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The practice of architecture is complex and its complexity is increasing each year. 
The knowledge required to plan, design, and administer the construction phase 
of a new building or major renovation has always required a depth of knowledge 

but each year new building types, design concepts, materials, systems, digital tools, 
construction techniques, and many other important areas of technical knowledge have 
to be mastered by architects. At the same time architects have to be effective managers 
of both their projects and their practices. Most architectural schools focus almost all 
their classes on providing their students with an introduction to the design and techni-
cal challenges of the profession. The vast body of knowledge required to effectively 
manage architectural projects and practices is usually compressed into one course—the 
practice course—for one semester.

In my own practice class, I note that I will be introducing topics that often consume 
the vast majority of a senior architect’s day. It is not possible to cover any of these 
important topics in any depth in one semester, but it is essential that all architects get 
an introduction to the most important subjects so that they can gain the skills required 
to be an effective professional.

This 15th edition of the Student Handbook is structured to be a companion textbook 
for architectural practice classes. It is also intended to be a reference text for young 
architects at the beginning of their careers while they are learning their profession with 
the assistance of intern development programs.

TItLe AND ORGANIZAtIoN of the BooK

As was the prior (14th) edition, this book is not simply an abridged version of The 
Architect’s Handbook of Professional Practice, 15th edition. Recognizing its use as 
required reading in professional practice courses and sometimes as a companion in 
studio courses—along with the fact that the information needs of architecture stu-
dents are not the same as those of professionals—this book contains knowledge spe-
cifc to the needs of students and emerging professionals that has been organized to 
be approachable for them. To refect this increased focus on the needs of students 
and interns, the publisher John Wiley & Sons and the American Institute of Archi-
tects (AIA), as author, chose to name this book The Architecture Student’s Handbook of 
Professional Practice.

Like The Architect’s Handbook of Professional Practice, 15th edition, published in 
2013, The Architecture Student’s Handbook is presented in four parts. However, the 
names of the parts—The Profession, Practice, The Project, and Contracts and 
Agreements—and the organization of the material within them are different. The pro-
gression of material makes the book suitable for use as a professional practice course 
outline, beginning with consideration of the concepts of professionalism through the 
construction and closeout of projects, as well as consideration of the legal agreements 
used for project delivery.

About The Architecture 
Student’s Handbook of 
Professional Practice
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Content Structure

Content from The Architect’s Handbook has been either included in The Architecture 
Student’s Handbook in its entirety or edited or abridged as appropriate for the student 
reader. This volume also contains new material prepared specifcally for The Architec-
ture Student’s Handbook that does not appear in The Architect’s Handbook. This text was 
written for those beginning to learn about the architecture profession or navigating the 
beginning of their careers. Conceived as a true handbook, this volume is a resource to 
be used in the examination of all aspects of architecture practice, including research, 
programming, professional relationships, the design process, and the intricacies of 
delivering a project.

In addition, the book contains unique content on changes under way in the design 
and construction industry that are having a profound impact on the practice of archi-
tecture. This material invites readers to explore new possibilities in architecture prac-
tice and to redefne both what architects do and how they accomplish their goals. The 
variety of subject matter makes The Architecture Student’s Handbook a useful resource 
for design studios, seminars, and research efforts, in addition to its use as a professional 
practice textbook and intern development programs.

A NeW AppRoAch to PRActIce

A theme running through this edition is the protection of the design integrity of proj-
ects, a greater concern as architects increasingly rely on electronic tools. Behaviors and 
practices necessary to accomplish this goal, which both protects client interests and 
allows for professional satisfaction and reward, are discussed. In today’s design and 
construction marketplace, architects are called on to consider accepting new risks and 
responsibilities. Students studying architecture, as well as recent graduates, can use the 
same creative impulse in use in the studio to design a method of practice that ultimately 
makes it possible to deliver the projects conceived.

In accepting the 2005 AIA/ACSA Topaz Medallion, Edward Allen, FAIA, spoke to 
the issue of art versus science in architecture education. He suggested that these two 
categories have long been inadequate for describing what architecture truly is and 
offered the following alternate perspective: “Architecture is neither art nor science; it 

belongs to a realm of intellectual endeavor called design. Its 
goal is to produce new products to solve human problems.”

It is through practice that design becomes useful. Prac-
tice provides a framework that enables the architect to 
progress confdently from concept to completion. The 
Architecture Student’s Handbook introduces the concept of 
professional practice to students so they will enter the pro-
fession with a well-rounded education that has readied 
them for all aspects of architecture practice.

The editor of The Architecture Student’s Handbook of 
Professional Practice, 15th edition, is the founder, Chairman, 
and CEO of Perkins Eastman Architects, a New York–
based practice that has a staff of 1000 and 15 offces around 
the world. He is on the faculty at Cornell’s College of 
Architecture, Art and Planning, where he teaches the Pro-
fessional Practice course.

CAREERS FOR ARcHITEcTS

This Handbook has been developed primarily for those 
who choose to follow a traditional professional career path 
into an architectural practice or into one of the other 
typical architectural careers in public agencies, 
architectural education, or construction. Many people who 
have gone to architectural school, however, have found 
their education to be a good foundation in a wide variety 
of other careers. Some have moved into other related arts 
including animation, environmental graphics, and the 
traditional fne arts while others have gone on to run major 
corporations, star in the movies, and serve in Congress.

—Bradford Perkins, FAIA
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Dana Cuff is a professor in the Architecture and Urban Design department of the School of 
the Arts and Architecture at the University of California, Los Angeles.

C H A p T E R  1

Professional Life

1.1 Architecture as a Profession

Dana Cuff, Ph.D.

Architecture is in the family of vocations called professions, all of which share 
certain qualities and collectively occupy a special position in society. Architects’ 
status as professionals provides them with an underlying structure for their 
everyday activities.

To be a professional means many things today. One can be a professional athlete, 
student, or electrician. Each of these occupations uses the term in ways distinct 
from what we mean by the professional who is a doctor, lawyer, or architect.

Typically, we distinguish professionals who do certain work for a living from 
amateurs who work without compensation. The term amateur connotes a dabbler, or 
someone having less training and expertise than a professional.

We also differentiate between professions and other occupations. Expertise, train-
ing, and skill help defne those vocations that “profess” to have a specialized territory 
of knowledge for practice. While many occupations require expertise, training, and 
skill, professions are based specifcally on felds of higher learning. Such learning takes 
place primarily in institutions of higher education rather than in vocational schools or 
on the job. Universities introduce prospective professionals to the body of theory or 
knowledge in their feld. Later, this introduction is augmented by some form of intern-
ship in which practical skills and techniques are mastered.

A high level of education is expected of professionals because their judgments 
beneft—or, if incompetently exercised, endanger—the public good. Thus people who 
are attracted to the professions usually have altruistic concerns for their society.

The Architecture Student's Handbook of Professional Practice, 15th Edition  
By The American Institute of Architects  
Copyright © 2016 by The American Institute of Architects
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The status of professions, their internal characteristics, and their relationship to 
society are constantly, if not always perceptibly, changing. The professions have grown 
dramatically in recent years, in keeping with the rise of the postindustrial, service 
economy. Growth in professional employment has accompanied expansion of the ser-
vice sector of the economy, estimated today to be 78 percent of the labor force. In a 
service economy, information and knowledge industries become dominant, creating 
the context in which professions can rise among occupations.

Characteristics of a Profession

Professions are dynamic entities that refect our society, our economy, and, generally, 
our times. There is no widely accepted defnition or list of features that covers all 
professions. Nevertheless, they have some characteristics in common, which have 
appeared throughout history.

Lengthy and Arduous Education

Perhaps the most frequently cited characteristic of a profession is a lengthy and some-
times arduous education. A professional must learn a body of technical knowledge and 
also develop an ability to exercise judgment in the use of that knowledge. Thus, all 
established professions incorporate long periods of high-level education.

Professional education is also a form of socialization. Like a rite of passage for 
initiates, architecture, medical, and law schools are places where future practitioners 
are introduced to the knowledge, values, and skills of their profession. Students 
undergo tests of their commitment and ability. In architecture schools, a good example 
is the charrette (often involving all-nighters), during which students concentrate all 
their efforts to fnish a project. These experiences instill tacit beliefs about the signif-
cance of architecture, the work effort required to do a good job, and the commitment 
needed to become an architect. Through selective admissions, carefully designed cur-
ricula, and rigorous graduation standards, schools guide the formation of their profes-
sional progeny. Professional schools play a key role in developing the shared worldview 
that characterizes a professional community.

Expertise and Judgment

Professions traffc in ideas and services rather than in goods or products. Rather than 
marketing a better widget, professionals sell their expertise. They have knowledge 
outside the ken of the layperson. Professions are based upon a balance of technical 
knowledge, reasoned judgment in applying such knowledge, and inexplicable, even 
mysterious talents that some call artistry. Thus, while doctors need a high degree of 
scientifcally based knowledge, they also need diagnostic ability and a good bedside 
manner.

Expertise begins with theoretical knowledge taught in universities, but being a 
competent professional also means knowing how to apply this knowledge. Among 
practitioners, both expertise and experience contribute to quality performance. While 
initial skills are taught in school, a large share of professional training comes from the 
practicum or internship; it then continues in lifelong learning through the gathering 
of experience and the application of new concepts and technologies.

Registration

Because professional judgments affect the public good, professionals generally are 
required to be licensed in order to practice. This serves as a means of protecting the 
public health, safety, and welfare. Professions require sophisticated relationships with 
people and information. To become licensed, professionals are usually required to 
meet education and experience standards and to pass a compulsory comprehensive 
examination.
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Relative Autonomy

Because professionals exercise considerable judgment and discretion, professional work 
is intended to be more autonomous and self-determined than work controlled by 
owner-managers as in the production of goods.

Other Traits

In addition to these primary characteristics, a number of other traits are typical of 
professions:

●● Because they are well trained to perform complex services, professionals generally 
command relatively high incomes and high prestige in their communities.

●● As a group, professionals attach a large part of their identity to their careers, rarely 
changing vocations.

●● Within each profession, members usually hold a set of common values; they often 
speak what amounts to a dialect that is not easily understood by outsiders.

●● Professionals understand the importance and value of lifetime learning.
●● Professions are relatively well organized, and a signifcant proportion of their mem-

bers belong to a national professional organization such as the American Medical 
Association, the American Bar Association, or the American Institute of Architects.

These characteristics are in constant evolution. For example, the prestige of a given 
profession may suffer under consumer dissatisfaction or be enhanced by signifcant 
developments in the feld that have positive social repercussions. The professional 
degree that was once optional becomes a necessity. Professional organizations are peri-
odically strengthened by programs that capture practitioners’ attention. Such evolution 
depends in part upon the participation of professionals themselves—in their schools, 
professional associations, and communities.

Architecture Among the Professions

Many of the trends infuencing architectural practice have parallels in other profes-
sions. For example, the tensions created by complexity and specialization, consumer 
infuences, and divergence of goals among practices can also be seen in the professions 
of law and medicine.

These common infuences notwithstanding, each profession introduces its own 
variations and idiosyncrasies. Looking at architecture among the professions, we 
observe the following features.

Relationships with the Arts

The qualities that most clearly set architecture apart from other established professions 
are its close ties to the arts and its similarities to artistic endeavors. Creativity is crucial 
to all professions, but for the architect it is of the highest priority. Moreover, architects 
produce objects that are fxed in space, highly public, and generally long-lasting.

Importance of Design

Although all professions are based on a balance of technical and indeterminate knowl-
edge, some stress one over the other. Architecture emphasizes an artistic, relatively inex-
plicable domain of expertise—design—as the core of the practitioner’s identity. Design 
requires rational knowledge of how buildings are put together, how they will function, 
historical models for building types, materials, mechanical systems, structures, and so on. 
But being a good architect also presumes that the professional possesses something 
extra—aesthetic sensibility, talent, or creative ability, whatever we choose to call it.

Place in the Social Structure
According to one study that compared a number of professions on a variety of dimen-
sions, architecture ranked high in terms of prestige but in the middle range in average 
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years of education, average income, and proportion of members belonging to profes-
sional organizations. This suggests that architecture’s respected place in the social 
structure has been granted by society rather than defned through numbers, dollars, or 
professional control.

The profession’s position in the social structure has been changing. Historically, 
the church, the state, and powerful individuals were the primary patrons for architec-
tural services. Now, industrial and commercial enterprises have become major clients 
as well. During the 1960s, when community design emerged as a subdiscipline, archi-
tects sought and secured a role in housing and neighborhood revitalization; this activ-
ity has evolved into a growing presence in community and urban design.

Architectural practice is developing in new ways that allow architects to inter-
mingle with a broader population. One recent study argues that architecture is more 
closely connected to a large, relatively affuent middle class than to a small group of the 
very rich. In a similar vein, the composition of the profession is changing, particularly 
as more women and ethnic minorities become architects.

Place in the Economic Structure

The well-being of the architectural profession depends upon ties to a healthy building 
industry. The level of construction activity both nationally and internationally signif-
cantly determines the amount and type of services architects will render.

As the United States urbanized and industrialized, the demand for buildings was 
great and the architectural profession grew rapidly. In more recent times, however, 
construction has declined proportionately in the national economy. With the evolution 
from a goods-producing economy to a service economy, there are fewer major new 
building projects.

At the same time, the demand for architectural services has increased—especially 
in the predesign and postconstruction phases. This suggests a repositioning of the 
profession, along with other professions, as part of the service economy. New roles and 
markets for services have been created. In addition, new roles and specializations mean 
that more professionals are doing what was once one individual’s job.

Internal Social Structure

Within any profession, there are social divisions that complement and compete with 
one another. Those who study professions call these divisions “the rank and fle,” “the 
administrators,” and “the intelligentsia.”

In the architectural profession, the rank and fle might be considered to include 
drafters and junior design and production people; the administrators to include princi-
pals, senior designers, and project managers; and the intelligentsia to include academi-
cians, critics, practitioner-theorists, and those architects who push the parameters of 
architecture outward and whose work often establishes precedents for others to follow.

The values and objectives of each group are likely to confict with those of other 
groups at times. The frst two groups have very different convictions, agendas, and 
knowledge of the way practice operates. These differences become important in a profes-
sion where, even though a majority of architecture frms are small, the provision of 
architectural services has been heavily infuenced by larger frms in which many of the 
architects are wage-earning employees who work not for clients but for their architect-
employers. Data from the 2012 AIA Firm Survey confrm this: Only 1.4 percent of offces 
have 100 or more employees but these offces employ over 20 percent of the profession. 
Firms with 50 or more employees earn more than 40 percent of all fees generated.

Initially, an increase in intraprofessional stratifcation brought a greater need to 
formalize professional control. Firms created organization charts, personnel policies, 
and manuals governing project procedures. Many professionals devoted themselves to 
managing the organization. As frms grew, they dealt with these phenomena in different 
ways. Compare, for example, the large law frm, which is a collection of relative 
coequals (the main distinction being seniority among partners), and the hospital, which 
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has a stricter hierarchy of medical administrators, senior physicians, residents, and 
interns. In recent years, however, there seems to be a general trend away from strati-
fcation in architecture frms—even in large frms. The advent of the second generation 
of digital technology and the maturing of the architectural profession in its use, along 
with the increased demand for a growing number of specialized areas of expertise has 
encouraged frms to be more horizontally organized and much less hierarchical.

Professions and Society

Professionals possess knowledge and ability not accessible to the public. As a result, the 
public establishes a special relationship with professional groups, essentially granting 
each a monopoly in its area of practice. Society thus grants members of professional 
groups certain rights and privileges:

●● A certain level of prestige and respect
●● A certain amount of autonomy and authority
●● A relatively high level of compensation
●● A standard of reasonable care with which to judge the appropriateness of profes-

sional actions

In return for these rights and privileges, society expects a profession to assume 
certain obligations:

●● Establishing and maintaining standards for admission and practice
●● Protecting public health, safety, and welfare
●● Considering the public good when working for an individual client
●● Respecting public welfare over personal gain

Every profession participates in a coordinated body of tasks necessary to fulfll its 
obligations to the public and to manage the profession. These tasks include establish-
ing a body of professional knowledge, regulating entry to the profession, and maintain-
ing standards for practice. Each profession develops mechanisms for accrediting 
educational programs, licensing professionals to practice, encouraging continuing edu-
cation, and regulating professional ethics and conduct.

By and large, these mechanisms are designed, staffed, and implemented by profes-
sionals. Architects have the major voice in where and how new architects are educated. 
They sit on registration boards, write and grade the licensing examination, and recom-
mend laws and administrative guidelines for registration. Architects conduct disciplin-
ary hearings and, through the AIA, establish and enforce codes of ethical behavior. Like 
all professionals, architects have substantial voices in establishing their own destiny.

1.2 Demographics of Practice: 2012 AIA  
Firm Survey

Bradford Perkins, FAIA

The architectural profession is not one of the larger professions. According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, there were 107,400 architectural jobs in the United 
States in 2012. In contrast there were 759,800 jobs for lawyers and 691,400 for 

Bradford Perkins, FAIA, is the founder, chairman, and CEO of Perkins Eastman Architects, a 
large New York–based international architecture, interior design, and planning frm that has 
won many design awards. He lectures regularly at architecture schools and other institutions 
and is on the faculty of Cornell University’s College of Architecture, Art, and Planning. He 
has published seven books and numerous articles on design and architecture management  
issues.
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physicians and surgeons. Since architectural frms employ many people who are not 
trained as architects, total employment in architecture is higher than 107,400, but it 
still is a relatively small percentage of the total professional employment in the country.

The 2012 AIA Firm Survey was conducted as the traumatic recession that began at 
the end of 2007 was fnally ending for the architectural profession. The sharp impact 
of the recession on construction and architectural employment is clearly illustrated in 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2. Since 2012 architectural employment has been rising and is pro-
jected to rise 7.3 percent by 2022 according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

This chapter introduces you to a statistical profle of the profession today. As this 
chapter and the 2012 Survey outlines, most frms (over 80 percent) have fewer than 10 
employees, but approximately 65 percent of the profession work in frms with 20 or 
more employees. More than a quarter of the profession work in the 1 percent of frms 
that have 100 or more employees.

The majority of frms were formed within the last 20 years and a third within the 
last 10 years, but there are a few of the larger frms that were founded 80 to 100 years 
ago. In the past the majority of these frms only offered architectural services, but today 
an increasing number are adding other services, such as interior design, planning, and 
sustainable design consulting.

Staff at Architecture Firms

Nearly 40 Percent of Staff at Firms Are Licensed Architects

Overall, almost two in fve employees at architecture frms are licensed architects with 
another 16 percent of staff comprising interns on the path to licensure (Figure 1.3).

An additional 13 percent of staff is nonlicensed architecture staff that is not on the 
path to licensure. In general, the share of nonarchitecture staff, which might include 
engineers, interior designers, and landscape architects, increases with frm size.

Figure 1.1  U.S. Construction of Buildings Employment 
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Figure 1.2  U.S. Architectural Services Employment 
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Finally, approximately 20 percent of workers at frms are nondesign staff, which 
includes professionals such as accountants, marketers, information technology, and 
human resources managers.

Most Firms Use Engineering Consultants

Since the majority of architecture frms are small or midsize businesses, they rely heav-
ily on consultants and part-time staff to provide fexibility.

The 2012 AIA Firm Survey found that 85 percent of frms regularly hired engi-
neers as consultants in the past three years, by far the most hired group of professionals. 
This is due, in part, to the fact that most owner-architect agreements call for the archi-
tect to provide structural, mechanical, electrical, and plumbing engineering. The share 
of frms that regularly use interior design consultants has increased, on average,  
3 percentage points since 2005 and nearly 10 percentage points since 2002.

The types of consultants that frms use also tend to vary by frm specialization. 
Mechanical, electrical, and plumbing (MEP) engineers are hired as consultants more 
frequently at frms with commercial/industrial and institutional specializations, whereas 
residential frms are more likely to use civil and structural (CS) engineers as consultants. 
Landscape architects are also used by many frms that have an institutional specializa-
tion, which may include projects like public buildings, museums, and recreational 
structures. In general, it is more common for frms with a commercial/industrial or 
institutional specialization to hire code consultants and other specialty consultants, 
as there are more features to incorporate into their projects, such as security and 
communication networks (Table 1.1).

LEED AP Certified Staff Nearly Doubles in Four Years

Two-thirds of architecture firms now have at least one Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design accredited professional (LEED AP) on staff, versus just 
one-third in 2008. Ninety percent of firms with 10 or more employees have at 
least one LEED AP on staff, and more than half of small firms have at least one 
LEED AP certified staff member, compared to just under one-quarter in 2008 
(Figure 1.4).

Figure 1.3  The Share of Nonarchitect Staff Typically Increases with Firm Size 

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Units: share of architecture staff by positions at firms by firm size
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Formation of Firms

S Corporation Is Most Widely Employed Business Structure

When starting a business, one of the frst decisions the owner has to make is the type 
of business to create. The business type that is best suited for the frm’s situation and 
objectives may vary by frm size or specialization. Liability protection and tax concerns 
may also play a major role in this decision.

According to the Internal Revenue Service, 70 percent of all businesses start out as 
sole proprietorships, since they are relatively easy to start and give the owner discretion 
to make decisions. On the downside, these frms have unlimited liability for all debts 
against the business, including personal assets.

The share of architecture frms that use the sole proprietorship legal structure has 
continued to decline in recent years, with a drop of 5 percentage points from 2008 to 
just one in fve frms in 2011 (Figure 1.5). The share of frms using the sole proprietor-
ship legal structure has declined signifcantly since 1997, when nearly half of all frms 
were classifed as such.

As of 2011, the most common legal structure among all frms, with the exception of 
sole practitioners, is the S corporation, with more than one-quarter (28 percent) of frms 
reporting having been formed under this legal business structure. The percentage of 
frms structured as limited liability companies (LLCs), a legal structure that is now 
permitted in most states, increased moderately to 22 percent, from 17 percent in 2008.

▶ See Section 2.2 in Part 2 
“Firm Legal Structure,” which 
discusses the most commonly 
used structures for architecture 
frms.

Figure 1.4  The Number of LEED APs on Staff Nearly Doubles in Three Years.

Unit: % of firms with number of LEED AP’s on staff

65

4

3

10

18

35 

6 

6 

21 

32 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

none

10–19

5–9

2–4

1

2011

2008

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Table 1.1  The Largest Share of Firms Use MEP and CS Engineers as Outside Consultants

Total (%)
Residential 

(%)
Commercial/ 
Industrial (%)

Institutional 
(%)

MEP engineers 85 74 93 92

Structural engineers 78 81 76 78

Landscape architects 56 50 52 65

Interior designers 31 35 33 29

Sustainability consultants 20 17 17 24

Spec writers 17 13 19 20

Planners 6 4 4 9

Other specialty consultants 27 18 28 35

Units: Use of outside consultants in last three years, percent of frms by specialization
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AlA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics
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At frms with 50 or more employees, the General Business Corporation (Inc.), also 
known as a C corporation, is the second choice. Among the frms with 10 to 49 employ-
ees, the Professional Corporation (PC), LLC, and the General Business Corporation are 
evenly divided, averaging around 16 percent for each of the legal business formations.

Diversity and Demographics Are Changing

The architectural profession has traditionally not been as diverse as other professions.

Most Firms Are Less Than 20 Years Old and Formation of New 
Firms Grows
The weak economy from 2007-2011 sparked new frm formations. Six percent of exist-
ing frms were formed between 2009 and 2011, and almost one-quarter of frms were 
formed since 2005. More than one-half of frms were formed since 1995.

In comparison, fewer than one-tenth of frms were founded before 1970. However, 
more than three-quarters of frms with 50 or more employees were established before 
1980. Two in fve sole practitioners started their frms since 2005. Not surprisingly, frm 
size is indicative of its longevity, since frms generally need time to grow (Table 1.2).

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.5  The S Corporation Is the Most Common Legal 
Structure, While Sole Proprietorship Continues to Drop.

Unit: % of firms
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Table 1.2  Over One-Third of All Firms Formed After 2000

Number of Employees

2011 
(%)

1 
(%)

2–4 
(%)

5–9 
(%)

10–19 
(%)

20–49 
(%)

50–99 
(%)

100+ 
(%)

2010–2012 6 12 6 3 1 0 0 0

2005–2009 17 27 20 9 5 2 0 0

2000–2004 14 17 16 15 9 6 3 0

1990–1999 25 22 25 26 25 23 9 3

1980–1989 19 13 19 25 28 21 18 9

1970–1979 10 6 10 10 17 16 20 20

1960–1969 4 2 2 5 7 12 18 31

1950–1959 2 1 1 3 4 10 8 6

Before 1950 3 0 1 4 4 10 24 31

Units: Percent of frms
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics
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Number of Offices Decline at Largest Firms

The majority of architecture frms have one offce, although just over 10 percent have 
multiple offces (Table 1.3). Approximately two-thirds of frms with 10 to 49 employ-
ees and one-quarter of frms with 50 or more employees have one offce.

South Atlantic Regional Share of Firms Increases While Middle 
Atlantic Sees Largest Decrease

The 2012 AIA Firm Survey geographical breakout (based on the U.S. Census: www 
.census.gov/geo/www/us_regdiv.pdf) showed the Pacifc Southwest and South Atlantic 
regions continue to have the greatest share of frms, 22 and 18 percent, respectively. 
The East South Central region has the smallest share of frms, with just 4 percent, 
followed by West North Central, with 6 percent.

Nearly Half of All Firms Have Small Business Status

According to the Small Business Administration (SBA), small businesses represent the 
majority of all employer frms and employ about half of all private sector employees. 
This is true for the architecture profession as well.

The share of frms that are federally recognized women-owned business enter-
prises (WBE) is 6 percent, and the share of businesses that are state/local recognized 
WBEs is 8 percent.

Approximately 4 percent of frms are federally recognized minority-owned businesses 
enterprises (MBEs), while 3 percent of frms are federally recognized as a Small Dis-
advantaged Businesses or Disadvantaged Business Enterprises (SDBs or DBEs).

For More Information

AIA Diversity and Inclusion Initiative: www.aia.org/about/initiatives/AIAS078656
Beverly Willis Architecture Foundation: http://bwaf.org/
National Organization of Minority Architects: www.noma.net/

The following backgrounder adds information and context to the topic of diversity 
and inclusion:

●● AIA Diversity History Timeline. Since the early 1990s, the AIA has institutionalized 
an effort to engage its membership with issues of diversity and inclusion. This brief 
timeline highlights some of the signifcant moments in AIA diversity history.

●● Forging a Diverse Culture: The Shepley Bulfnch Experience. This case study of a diver-
sity-award-winning frm contains practical advice for fostering and implementing a 
culture of diversity and inclusion.

Table 1.3  Multiple Offices at the Largest Firms Decrease Considerably

Number of Employees

2011 2008 2011 2008

Number 
of Offices

All Firms 
2011 (%)

All Firms 
2008 (%)

50–99 
employees 

(%)

50–99 
employees 

(%)

100+ 
employee 

(%)

100+ 
employees 

(%)

5+ 2 3 20 18 43 60

4 1 1 16 9 9 7

3 2 2 13 14 20 10

2 7 7 21 26 20 5

1 88 87 30 33 9 18

Units: Percent of frms
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

http://www.aia.org/about/initiatives/AIAS078656
http://bwaf.org/
http://www.noma.net/
http://www.census.gov/geo/www/us_regdiv.pdf
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AIA DiVERsity HistoRy

Marga Rose Hancock, Hon. AIA
In 2011, AIA Diversity and Inclusion commissioned the 
development and online publication of an AIA Diversity  
History, excerpted here. What follows is a brief history of 
activities by the AIA directed at study and redress of the 
underrepresentation of women and racial/ethnic minorities 
in the profession, with statistical references and participant 
observations.

Marga Rose Hancock has taken an active role in AIA 
Diversity initiatives, as a founding member of the AIA Seattle 
Diversity Roundtable in 1986 and a 1992 appointee to the 
national Diversity Task Force. In 2011, AIA Diversity and 
Inclusion commissioned Rose Hancock to develop and pub-
lish an online AIA Diversity History.

Diversity in Professional Practice

Women and people of color have practiced architecture and 
taken active roles in the profession, but at a rate substantially 
below their counterparts in other professions. Concern 
regarding the underrepresentation of these constituencies has 
engaged AIA leaders: The U.S. civil rights movement of the 
mid-1960s saw the initiation of policies and programs seek-
ing to address this concern, as detailed in Table 1.4.

Following the Institute’s 1857 establishment, in 1888 
Louise Blanchard Bethune, FAIA, became the frst woman to 

join the AIA, and in 1923 Paul Revere Williams, FAIA, 
became the frst African American member.

According to U.S. Department of Labor/U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, compared with law and medicine, architec-
ture lags in the percentage of women and minorities 
employed in the feld (see Table 1.4).

Diversity is now improving. While 88 percent of the 
AIA’s retired members are classifed as Caucasian, the per-
centage among active members is now 72 percent. Among 
Associate members it is 58 percent and over 40 percent 
among students in accredited architecture programs. The 
same can be seen for women in the profession.

A further comparison: As of May 2012, the BLS also 
notes, “Fourteen percent of architects and engineers and 34 
percent of physicians and surgeons were women, whereas 
61 percent of accountants and auditors and 82 percent of 
elementary and middle school teachers were women.”

B ac  K g R o U nd  E R

Table 1.4  Comparison of Diversity in Architecture to 
Medicine and Law (2011)

Occupation

Percentage of total employed

Women 
%

Black/African 
Americans %

Asian 
%

Hispanic or 
Latina %

Architects 20.7 1.6 5.5 4.1

Lawyers 31.9 5.3 4.2 3.2

Physicians 33.8 5.3 16.1 6.6

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.6  Nearly Half of All Firms Are Recognized as Small Business Entities 

50%
43%44%

38%

6%
8%

6% 4%
5%

3% 3%
4%

2% 1% 1% 1%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

Small Business Woman-Owned
Business

Federal State and Local Federal and Local

Minority-Owned
Business

Disadvantaged
Business

HUBZone Business

Units: % of firms



1 .2  Demog raph i c s  o f  P r a c t i c e :  2012  A IA  F i r m  Su r v e y  13

PA
R

T 
1

: 
TH

E
 P

R
O

FE
S

S
IO

N

Table 1.5  AIA Diversity Timeline 1968–2011 (excerpted)

1968 In his keynote address to the AIA Convention in Portland, Oregon, Urban League head Whitney M. Young, Jr. challenges 
the AIA on issues of social responsibility and diversity within the profession: “We are going to have to have people as 
committed to doing the right thing to inclusiveness as we have in the past to exclusiveness.”

1970 AIA/AAF Minority Disadvantaged Scholarship initiated, supporting an average of 20 students per year.

1971 Establishment of National Organization of Minority Architects at AIA Convention, Detroit.

1972 AIA presents frst Whitney M. Young Award, recognizing “architects and organizations that exemplify the profession’s 
proactive social mandate,” to Robert J. Nash, FAIA.

1974 AIA hires Robert T. Coles, FAIA, as Deputy VP for Minority Affairs, to develop “a master plan for minority awareness,” and, 
working with Leon Bridges, FAIA, and Marshall Purnell, FAIA, to establish the AIA Commission on Community Services.

1980 Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA, the frst African American woman licensed as an architect, becomes the frst elevated to 
the AIA College of Fellows.

1982 Women constitute 3.6 percent of AIA membership.

1989 “The number of female architects, less than 1,500 in 1970, now approaches 5,000. The number of black architects has 
grown from about 1,000 to 2,000, remaining at about 2 percent of the total.”
—Robert Coles, FAIA, “Black Architects: An Endangered Species,” Progressive Architecture (July 1989)

1992 First meeting of the AIA President’s “Task Force on Equal Rights and Proactive Action” in Washington, D.C., charged by 
then AIA President W. Cecil Steward, FAIA, to develop a comprehensive strategic plan to implement the 1991 civil rights 
policy, for presentation to the AIA Board. Named the Diversity Task Force, this group developed a vision of the AIA in 
the year 2000 as a multicultural organization.

1992–93 Susan Maxman, FAIA, serves as the frst woman president since AIA’s 1857 founding.
L. Jane Hastings, FAIA, serves as the frst woman chancellor of the AIA College of Fellows.

1994 Diversity Conference I: “Breaking the ICE” (Washington, D.C.) Keynoter: Charlotte, NC, Mayor Harvey Gantt, FAIA. AIA 
membership includes 7.3 percent “all minorities,” 10.45 percent women, 0.99 percent minority women.

1996–97 Raj Barr-Kumar, FAIA, serves as frst AIA president of color.

1996 Diversity Conference III: “Crossing Lines” (Boston, MA). Keynoter: Patricia Carbine, co-founder of Ms. Magazine.

1997 Diversity Conference IV: “Beyond the Rainbow” (Seattle, WA), proceeded by “Dancing in Design” National Conference 
for Women in Architecture organized by Seattle Association for Women in Architecture (AWA). Keynoters: Seattle 
Mayor Norm Rice, Professor Sharon Sutton, FAIA, and AIA President Ronald Altoon, FAIA.

1998 Diversity Conference V: “Opening Doors,” Atlanta, GA. Keynoter: Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young.

2001–02 Gordon Chong, FAIA, serves as frst Asian American AIA president.

2005 AIA sponsors study of architecture demographics by Holland & Knight: “Of its members, approximately 2% are 
Hispanic/Latino, 3% are Asian, and 1% are Black. . . . As of December 2004, approximately 12% of all of the AIA’s 
architect members are female. The AIA does not collect information on disability or sexual orientation.”

2007–08 Marshall Purnell, FAIA, serves as the AIA’s frst African American president.

2008 First AIA Diversity Plenary “MultiFORMity” in St. Louis brings together individuals representing architecture, other 
professions, business, academia, associations, and AIA components to identify best practices for implementation by the 
AIA and its partners in order to move the profession toward a more diverse and inclusive future by improving the 
recruitment, retention, and promotion of diverse individuals in architecture. The outcome of the plenary, the “Gateway 
Commitment,” leads to the development of a multiyear action plan to address these issues, with a mandate to create a 
diversity toolkit designed to engage frms on the issue of diversity and inclusion.
Leers Weinzapfel Associates selected as frst woman-owned frm recipient of the AIA Architecture Firm Award.
AIA recognizes Norma Merrick Sklarek, FAIA, as the frst woman recipient of the Whitney Young Award.
“Only 1.5 percent of America’s architects are African American (at a time when the U.S. Census shows that African 
Americans comprise approximately 12 to 13 percent of the total population).”
—Robert Ivy, FAIA, “Room for All Our Talents,” Architectural Record (May 2008)

2009 Inaugural AIA Women’s Leadership Summit, Chicago, IL: “The frst national gathering of women who serve as frm 
principals and in other professional leadership roles drew upon their talents and experiences to describe the issues 
women face and sought to raise their profle within the profession.”
Second AIA Diversity Plenary, “Value: The Difference—a Toolkit for Firms.” San Francisco plenary brings together AIA 
Board members, collateral organizations, related organizations, frm representatives, interns, and students to identify 
tools, resources, and approaches to increase diversity and inclusion within architecture frms.
Adoption of the “NOMA/AIA Memorandum of Understanding,” and adoption of “AIA Diversity Action Plan, 2009–
2013,” with strategies to (1) expand the racial/ethnic, gender, and perspective diversity of the design professions to 
mirror the society we serve; and (2) nurture emerging professionals and infuence a preferred future for the internship 
process and architecture education.
“According to the latest fgures from the National Architectural Accrediting Board, architecture schools are still dominated 
by men, though by a decreasing margin. Of all the enrolled and matriculating students of architecture, 59% are men and 
41% are women. The gender gap is much wider among faculty, however, with a split of 74% men, 26% women.”
—Lance Hosey, “Women Rule,” Architect (December 2009)

(continued)
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Table 1.5  (continued)

2010 AIA hosts Women’s Leadership Summit, New York. Diversity Best Practice Awards recognize the contribution of 
individuals, frms, and AIA component programs to the aim of advancing diversity in architecture.

2011
2016

AIA Women’s Leadership Summit, Kansas City,
Carole Wedge FAIA elected Chair of the AIA Large Firm Roundtable.

DiVERsity Within thE AIA

The United States’ tumultuous and turbulent past with 
regard to racial and gender equality set the stage for 
consideration of diversity and inclusion in the workplace. 
According to the 1960 U.S. Census, virtually all doctors, 
attorneys, architects, engineers, executives, and 
managers were white men. The civil unrest of the sixties 
provided a catalyst for change.

In 1964, the Civil Rights Act was passed, which 
made it illegal for the organizations to engage in 
employment practices that discriminated against 
employees on the basis of race, color, religion, gender, 
national origin, age, and disability. In 1965, Executive 
Order 11246 was passed, requiring all government 
contractors to take affrmative actions to overcome past 
patterns of exclusion and discrimination. While these 
federal mandates plus several others helped to eliminate 
formal policies that discriminated against various classes 
of workers, professions and the organizations that 
represented them were slow to make changes toward a 
more diverse membership.

At the 1968 AIA National Convention in Portland, 
Oregon, Whitney M. Young Jr., civil rights activist and 
Executive Director of the National Urban League, in his 
keynote speech challenged the AIA membership on the 
issues of human/civil rights, diversity, and inclusion.

It took a great deal of skill and creativity and 
imagination to build the kind of situation we 
have, and it is going to take skill and 
imagination and creativity to change it. We are 
going to have to have people as committed to 
doing the right thing, to inclusiveness, as we 
have in the past to exclusiveness.

—Whitney M. Young (1968)

In 2012, 44 years later, it is instructive to understand 
how the situation has changed and has not changed. 
Unless otherwise noted, the source of demographic 
information shown is The Business of Architecture: 2012 
AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics.

In 2012, current emeritus AIA members embody the 
ethnic makeup of the profession during the second half of 
the twentieth century (see Figure 1.7).

The ethnic demographics of AIA member architects in 
2012, as shown in Figure 1.8, refect the status quo in 
the early twenty-frst century. It is worth noting that over 
the past 20 years, the percentage of African American 
AIA architect members has remained at only 1 percent.

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.7  Ethnic Diversity: AIA Emeritus Members 
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Figure 1.8  Ethnic Diversity: AIA Architect Members
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Nevertheless, the 2012 ethnic makeup of 
associates (see Figure 1.9) portends a future AIA and 
architectural profession with more non-Caucasian 
participants.

For women the trend is similar, as Figure 1.11 
shows. Only 4 percent of emeritus members are 
women, while women make up 16 percent of 
Architect members, and 30 percent of Associates.

At the university level there appears to be 
evidence of some change, as shown in Figure 1.10. 
In many architecture programs, women make up 50 
percent or more of the students, with the average 
being about 40 percent. Although gender balance 
among architecture students has been in place since 
the mid-1980s, the number of women architect 
members of the AIA has remained fat at around 16 
percent. Judging by the 2012 percentage of minority 
AIA associate members (30 percent), minority 
participation in architecture programs must also be 
improving. Nevertheless, it clearly still lags behind 
what is needed to signifcantly increase ethnic 
diversity in the profession.

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.9  Ethnic Diversity: AIA Associate Members
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Figure 1.10  Enrollment in Accredited Architecture  
Programs by Ethnicity

NAAB Accreditation Report, 2011

Figure 1.11   Percentage of Women in AIA Member  
Categories
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Conclusion

A diverse and inclusive workforce is a refection of a changing world and marketplace. 
Diversity among clients, especially in the global marketplace, can in itself be a chal-
lenge. Diversity and inclusion at all levels brings high value to organizations and pro-
motes the frm’s ability to adapt to any situation. In addition, diversity and inclusion 
will help a frm attract and retain top candidates that can add capacity and competitive-
ness in the global marketplace.

The Practice

Most Design Specialty Offerings Increase

Nearly all frms (97 percent) report that they offered architecture services at their frm 
in 2011, with a signifcant share also reporting that they offered the design-related 
disciplines of predesign services (61 percent), space planning (57 percent), interior 
design (57 percent), and planning (52 percent).
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Table 1.6  Despite the Economic Downturn, Share of Firms Offering Most Design-Related 
Specialties Has Increased

Firm Type 2011 (%) 2008 (%) 2005 (%)

Architecture 97 97 97

Predesign services 61 n/a n/a

Space planning 57 54 50

Interior design 57 54 49

Planning 52 50 48

Consulting n/a 42 44

Sustainable/green design 49 50 31

Historic preservation 30 30 29

Design-build 22 21 20

Construction management 18 17 16

Urban design 17 16 15

Landscape architecture 11 11 10

Engineering 8 8 8

Practice-based research 6 n/a n/a

Other 7 10 8

Unit: Percent of frms
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

The share of frms offering the sustainable/green design specialty grew signif-
cantly from 2005 to 2008, but changed little from 2008 to 2011, with nearly half of 
frms offering this specialty in 2011. The share of frms offering the interior design, 
space planning, and planning design specialties grew modestly in these three years 
(Table 1.6).

Fewer than half of small frms reported that they offer sustainable design services, 
while over two-thirds of the midsize frms, and four in fve large frms, do so. Of frms 
with an institutional specialization, 57 percent report offering sustainable design as a 
specialty in their practice, in contrast with an average of 45 percent of frms with a 
commercial/industrial or residential specialization.

Multidisciplinary Firms Continue to Grow

The economy is going through a transformation and so is the architecture industry. 
The share of architecture frms that describe their practice as single-discipline contin-
ued to decline in 2011, falling below 60 percent, as more than one-third of frms report 
that they are now multidisciplinary (with architecture as the lead discipline) versus just 
over one-quarter a decade ago (Figure 1.12).

The share of multidisciplinary architecture frms has doubled in the past 15 years. 
More than four in fve frms with 50 or more employees now characterize themselves 
as multidisciplinary.

In 2011, nearly two-thirds of frms with fewer than 10 employees and one-third of 
frms with 10 to 49 employees described their practice as single-discipline.

BIM Software Used by Slightly More than One-Third of Firms

On average, just over one-third of frms were using building information modeling 
(BIM) software as of 2011. At the same time, 36 percent of frms do not use BIM 
software and do not plan to use it in the near future. About one-quarter of frms 
that are not using BIM software are considering the purchase of this tool in the 
next few years.
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The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.12  The Single-Discipline Architecture Firm Continues to Decline

Unit: % of firms
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Table 1.7  Multidiscipline Firms Increase Another 10 Percent from Three Years Ago

Number of Employees

Firm Type—Architecture
All Firms 

(%)
1 

(%)
2–4 
(%)

5–9 
(%)

10–19 
(%)

20–49 
(%)

50–99 
(%)

100+ 
(%)

Single discipline—2011 57 74 63 49 39 20 11 1

Single discipline—2008 62 79 69 59 41 23 9 7

Multidiscipline—2011 36 17 30 46 54 68 79 86

Multidiscipline—2008 32 12 26 37 51 64 79 80

Other discipline—2011 7 9 7 5 7 12 10 13

Other discipline—2008 6 8 5 4 8 13 12 13

Units: Percent of frms
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

The majority of frms with 100 or more employees are using BIM software, while 
three-quarters of frms with a staff size of 20 to 99 employees are doing so.

The frms using BIM software for billable work indicate that they are most likely 
to use it for design visualization services (91 percent of frms), coordinated construc-
tion documents (74 percent), and sharing models with consultants (55 percent). Larger 
frms also indicate that resolving conficts with other disciplines (clash detection) and 
sharing models with constructors/trade contractors are primary uses of BIM software 
in their offce (Table 1.9).

Table 1.8  Less Than One-Third of Firms Using BIM for Billable Work

Number of Employees

Total 
(%)

1 
(%)

2–4 
(%)

5–9 
(%)

10–19 
(%)

20–49 
(%)

50–99 
(%)

100+ 
(%)

Yes, we are using it for billable work 29 16 22 28 54 71 79 100

Yes, but we are not yet using it for 
billable work

9 9 8 14 10 7 10 0

No, but plan to acquire within the 
next 12 months

7 7 8 8 8 5 0 0

No, but plan to acquire sometime 
(not within the next 12 months)

19 17 23 21 13 9 5 0

No, and do not plan to acquire 36 51 39 30 15 8 6 0

Units: Percent of frms
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics
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Table 1.9  Design Visualization and Construction Documents Most Widely Used on BIM 
Software

Number of Employees

Total 
(%)

1 
(%)

2–4 
(%)

5–9 
(%)

10–19 
(%)

20–49 
(%)

50–99 
(%)

100+ 
(%)

Design visualization 91 92 91 91 89 94 90 94

Coordinated construction documents 74 63 68 67 83 91 92 97

Sharing models with consultants 55 31 44 55 69 79 83 80

Resolving conficts with other 
disciplines (clash detection)

46 28 30 43 55 75 87 86

Sharing models with constructors/ 
trade contractors

34 22 28 25 37 55 71 66

Quantity takeoffs/estimating 27 30 27 25 22 26 37 31

Energy/performance analysis 24 19 19 17 25 31 58 51

In the learning phase of the software 2 2 4 1 0 1 0 0

Other 3 4 3 1 3 3 6 0

Units: Percent of frms (those who currently use BIM—multiple selections permitted)
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.13  New Construction Projects Account for Just Over Half of Firm Billings

Units: % of firm billings
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Majority of Firm Billings Derived from New Construction Projects

While new projects still constitute the overall majority of frm billings, renovations, 
rehabilitations, additions, and other construction projects have markedly increased 
their share, particularly at midsize and larger firms. At firms with fewer than 
10 employees, the majority of their frm billings continue to be from renovations, 
rehabilitations, additions, and historic preservation, as in the past.
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Table 1.10  Nearly 60 Percent of Firm Billings Are from Institutional Projects

2011 (%) 2008 (%)

Single-family residential 6.2 5.5

Multifamily residential 7.5 5.8

Residential Total 13.7 11.3

Offce 9.2 11.3

Retail, food services, warehouses, etc. 7.6 8.4

Hospitality 3.7 4.8

Industrial 3.3 3.6

Commercial/Industrial Total 23.8 28.1

Education (K–12) 12.4 9.0

Education (college/university) 12.4 9.0

Health care 17.2 18.2

Justice (e.g., corrections, courthouses) 1.6 2.3

Other government/civic (e.g., Post Offce, federal offce 
buildings)

6.4 5.9

Religious 2.0 2.2

Cultural (e.g., museums) 2.0 1.7

Recreational (e.g., sports centers, theme parks) 2.2 2.3

Transportation (e.g., airports, rail, bus, mass transit) 2.2 2.9

Institutional Total 58.4 53.5

Other construction projects 2.3 6.0

Nonconstruction projects 1.8 1.1

Institutional Projects Make Up Biggest Share of Firm Billings

When considering the distribution of architecture frm billings by project type, insti-
tutional projects continue to account for the largest share of billings at all frms (except 
for the smallest-sized frms), accounting for an average of 58.2 percent of frm billings 
(Table 1.10).

Majority Share of Billings from Repeat Clients
Architecture frms report that nearly two-thirds of their frm billings are from basic 
design services (an average of 64 percent of billings for all frms). Approximately 10 
percent of billings are from planning and predesign services, 9 percent from nonarchi-
tectural design services, and 8 percent from expanded design services.

On average, more than two-thirds of 2011 architecture frm billings (68 percent) 
were from projects for repeat clients.

Firms with a commercial/industrial specialization reported the largest share of 
their firm billings from repeat clients (75 percent), while firms with a residential 
specialization indicated that nearly half of their billings (45 percent) were from 
new clients.

Nearly One-Third of Firm Billings from Government Clients

Clients from state and/or local government entities remain the most common client 
type for architecture frms of all sizes, accounting for one-quarter of all frm billings 
in 2011, while at midsize frms they accounted for nearly one-third of their billings 
(Table 1.13). Small frms reported that nearly half of their billings were from private 
individuals, but overall private individuals accounted for just 12 percent of billings at 
all frms.
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Table 1.11  Majority of Firms Have a Residential or Institutional Specialization

Number of Employees

All Firms 
2011 (%)

All Firms 
2008 (%) 1 (%)

2–4 
(%)

5–9 
(%)

10–19 
(%)

20–49 
(%)

50–99 
(%)

100+ 
(%)

Residential 33.5 35.0 47.2 39.0 26.2 13.6 8.8 5.0 3.0

Commercial/ 
industrial

21.7 21.0 20.6 23.6 20.5 19.3 20.3 23.4 26.4

Institutional 32.9 27.0 18.3 24.2 42.1 59.4 64.8 63.2 64.5

Mixed 11.9 18.0 13.9 13.2 11.2 7.6 6.1 8.3 6.1

Units: Percent of frms with 50 percent or more of 2011 frm billings in given sector
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Table 1.12  Repeat Clients Account for Larger Share of Firm Billings Than in Past

All Firms 
2011 (%)

All Firms 
2005 (%)

Residential 
(%)

Commercial/ 
industrial (%)

Institutional 
(%)

Repeat clients, 
noncompetitive selection

43 48 48 55 37

Repeat clients, competitive 
selection (interview, 
proposals, etc.)

25 10 8 20 29

New clients, 
noncompetitive selection

10 26 21 10 7

New clients, competitive 
selection (interview, 
proposals, etc.)

23 16 24 15 26

Units: Percent of frm billings
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Figure 1.14  Two-thirds of Residential Billings Involved New Construction

Units: % of residential billings, of firms with residential billings in 2011 
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Table 1.13  More Than One-Quarter of Firm Billings from State/Local Government Clients

Number of Employees

All Firms 
(%)

1 
(%)

2–4 
(%)

5–9 
(%)

10–19 
(%)

20–49 
(%)

50–99 
(%)

100+ 
(%)

State or local government 
(including public schools)

25.4 8.6 13.7 25.6 29.6 32.4 30.7 17.6

Other business, commercial, or 
industrial companies

19.9 11.7 16.7 18.6 13.7 22.1 22.8 21.8

Nonproft institutions (e.g., private 
schools, museums, churches)

15.8 10.2 11.4 9.6 11.9 10.8 11.6 29.3

Developers, construction 
companies

14.4 14.4 14.0 15.3 12.4 16.7 14.1 13.3

Private individuals 12.1 44.2 37.1 22.7 18.5 7.3 4.9 3.6

Federal government 7.0 0.4 1.1 4.0 7.9 6.6 9.1 8.7

Other architects, engineers, 
design professionals

4.3 8.2 5.1 3.1 3.9 3.5 3.5 5.7

Other 1.2 2.2 0.8 1.1 2.1 0.5 3.3 0.0

Units: Percent of frm billings
The Business of Architecture: 2012 AIA Survey Report on Firm Characteristics

Business, commercial, and industrial companies are also popular clients, account-
ing for 20 percent of frms’ billings, while nonproft institutions accounted for 16 
percent (and nearly one-third of billings at frms with 100 or more employees). 
Regardless of frm size, very little work was done for the federal government in 2011, 
although there were some frms that derived a signifcant part of their fees from 
federal projects.

Pro bono work is relatively common at many frms, with 6 in 10 having provided 
pro bono work in 2011. Large frms were much more likely to provide pro bono 
work than small frms, with 67 percent of frms with 50 or more employees provid-
ing the service in contrast to 55 percent of frms with four or fewer employees. 
Firms with an institutional specialization were also much more likely to report hav-
ing offered pro bono work than those with residential or commercial/industrial 
specializations.

Conclusion

In an effort to document emerging trends in the practice of architecture, the 
American Institute of Architects periodically has conducted comprehensive sur-
veys of its member-owned firms. These Business of Architecture reports present 
benchmarks that allow firms to assess their practices and evaluate their operations 
in comparison to their peers. In this way, the architecture profession can monitor 
its current performance while pursuing shared goals for the larger architecture 
community.

During the survey, conducted in early 2012, frms provided information on char-
acteristics and operations in 2011. The analysis in part compares these results to earlier 
surveys to assess how the profession is changing. Generally, frm activity is compared 
and contrasted by the size of the frm (number of employees on payroll), the region of 
the country, and the construction sector concentration of the practice (residential, 
commercial/industrial, and institutional) for those frms that received 50 percent or 
more of their annual revenue from one of these three sectors.

Unless otherwise specifed, all information in this report was generated by the 
American Institute of Architects.
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1.3 Ethics and Professional Conduct

Phillip H. Gerou, FAIA

Architects are confronted daily with moral choices, competing loyalties, and 
ethical dilemmas. Although such situations can be ambiguous or paradoxical, 
basic tenets held in common by the profession can help architects determine how 
to respond to them.

The need to articulate and advocate ethical standards has never been more critical. 
Concern about professional ethics, while not a recent development, has certainly 
become more conspicuous in recent years. This visibility has led to extensive 

inquiries into the sources, development, interpretation, and enforcement of ethical 
codes. Principles guiding professional conduct are based on the core values held by that 
profession. These core values originate in legal defnitions, social mores, moral codes, 
and common business practices.

Legal systems are based on historical precedent and commonly accepted social 
interactions between individuals or legal entities. The rights of individuals are pro-
tected by mutual acceptance of this legal structure. Contractual and other legal respon-
sibilities and their consequences are generally well defned in law and in written 
agreements. But when these responsibilities and their consequences are specifc to a 
profession, they may prove diffcult to legally enforce.

There are many social conventions, moral beliefs, and ethical dilemmas that are 
not legislated or enforced by any regulatory agency. These may include widely accepted 
values but are not part of our legal system because they lack consensus or represent 
conficting opinions. These values are often defned by religious doctrine, corporate 
policies, or societal rules. While morality describes behavior that is generally accepted 
as either correct or incorrect, ethical situations often present dilemmas in which equally 
relevant positions compete.

Ethics is traditionally defned as the rules or standards for moral behavior. Often 
the terms morality and ethics are used interchangeably, and to many there is no distinc-
tion between the two. The defnition of ethics has also evolved to express a set of values 
held by a unique and fnite group of individuals, such as a corporation, legislature, 
industry, or profession. Ethical codes are based on common values and moral laws such 
as religious doctrine, social conventions, secular beliefs, and traditional philosophies; 
they may even incorporate the values of courtesy, civility, mutual respect, or equality. 
Ethical standards for doctors or priests are different in their details from those of 
architects or engineers, although the core beliefs and the moral guidelines on which 
they are founded may be nearly identical. The distinction in ethical standards depends 
on the specifc practices of a particular group.

Ethics also defne fairness and equity and quite often relate to issues in which two 
parties may hold opposing but equally valid points of view or an individual may be 
torn between two compelling positions. For example, an individual may fnd that 
speaking the truth could breach a confdence, someone’s dedication to a friendship 
might result in injury to others if an obligation to protect the public is ignored, or a 
client’s goals could be at odds with protection of the environment. In certain situa-
tions, ethical standards may take precedence over other important standards. For 

Phillip H. Gerou is a former director and vice president of the American Institute of 
Architects and served six years as a member and chairman of the AIA National Ethics 
Council.




