bigger challenges that Calvin faced as President, many 
described earlier, much of his courage in leadership can be summarized this way.

HANDS-ON AND ALWAYS LEARNING / In his 42-year career, Calvin has 
always first done the work himself before asking others to do it. Not only 
was this his way of educating himself in all aspects of the business, but a 
demonstration of his willingness to dive in and accept both risk and reward 
equally. As always, there were challenges along the way when the work did 
not produce the results Calvin wanted, but he always used these failures 
as examples of his ability to learn–and more importantly, lead–from his 
mistakes as well as his victories.

CONFIDENCE IN HIS VISION / Starting with the “revolution from RUST,” 
Calvin has repeatedly been ready to take calculated risks, sometimes 
going against the opinion of those closest to him. Coming out of the 
recession, Calvin made a substantial investment to diversify the firm’s 
services. When most of the other executives just see “red” on the corporate 
financials, Calvin knows to hold for the longer play. Did we mention he 
is also a world-caliber poker player? For example, within two years of 
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inception, the LJA Rail Group became profitable and is now one of the 
highest revenue generating divisions in the firm.

LEADS BY EXAMPLE / During the firm’s hardest years with the one-two 
punch of the 2008 Great Recession and Hurricane Ike, LJA continuously 
served clients without interruption. Though Houston was essentially shut 
down from Hurricane Ike (it took 10 days to restore power to 75% of the 
city and another week to restore power everywhere), LJA employees 
followed Calvin’s lead serving clients, himself driving as far away as 
Austin to buy generators for clients in need. Calvin is not an “arm chair 
quarterback.” 

RELATIONSHIPS FOR LIFE / The demonstrated care that Calvin takes 
of employees and clients has resulted in relationships lasting decades. 
LJA still works with the first client Calvin ever served when he started 
his career. Of the original 44 staff that went with LJA after the RUST 
buyback, the majority stayed with the firm until retirement because Calvin 
remained at the helm. This loyalty continues today with almost 55% of our 
employees having tenure of 5 years or more and 10% (120 employees!) 
having 20+ years with LJA. People stay at LJA, and Calvin is definitely one 
of the top reasons why. Even our summer interns routinely comment, “The 
President stopped by to say hello to me. I couldn’t believe it.”

LJA STATE OF MIND / Calvin’s gospel–commitment to employees and 
clients–is what has most allowed LJA to be as successful as we are now. 
Within this commitment is a “whatever it takes” mentality. Calvin insists 
that sector leaders are empowered to take care of their employees in any 
way necessary; examples include relocating to other LJA offices, flexible 
schedules, and continuing education. For clients, it is our willingness to go 
farther and serve in every capacity needed. Calvin has always championed 
what LJA does for the purpose of what is right for LJA. He has little 
interest in industry best practices or what our competition is trying to do. 
He is focused on raising the bar at LJA, and our bar has always been set 
much higher than anyone else’s. He does not waste one second of time 
looking over his shoulder. Instead, he looks 5-10 years out and keeps ahead 
of everyone.

IMPRESSIVE RESULTS

At only 39 years of age, he took the reins of LJA Engineering and never looked 
back. His statistics show amazing growth and definitive success.

• 40 to 1200 employees
• One office to 36 offices in three states
• One sector with a handful of services to nine sectors and 300+ offerings
• Rising from #381 to #65 on the ENR TOP 500

And while it is true that LJA has become one of the largest and most successful 
engineering firms in the United States under Calvin’s leadership, the Jerry Allen 
Courage in Leadership award is about way more than just better numbers. It is 
about the spirit behind the success. 



Jerry Allen Courage in Leadership Award Nominee: CALVIN T. LADNER, PE

LJA is what it is because of Calvin. Lichliter Jameson & 
Associates was acquired by a large firm called RUST in 
1994 that then mismanaged it badly and ran it into the 
ground. Calvin led a “revolt” to buy back the company 
in 1996 and renamed it LJA to honor the tradition of its 
real roots. With a vision of employee-ownership from day 
one and an effort to diversify services to “weather” all 
economic and operational storms, Calvin’s leadership–
his style, temperament, and courage–guided LJA to our 
current success and growth. It is absolutely impossible 
to separate our President from our firm’s legacy, stability, 
and integrity. I have been at other engineering firms where 
leadership, even founders, were disposable. As an example, 
my previous firm (similar services, Houston headquartered, 
horrendous leadership and CEO) remains at roughly $65 
million in annual revenue for each of the past 4 years, while 
LJA has soared to almost 5 times that in the same time 
frame. I have worked for Calvin for 4 years and have grown 
to trust him, like him, and respect him more than any other 
boss in my entire 25-year AEC career. 

Kristin Kautz, CPSM, Director of Marketing 

Calvin plays Santa during our annual holiday wine delivery to each and every employee, in person. 
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THE HEART OF LJA 

Calvin has four principles that have become the core of LJA’s culture, the first 
being what he believes is the most important.

• Employees and clients.
• Grow or die.
• State’s rights.
• Have fun and make money.

We have often heard other firms talk a good game about employees and clients, 
but they always put their own agenda and spin on the interpretation. Clients are 
always right, until they aren’t. Employees are valued, until they’re not. And when 
push really comes to shove, both are pawns to be sacrificed for the greater greed 
of shareholders and bonuses. 

When Calvin says everything is for employees and clients, he means employees 
and he means clients. He takes the words literally. If we are good to clients, they 
are good to our employees, who benefit from the company’s success, who can 
then go be even better to clients and each other. It is a circular, ever supportive 
loop from which he does not stray. Ever. 

Here is a real life example: “Calvin, I have this idea.” ~Does it benefit a client or 
employee? “Well, not directly.” ~Then no. Everything we do is for employees and 
clients. Not some things, everything.

It’s really that simple for him. And it has worked exceptionally well for us.

He offers up everything he has to his employees and clients not because it is   
just the right thing to do, but because he knows this is both our foundation and 
North Star. It is the bedrock on which our success has been built, as well as the 
light that guides us in the right direction. And so therein lies the secret sauce that 
is Calvin Ladner. He has the mind of the most competitive businessman you will 
ever meet, in the body of an unconventional and reluctantly labeled true servant 
leader. 

CHARACTER

On top of all of this, he is also a great story teller, an avid purveyor of his famous 
one-liners (we even make a yearly calendar of his Calvinisms!), and funny with a 
big, deep laugh that you can hear through walls. And for someone who proudly 
boasts the lowest empathy score in the entire firm (Birkman testing), he is always 
the first to reach out to any employee or client in need. 

FAMILY

And lastly, we would be incredibly remiss if we did not mention his family. He 
married his high school sweetheart, and they have two children and a grandson, 
who Calvin will reluctantly admit might be growing up to be just like him… 
stubborn, headstrong, and smart as a whip. We refer to LJA as a family because 
we are, and that bond among us was carefully role-modeled within the bond 
Calvin has for his own. His greatest loves are Sandy and us. We so are honored to 
be in such amazing company. 
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From “way back when” until today, Calvin has always been our most valuable player.
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My career kind of started off normally the first five years. 
First at an internship for the Highway Department , then 

working full-time for the Highway Department. After 
that, I took the next step and went to work for Winslow & 

Associates and fell in love with the culture and the people. 
In the 80s, Winslow merged with Lichliter Jameson. From 

the late 80’s until 1994, I served in various roles until 
Lichliter was acquired by a much larger organization. 

Then I led a revolt that ended up with us forming 
LJA Engineering, honoring the old Lichliter Jameson. 

You know that type of organization, a family organization, 
meant a lot to me. One of our four principles is “Grow or 
Die.” If you’re not growing, your employees have no place 

to go. I mean, if you don’t expand, then where’s that young 
EIT going to go when he gets to be a PE? He needs to 
have his own projects to manage and everything else. 
Well, either somebody above him has to leave or you 

expand. We are employee-owned for a reason. Everybody 
has a part in our success. 

Calvin T. Ladner, PE
 President & CEO of LJA Engineering



Calvin should be honored because of his truly unflinching 
commitment to improve the lives of LJA’s employees and 

our clients. With courageous leadership, he leads 
by example and approaches every challenge that 

comes his way–big or small–to ensure LJA is better 
tomorrow than we were yesterday. 

He is the true essence of your award, 
and on behalf of every LJA employee-owner and client, 
we nominate Calvin T. Ladner, PE, President & CEO of 

LJA Engineering for Courage in Leadership.
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