
how do you attract and, equally 
important, retain talented staff?  
This was the question posed to 
representatives from leading design 
firms at an Architectural Record/
Bespoke Careers roundtable held 
during the recent AIA Convention in 
Atlanta. Participants grappled with 
an issue that is increasingly common 
across the profession: How can 
architecture firms successfully navigate 
the rapidly evolving landscape of hiring 
and nurturing high-quality employees?

Right out of the gate, all the firms 
acknowledged that they were hiring…
and that it was a challenge to attract 
talented individuals. “The younger 
generation feels like they have a lot more 
choices,” noted Meg Brown, chief talent 
officer at Perkins+Will, with the result 
that firms need to be more proactive 
in convincing high-quality recruits to 
join them, and they need to offer more 
than just the quality of their design 
work. “Candidates may be attracted to 
firms because of their projects, but the 
reason they stay is much more than that: 
Firm brand, environment and culture 
all play a part,” Brown continued. Kap 
Malik, principal at Gensler, reinforced 
this sentiment: “We are selling more 
than a job. We spotlight lifestyle, work/
play balance, overall work environment 
and other benefits. The salaries the 
larger firms offer are mostly the same, 
so we need to distinguish ourselves in 
other ways.” Lindsay Urquhart-Turton 
of Bespoke Careers noted that surveys 
her firm conducted on what motivates 
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brown Candidates 
may be attracted 
to firms because of 
their projects, but 
the reason they stay 
is much more than 
that: Firm brand, 
environment and 
culture all play a part.

malik We know 
that for every 100 
people we hire, only 
10 will be with us 
after 10 years. The 
younger generation 
wants to come, get 
experience and then 
move on.

ruggiero To be
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need to put younger 
architects in visible, 
serious work. 
And offer them 
responsibility and 
the opportunity to 
take on a larger role.

young architects to accept—or change—
jobs, revealed that “Salary is pretty much 
at or near the bottom” of their core 
concerns.

If this sounds like a “seller’s market,” 
it is, at least when it comes to larger 
firms trying to attract the highest-
quality personnel. As a consequence, 
recruitment strategies are evolving to 
blend more into the overall branding of 
the firm itself. Instead of a simple “Job 
Opportunities” button on his firm’s web 
site, Gary Handel of Handel Architects 
is creating a complete employment 
“portal” designed to showcase the 
firm’s practice and culture to potential 
hires. Clients are encouraged to visit 
the portal as well. “We’re proud of our 
culture and want to attract people who 

believe in what they are doing and what 
we have to offer,” Handel noted. Paul 
Petrunia, founder of Archinect, agreed, 
“Firms need to do a better job of letting 
potential candidates know about their 
work environment. Every day on our job 
boards we have 40-50 jobs. Advertising 
and promoting the culture at a firm is 
very important.”

In spite of their substantial and 
growing efforts to attract talent, 
however, roundtable participants were 
realistic in their assessments of how 
long these new hires would remain with 
their firms. As Malik put it: “We know 
that for every 100 people we hire, only 
10 will be with us after 10 years.” It’s 
not that they want to exploit the firms 
they work for, they simply want—and 
expect—to have a variety of experiences 
over their work lives. So how can firms 
accommodate this type of built-in 
churn? The answer: Do everything 
you can to retain them but, if they do 
decide to move on, make it a positive 
experience, keep in touch and let them 
know they’re welcome to come back. ◆
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