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AIA ROUND TABLE

As the global economy stabilises, how can 
architecture firms attract and retain talented staff? 
And as workplace culture continues to evolve,  
what might be the future of practice? These issues 
informed the AR/Bespoke round-table debate  
with representatives from leading American firms  
at the recent AIA Convention in Chicago 
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In February 1960, the american architectural magazine 
Architectural Record initiated a series of articles entitled 
‘the Image of the architect in Practice’. these focused  
on how a number of leading us firms were gearing up in 
terms of organisation, staffing and business skills for the 
challenges of the ’60s and beyond. ‘In the next 40 years, 
architects will be faced with fabulous assignments,’ 
Record’s editors wrote at the time. ‘Volume of work will be 
extremely heavy and probably quite varied, with architects 
and engineers called on to meet the fast-changing needs  
of technological advance. We don’t need science fiction  
to tell us that architects will be designing things not yet 
invented. the architects’ share in this will be whatever 
they make it, depending on the image the architect has  
of himself − and, of course, the image other people have  
of him and his services.’

Over half a century on, the landscape of architectural 
practice has changed beyond recognition. the job for life 
in a rigidly hierarchical management structure is a distant 
memory, along with drawing boards and martinis at lunch. 
the parameters of practice and the wider world of work 
continue to be reconceptualised in the wake of epochal 
social, cultural and technological change. Yet in all this, 
the human element remains constant. People are the 
lifeblood of architectural firms and strategies for 
recruiting and retaining staff have had to respond to  
the expectations of a more mobile and technologically 
sophisticated employee cohort, but also the impact of a 
shrinking talent pool. the 2012 aIa firm survey reported 
that us architecture practices had cut their staff by nearly 

In attracting and retaining staff, the human factor is 
still key. ‘People don’t leave jobs; people leave people’, 
says Meg Brown of Perkins + Will. ‘the chemistry has to 
be right.’ successful firms are those that develop a vision 
both for their business and their people. a strategic 
agenda that considers an individual’s potential within a 
wider frame of reference when recruiting, promoting or 
training is essential in developing and retaining a creative 
and energised workforce. 

Levels of remuneration continue to be important, but 
cannot wholly assuage a wider sense of ambition and job 
satisfaction. the prospect of a stimulating workload and 
opportunities for personal growth and educational 
advancement are also fundamental considerations. 
‘Lifetime learning promotes a sense of exploration’, says 
Peter ruggiero of HOK. Firms that can encourage and 
nurture staff in their wider professional and personal 
development through accessible programmes of mentoring 
and training are clearly more likely to inculcate loyalty 
and a spirit of mutual respect, mitigating the often costly 
and disruptive effects of high personnel turnover. 
recognition is another important aspect, as despite the 
popular perception of the architect as auteur or lone 
genius, architecture is an inherently collaborative process, 
involving teams of people with different disciplines and 
talents. ‘Make sure that your employees at all levels feel 
that their time is valued,’ says graham s Wyatt of robert 
aM stern architects, ‘that they are making significant 
and valued contributions to high-quality projects, and  
that they are getting frequent recognition for these 
contributions. In short: expect excellence, encourage 
excellence, and give recognition to excellence.’

the structure of practice continues to evolve. ‘I grew  
up in a working world characterised by formality and set 
patterns,’ says gensler’s rob Jernigan. ‘this has been 
overtaken by a more fluid work culture.’ the constraints  
of geographical boundaries are also no longer relevant.  
‘Many firms are now international and this precipitates 
new and often more intense ways of working,’ says  
scott Mactavish of Bespoke. Despite an increasing 
emphasis on the notion of work-life balance, architecture 
is still seen as a demanding, long-hours game, reflecting 
the commitment and rigour of the profession as a whole. 
‘In some ways, it’s a badge of honour,’ says graham s 
Wyatt. ‘But we try to mitigate the effects of long hours by 
tracking staff time and ensuring they use paid time off.’ 

In seeking to retain and develop talent, there tends to 
be less reliance on hierarchical models of organisation. 
Instead, a more inclusive approach can initiate less 
experienced staff earlier into key roles. ‘Partnerships are 
another way of creating equity, stretching responsibility 
and creating the right kind of character’, says Peter 
ruggiero. In demonstrating to employees that they are 
valued, firms effectively enhance their corporate culture. 
It’s an expression of what they stand for and why people 
should want to work there. It could also be argued that 
there is also a discernible reciprocity between a firm’s 
organisational culture and the architecture it produces. 
‘Culture and values drive design’, says andrea Lamberti  
of rafael Viñoly architects. and while architects’ offices 
might still be seen as innately hermetic, there are ways  

one third since the recession began in 2008, with many 
ultimately leaving architecture for good. Now, as the 
global economy stabilises and reboots, the drive to attract 
and keep talented people at all levels has become more 
intense. How are firms responding to these challenges  
and what does the future shape of practice look like? 

these issues provided the impetus for a round-table 
discussion at the recent aIa Convention in Chicago with 
representatives from a number of leading us firms, 
including gensler, HOK, Perkins + Will and rafael Viñoly.  
It was initiated by Bespoke, the global recruitment 
consultancy, which has just opened an office in New York. 
since its foundation in 2004, Bespoke has done much to 
evolve the culture of architectural and design recruitment 
through a more consciously empathic modus operandi. 

to encourage an engagement with the wider world.  
‘at gensler we regularly host lectures and events so the 
office becomes part of the community’, says rob Jernigan.

Developing and sustaining relationships with schools  
of architecture is also seen as essential to promote 
awareness and entice the best graduates. Many firms have 
dedicated campus recruiting teams to identify and connect 
with likely prospects. Corporate campaigns for young 
recruits are not unique to architecture, but us practice is 
in the throes of a more profound demographic transition, 
with an emerging generation of architects making their 
presence felt as never before. these are the 
representatives of generation Y (born between 1980  
and 2000) characterised by their effortless assimilation  
of digital technology and a heightened level of social 
consciousness. For this emerging and increasingly 
influential cohort, it is predicted that the definition of 
what constitutes architecture will become more fluid  
and expansive, going beyond current concepts of a 
multi-disciplinary approach. 

In future, practices could encompass a much broader 
ecology of skills, with integrated teams harnessing the 
expertise of fields such as economists, demographers, 
performance engineers, among others, moving away  
from the more familiar disciplines and market sectors  
of traditional firms. though broader definitions of 
architecture and practice are nothing new in themselves, 
this latest generation has the advantage of connectivity 
fuelled by unlimited access to information and the power 
of social computing. 

at their most basic level, networks facilitate the 
sharing of experiences, so prospective employees are 
liable to be better equipped and more informed about  
the realities of life in a particular practice rather than 
accepting its self-image at face value. ‘In this respect, 
word of mouth is extremely important’, says Lindsay 
urquhart-turton of Bespoke. 
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‘A strategic agenda that considers an 
individual’s potential within a wider  
frame of reference is essential in 
developing and retaining a creative  
and energised workforce’
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Yet the agility and adaptability of the emerging 
generation sits somewhat uncomfortably with the present 
ossified structures of american education and practice. 
‘Licensure is a key preoccupation’, says Meg Brown. 
Following six years of study, it can take around eight  
years of internship before an individual can become a fully 
licensed architect in the us, with routes to professional 
qualification controlled by the National Council of 
architectural registration Boards (NCarB). this 
compares with the uK model of five years of study and  
two years of work experience, itself now under scrutiny. 
set against other professions, architecture resembles an 
especially demanding freemasonry or priesthood, with 
only the most dogged acolytes surviving the tortuous  
path to qualification. this acts as a disincentive to those 
considering architecture as a career, to the point where 
the impact of a potential shortage of licensed architects  
in the us could be felt within a decade, if not sooner.

Firms have a part to play in advocating change, and 
most agree that reform is overdue if the practice of 
architecture is not to become suffocated and sidelined  
by the burden of becoming an architect. However, more 

streamlined alternative models of education and licensure 
are frustratingly slow to emerge. another evident 
frustration in the era of architecture as a globally portable 
skill set is the apparently inevitable bureaucratic delays 
encountered in securing us work visas for increasing 
numbers of overseas staff. 

ultimately, whether a firm is regarded as a rewarding 
place to work or a hive filled with drones, depends not just 
on the calibre of work, but how you treat the people who 
do it. In an increasingly competitive market, sustaining 
a humane approach to the practice of architecture is 
crucial. ‘architects want to feel as if they are part of an 
intelligentsia’, says Peter ruggiero ‘that cultivates a wider 
connection with culture and the world beyond.’

‘The agility and adaptability of the 
emerging generation sits somewhat 
uncomfortably with the present  
ossified structures of American  
education and practice’
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