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Preface

In 1996, Ernest Boyer and Lee Mitgang wrote the eye-opening report 
“Building Community: A New Future for Architecture Education and  
Practice.” With Goal Seven of this seminal report, “In Service to the  
Nation,” Boyer and Mitgang challenged the architectural profession to  
actively embrace civic engagement as crucial to the future of the  
profession and the country as a whole.

Shortly after the release of this report in March 1997, an inaugural AIA 
Leadership Institute was held (in partnership with Georgetown University) 
in Washington, DC. The charge of the Leadership Institute was to educate 
a select and willing group of architects about the importance of leadership 
traits in the firm, profession, community, political arena, and other  
areas of influence outside of the AIA. Successive classes of architects  
participated in the 2002 and 2003 AIA Leadership Institutes and over 50 
alumni graduated from these three Leadership Institutes. During the AIA 
2004 National Convention and Expo in Chicago, a seminar session called  
“Leadership by Design: Extending the Influence of Architects” was  
organized by 1997 Leadership Institute alumnus Lisa Kennedy, AIA and 
attended by nearly 200 architects. During the convention, a group of 
15 Leadership Institute alumni met to discuss the need for leadership 
development of architects, and creating a future structure and home for 
it within the AIA. Many of these individuals committed themselves to 
making leadership education a core value for AIA members and, in 2005, 
nine alumni from past Leadership Institutes formed a steering committee 
to develop a plan of action. This steering committee worked diligently in 
creating an action plan for submission to the AIA Knowledge Community 
Board for acceptance as a new AIA knowledge community. Accepted during 
the summer of 2005, the AIA Committee on Leadership Education (CLE) 
was granted a two-year Provisional Knowledge Community (PKC) status 
beginning in 2006 and a five-member Advisory Group was formed.



7Living Your Life as a Leader | II

During this time, the CLE Advisory Group focused on building knowledge 
and membership, especially in connection with Council of Architectural 
Component Executives (CACE), using each step and success of the first 
two years to establish bodies of information as leadership resources. The 
number of CLE members steadily increased from 224 in early 2006, to over 
500 members in mid-2007, to nearly 700 members in late 2008. One of the 
initial successes of the CLE was the Leadership Skills Conference conducted 
each year at the AIA Convention from 2005 (Las Vegas) through 2008 
(Boston). Held over multiple half days during the convention, 106 AIA 
members participated in the conference.

Another aspect of the CLE, central to the development of its mission, was 
the formation of four subcommittees. Most notably, the Professional  
Development Subcommittee’s goal was to create materials and resources 
for different types of leadership training which could be used by AIA  
components and members seeking educational materials and programs. 
Specifically, the idea of a template or training ‘tool,’ available as a  
presentation, book/journal or downloadable file, was developed so  
members could utilize this leadership tool as they became interested  
in taking on leadership as a life goal.

Based on several meetings, workshops and forums with numerous AIA  
constituency groups, the template began taking shape in 2007 and became 
known by the CLE as Living Your Life as a Leader. This future resource was 
planned as a toolkit that could be sent to interested AIA components and 
members to assist them in incorporating Leadership Education into their 
lives. The desired outcome of this effort was to ultimately increase  
leadership education and foster a culture of leadership within local AIA 
component staff, members, or firms.

In 2009, the AIA reassigned the CLE knowledge community and their  
collective efforts to the Board Advocacy Committee’s Civic Engagement 
& Leadership Network. The group is now known as “The AIA Leadership 
Network.”
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Introduction 

“Go to the people. Learn 
from them. Live with 
them. Start with what 
they know. Build with 
what they have. The  
best of leaders when  
the job is done, when  
the task is accomplished, 
the people will say we 
have done it ourselves.” 
Lao Tzu
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The mission of the AIA Leadership Network is to advance leadership  
development across the full spectrum of an architect’s career. We support,  
connect, and mobilize members interested in taking on or expanding 
leadership roles in their communities, their professional lives, and in 
academia in order to help guide and implement public policies that ensure 
healthy, livable, sustainable, and quality-designed built environments for 
future generations. The AIA Leadership Network seeks to develop programs 
that have broad appeal to the profession and serve as a resource to all 
members. This leadership tool has been created to serve as one of those 
resources for a lifetime of use. 

The importance of leadership to the architectural profession is consistently  
increasing. Architects who choose to serve the profession and the  
communities in which they practice as a guide, mentor, or educator  
are invaluable. In addition, the demands of the modern design and  
construction industry present challenges that require strong leadership. 

The AIA Leadership Network also recognizes the value and wealth of  
expertise within the profession. For many, their knowledge and area of 
expertise is a passionate and important topic. By empowering you as an 
expert, by giving you tools to apply that knowledge, great benefit can  
be realized.

Living Your Life as a Leader will ask you to assess yourself, your community, 
your profession, and your commitments. This tool also opens the door to 
resources of many types and applications for your use. Use this guide not 
only as an initial assessment tool, but also as a reference as you grow, 
mature, and evolve as a leader in various roles.

We hope your definition of “Leadership” is diversified, your commitment to 
developing your leadership skills is deepened, and your passion is ignited 
for a lifetime of leadership!
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section 1 

What is Leadership? 

“Leadership is action, 
not position.” 
Donald McGannon
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Leadership Fundamentals
Leadership is a topic discussed frequently in today’s society. An argument  
can be made that strong leadership has never been more needed to 
solve complex problems and provide vision and direction for people and 
organizations. Architects bring a unique and valuable combination of 
problem-solving and visioning to tough issues, but too often they are not 
recognized for their abilities. For the architectural profession, the key to 
establishing recognition for the value of an architect is leadership.

Leadership can be defined as the ability to combine expertise,  
experience, and ethics to lead a team to a successful outcome 
through positive actions:

Serving the interest of others

Implementing a vision 

Building enduring relationships

Taking risks and learning from mistakes

Earning trust

Facilitating change

Encouraging excellence & diversity

Leadership is also a set of traits and skills that include, but  
are not limited to, the following:

Exemplary professional behavior

Sound judgment

Effective communication skills

Strategic thinking

Effective listening skills

Collaborative management skills

Empathy

Thoughtful decision-making

Trustworthiness
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Leadership Concepts
Servant Leadership
The best way to summarize Servant Leadership is to look at Robert  
Greenleaf’s work. Servant Leadership emphasizes the leader’s role as  
steward of the resources provided by the organization. It encourages  
leaders to serve others while staying focused on achieving results in  
line with the organization’s values and integrity. Servant Leadership  
emphasizes collaboration, trust, empathy, and the ethical use of  
power. At heart, the individual is a servant first, making the conscious 
decision to lead in order to better serve others. 

Citizen Architect
In 2006 the American Institute of Architects engaged and challenged its 
membership to answer the call to public service as Citizen Architects.  
AIA’s Government Advocacy staff focused on identifying members for 
greater civic engagement either through volunteer or elective office. The 
definition of Citizen Architect reaches beyond the traditional elected office,  
encompassing all levels of public service. As architects, we possess the 
skill sets that make us exceptional leaders and problem solvers. Those  
skills can be realized in public service at all levels, from appointment to  
trusted advisor. 

Followership
What initially sounds contrary to leadership, is actually the effective  
leadership model. One of the most compelling images is that a leader can 
not be successful without followers. Throughout our lives we all play the 
role of follower more than leader, regardless of our position. That being 
said, effective followers demonstrate many of the same characteristics as  
effective leaders. Cultivating the skills of followership can be an excellent 
way to become a more effective leader. Engagement in active followership 
results in knowing when to follow and when to lead.
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Leadership Attributes
Leadership is developed through a process of self-study, education,  
training, and experience. While innate talent is a strong contributor to 
becoming a good leader and influences leadership style, it also involves  
a number of leadership attributes improved through study and experience. 
Architects should focus on the following specific leadership attributes: 

Critical Thinking Capabilities: Gather, analyze, and apply large amounts 
of detailed information in a systematic and proven methodology. Practice  
self-awareness for accurate assessment of your own character, effect, 
knowledge, and skills.

Project Management Skills: Collaboratively lead and manage by integrating 
goal-setting, coordination, delegation, and follow-through. Motivate those 
around you with communication, feedback, and appreciation. 

Business and Financial Skills: Effectively plan and manage budgets, 
priorities, risks, and market position.

Communication Proficiency: Explain, advocate, and express information, 
concepts, and ideas in a clear and concise manner. Negotiate and foster 
collaborations with successful written, oral, and graphic tools.

Practice Leadership Skills: Incorporate integrity, diversity, respect, 
and stewardship throughout planning, directing, and decision-making  
processes. Use foresight to conceptualize and apply strategies that  
are context/setting specific and that align with the goals and values  
of stakeholders. Inspire and engage stakeholders to plan, deliver, and  
execute defined goals and strategies. Foster individual growth and  
community building. 

Innovative Thinking: Enhance the practice of architecture through devel-
oping improved methods of documentation, management, processing, and 
dissemination of information.

The attributes above, although a basic foundation of core attributes for  
all leadership roles, will be developed over a lifetime of leadership.  
Depending on the model(s) of leadership in which you are engaged,  
some additional attributes will become prominent, and perhaps be viewed 
from a different perspective. 

As you read the following sections which discuss stages of leadership, 
models of leadership, and leadership stories, you will see these attributes 
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appear time and time again. In this document, each of these Basic  
Leadership Attributes will be explored specific to each leadership model 
and the stages of leadership engagement. Further, each of these topics  
is compellingly captured within the Leadership Stories in Section 4.  

By taking on the challenge of working through this leadership tool,  
you will be able to:

•	 Explore	those	skills	and	abilities	needed	for	success	in	the	 
practice of architecture, and understand what skills and abilities 
are unique to particular models of leadership in Section 2. 

•	 Identify	those	proficiencies	you	would	like	to	gain	or	enhance	by	
working through “Your Personal Leadership Plan” in Section 5. 

•	 Embrace	resources	available	to	promote	your	efforts	as	listed	in	 
“Suggested Resources.” 

•	 Appreciate	that	leadership	is	a	unique	and	personal	journey	and	
involves growth over time by reading about stages of leadership 
in Section 3 and the Leadership Stories in Section 4. 

•	 Develop	leadership	within	yourself,	your	practice	or	organization,	
and your community by applying what you have learned.

•	 As	you	embark	on	a	new	chapter	in	your	leadership	development,	 
congratulate yourself on your desire to learn, grow, and expand  
your capabilities and influence.
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section 2 

Models of Leadership 

“If your actions inspire 
others to dream more, 
learn more, do more, 
and become more, you 
are a leader.” 
John Quincy Adams
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Leadership in architecture is practiced and achieved within many different 
sectors of our profession and community. You will find in this discussion 
that leadership models follow three major categories: private sector, public 
sector, and the academy/education. Under each are a variety of examples 
and descriptions of those roles. Please explore these different sectors of 
service and leadership. As you read, take note of those areas that seem to 
best fit you or most resemble a role you aspire to fill in the future. And by 
the way, all leadership models tie into the five categories of nominations 
of the AIA College of Fellows! To learn more, go to the following website: 
 
http://www.aia.org/practicing/awards/aiaS075320
 
The models presented here include:
 
Private Sector

Firm

Industry

Professional Society Associations

Corporate Boards

Non-Profit Boards

Public Sector Leadership

Elected Official

Appointed Official

Board Appointment

Key Hires, Public Managers, Public Servants

Advisory Roles

Community Leadership & Volunteers

Leadership in Education

Educator

Service
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Private Sector Leadership
Leadership roles in the private sector are organization-focused, as opposed 
to the community-focused leadership found in the public sector. This is an 
opportunity for strategy and measurable success. 

Often private sector leadership is the most familiar and most accessible 
leadership engagement. A solid foundation of basic leadership proficiencies 
is enough preparation to get started. 

Firm Leadership
Leadership within architecture firms is important to our profession. Firms 
which are supported by strong leadership thrive, enrich the lives of their 
associates and employees, and positively impact the communities in which 
they practice. 

Here are some of the most traditional categories of leadership with 
architecture firms. Each firm creates its own recipe for these categories. 
Some examples are given within each category to help you identify these 
areas of firm leadership.

Design

Design Preservation  
 Historic, Adaptive Reuse

Building Type Specialty  
 Healthcare, Retail, Corporate Commercial, Education, 
 Aviation, Federal

Programming and Research 
 Master planning, Space planning

Architectural Practice

Firm Operations

Project Management & Control

Project Delivery

Building Performance

Energy & Sustainability

Facilities Management
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Firm Leadership

Business & Financial Planning

Marketing

Strategic Visioning

Collaboration & Team Building

Values & Ethics

Industry Leadership
There are many expanded roles for architects within the design and  
construction industries which present unique opportunities for  
leadership. In some instances, architects can use these opportunities  
to regain roles that were historically those of an architect but have  
been delegated to others.

Consider architect as developer, architect-led design/build project  
delivery, program management, owner’s representative roles, and  
architects working in the construction industry.

AIA Leadership
An alternative and complementary avenue for leadership is within 
professional organizations. In addition to opportunities with the AIA, 
there are numerous allied organizations, not-for-profit groups, and 
public service groups which need strong leaders to flourish. Each is  
looking for individuals who are articulate and knowledgeable.

These leadership opportunities vary widely, and can occur on local, state, 
and national levels. The most straightforward breakdown is by level  
of time commitment.

Here are some of the many ways to participate in leadership opportunities 
within AIA on local, state, regional, and national levels:

Program Speakers prepare and deliver presentations and may receive 
learning units for their planning efforts.

Event Chairs plan and facilitate one event or program. These often 
have a committee of volunteers to assist in facilitating the event.

Task Force Chairs focus on a defined task for a limited or finite 
amount of time.
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Knowledge Community Chairs assume duties that vary appropriately 
with particular Knowledge Communities and goals.

Committee Chairs typically serve a one-year term and handle or 
oversee ongoing committee tasks.

Board Directors typically serve one- or two-year terms and focus on 
defined tasks.

Board Officers usually serve one-year terms and compose the 
Executive Committee of the Board.

Board Presidents assume up to a three-year commitment as 
President-elect, President, and Past President. 

Regional Liaisons often serve one-year terms, such as YAF 
Regional Liaison.

Regional Directors serve multi-year terms, including both AIA and 
Associate Directors who serve on the National Board of Directors and 
National Associates Committee (NAC).

Professional Association Leadership
Also consider leadership opportunities within allied or related professional 
associations. Many of these are significant opportunities to promote 
the profession, advocate for architects, and gain knowledge. 

Local and National Code Councils

NCARB (National Council of Architectural Registration Boards)

IIDA (International Interior Design Association)

Society for Marketing Professional Services 

Chamber of Commerce committees at both local and state levels

AEC (Architectural, Engineering, Contracting Organizations) 

Urban Land Institute at local, state, and national levels

United States Green Building Council at local, state, and  
national levels. 

And many more!
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Corporate Boards 
Control of a company may be divided between two bodies: the board of 
directors and the shareholders. In smaller companies, these are often the 
same people. Board directorships vary in term length, but are typically  
appointed by shareholders, and involve fiduciary roles and limited meetings.  
Board directors are responsible for fostering business relationships as well 
as considering impact on their shareholders/constituents, community, and 
the environment.

Nonprofit Boards
Nonprofit organizations need assistance and leadership in working with 
their community and membership on fundraising and capital campaigns. 
Good nonprofit leadership candidates are ready to step forward and  
participate in activities and initiatives.

Nonprofit boards at local, state, and national levels include conservancies, 
museums, symphonies, churches, universities, health organizations,  
children’s advocacy groups, and many others.

Foundation Leadership
Foundation board director, officer, and chair/president terms vary and  
each position comes with a described charge which is often centered  
on strategic planning and leadership.

Many AIA chapters have architecture foundations in need of architects  
who are willing to serve as leaders in their community efforts.
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Public Sector Leadership
The basic leadership proficiencies are also applicable to the public sector. 
The foundation of effective public sector leadership, may be summed up  
in three words:

Listen – Understand – Lead

To lead effectively in the public sector requires sensitivity to the concerns 
of the community. A critical component to leadership in the public sector 
is the dynamic of discriminatory vs. obligatory leadership. Public leaders 
are in a position of decision-making that may not satisfy all parties in a 
diverse constituency. Here the leadership role must effectively demonstrate 
a higher level of understanding.

Elected Official
The signature event which differentiates the leadership role of an elected 
official is the campaign. Through the campaign process, potential leaders 
build trust in their constituency and by democratic process position  
themselves in a chosen leadership role. The role of elected leadership 
brings with it “servant leadership” principles.

Here we highlight those attributes which shift slightly in the transition 
from basic leadership to the role of elected official:

Strong Character and Self-assessment Capabilities: 
The elected official regularly faces new challenges and must have the 
strength to face those situations with unfaltering courage and energy. 
Honor and humility must be recognized as mutual values that define the 
elected public sector official. The role of the elected official is to lead 
based on decisions made in the best interest of those represented. 

Visioning Ability and Positive Outlook: 
The vision must be based on objectives and goals reflective of the  
constituency. The public sector leader must have the skill set to project 
goals, objectives, and vision in the best interest of that constituency, and 
to do it in a positive manner. Elected officials must recognize flexibility 
within the vision.

Trustworthiness and Ability to Inspire Confidence: 
One of the primary characteristics of a successful public sector leader is 
the individual’s ability to model confidence to the constituency. 



13Living Your Life as a Leader |

Strategic Thinking and Insightful Judgment: 
The elected official must understand the impact of his or her decisions  
that are made in a finite leadership role. Long-lasting decisions are  
not necessarily coupled with long-lasting leadership. Effective public  
sector leaders elected to office must lead based on intelligent and  
informed decisions.

Communication Proficiency: 
Listening and communicating must be based on trust, confidence, and  
interpersonal skills. Knowledgeable and educated decisions which solve 
problems in the interest of the greater good begin with extraordinary  
patience and listening skills. The elected official is expected to communicate  
objectives clearly. Frequency of interaction and effective reach characterize 
the elected official’s ability to maintain contact with the constituency  
and community. 

Direction and Implementation: 
The elected public official must demonstrate the ability to implement  
goals and objectives that complement the vision. Successful direction  
and implementation-based leadership hinge on the ability to teach and 
correct. Implementation includes empowering those being led to realize 
the vision and goals.

Team-building Skills: 
With a finite leadership role comes the responsibility of mentorship. 
Through mentoring, the leader can encourage and promote the  
stewardship of the next leader. Support is a key component in building  
an effective leadership team that listens as well as communicates.

Self Knowledge: 
The elected leader must know himself or herself well enough to respond 
to and understand the dynamics of challenge and be able to define and 
articulate those core values held by the leader and his/her constituency.

Appointed Official
The appointed leader is also a unique subset to the conventional  
leadership model. This leader is designated by the elected official and 
introduced to the constituency as an individual who must be trusted  
as the leader. 

Highlighted attributes which shift slightly when viewed through the lens  
of the appointed official role include the following:
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Strong Character and Self-assessment Capabilities: 
Humility, respect, and understanding are essential to realizing the  
potential of an appointed official. The aspect of humility must be at  
the core of the individual accepting the role. The role requires respect for 
those being represented as well as an understanding of the responsibility 
of the appointment. 

Visioning Ability and Positive Outlook: 
Communication is critical to maintaining a positive outlook.

Innovative Thinking: 
The appointed leader is not expected to be completely knowledgeable or 
proficient when faced with all possible or unforeseen challenges; however, 
the appointed leader is expected to lead based on reliable information.

The appointed leader is expected to demonstrate resourcefulness showing 
that while they may not know all the answers, they know where to find  
the answers.

Trustworthiness and Ability to Inspire Confidence: 
The appointed official must remember that they are trusted by the elected 
leadership and also trusted by the community they represent.

Strategic Thinking and Insightful Judgment: 
The challenge of meeting the charge of strategic and insightful judgment  
is characterized by representing knowledgeable, confident, and open- 
minded engagement.

The leader must recognize that decisions made under the current  
administration must be made in the spirit of sustainable direction.

Communication Proficiency:
Communication must serve the community as well as the elected official. 
Discussions and goals of the administration must be communicated from 
the leadership down to the least engaged constituent. 

Direction and Implementation: 
The appointed official, when charged with direction and implementation 
of the vision, will often assume the role of teacher. He or she must also 
become a steward of the goals and values.

Team-building Skills: 
The finite role of an appointed leader must embrace the challenge of  
mentoring the next leader. 
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Promotion and encouragement of the vision of the current administration 
is critical to the role of the appointed official.

Successful accomplishment of the leadership role involves team building 
within the community.

Self Knowledge: 
Success as an appointed official can not be achieved without self knowledge  
yourself. Responsibility to the constituency is defined by recognizing the 
needs of those being lead and served. Responsibility to the current  
administration is defined by recognizing the goals, direction, and values  
of that administration. The appointed official must know themself well to 
balance these two roles. 

Board Appointment
A board-appointment leadership role, including zoning, planning, and 
architectural boards among others, are typically the shorter-term  
appointments. An appointed board member serves in an obligatory  
leadership role. This model of constituents going before a board, who are 
trusted to pass judgment and lead the community in the direction that will 
serve the greater good, again involves unique leadership characteristics.

Strong Character and Self-assessment Capabilities: 
The board appointed leader has a very finite amount of time to represent 
sound judgment, listening skills, knowledgeable participation, confidence, 
and an open mind. 

Visioning Ability and Positive Outlook: 
Communication is paramount while serving as an appointed board member. 
This leader is expected to maintain a positive vision, and both  
communicate board decisions and the direction of the Board’s vision.

Innovative Thinking: 
Preparation and knowledge regarding any matter coming before the board 
facilitates leading based on reliable information.

Knowledge and Preparation are critical to communicating a vision based  
on facts and data while understanding the constituent needs. Board  
decisions, even negative ones, can be better accepted when executed  
with proficiency. Proficiency enables the leader to feel confident in the 
final decision.
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Trustworthiness and Ability to Inspire Confidence: 
The board appointed leadership role is charged with representing the 
greater good as well as representing the community.

Strategic Thinking and Insightful Judgment: 
Once the board appointed public leader understands the petitioner’s needs, 
the leadership responsibility involves consistently applying the current 
administration’s vision.

Direction and Implementation: 
Balance and positive resolve are attributes the official must embrace to 
achieve successful direction.

Team-building Skills:
Common ground is the principal attribute of unique team building that 
comes from board action. Team building is not recognized in the  
traditional sense; it is found in the consensus-building process among  
the board leaders.

Self Knowledge: 
As with any appointed leadership role, the successful leader must  
recognize their responsibility to serve those represented, as well as  
recognize and serve the needs of those being lead and served.

Key Hires, Public Managers, 
and Public Servants
Servant-leadership emphasizes the leader’s role as steward of the resources 
provided by the organization. It encourages leaders to serve others while 
staying focused on achieving results in line with the organization’s values 
and integrity. Servant leadership emphasizes collaboration, trust, empathy, 
and the ethical use of power. At heart, the individual is a servant first, 
making the conscious decision to lead in order to better serve others.

Strong Character and Self-assessment Capabilities: 
Defined best as willful employment, this leadership role requires humility 
and respect to both the position as well as those being served.

Understanding the needs of those seeking direction or permission is 
requisite to meeting the needs of those being served. True understanding 
results in fair and consistent leadership.

The public sector servant-leader is the representing figure on behalf  
of the constituency.
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Innovative Thinking: 
Servant leadership often focuses a great deal on knowledge and proficiency, 
and must lead through leadership decisions based on reliable information. 

Trustworthiness and Ability to Inspire Confidence: 
The key hire leader is charged with representing management or elected 
leadership while also serving the organization or community.

Strategic Thinking and Insightful Judgment: 
Knowledge, confidence, and openness are attributes that provide a  
servant-leader the tools to convey insightful and strategic thinking while  
administering the vision of the community or organization being served. 
The servant-leader understands the impact of his or her decisions in a 
finite leadership role.

Communication Proficiency: 
Communication, as with most public sector positions, is a critical part of 
successful leadership.

The successful public leader must communicate regulation and direction in 
the best interests of the individual being served, as well as the community.

Direction and Implementation: 
Effective teaching skills coupled with stewardship of established goals and 
values aid in successful direction and implementation.

Team-building Skills: 
Interest in those trusting the servant/leader to act, as well as support of 
co-workers, are the attributes necessary for successful team building.

Self Knowledge: 
The key-hire public servant must recognize his or her responsibility to  
their constituency as well as recognize the needs of those being lead  
and served.

Advisory Roles
Advocates, Power Brokers, Influencers, and Trusted Advisors

Architects have the capacity to serve as confidantes and advisors to  
public sector leaders and servants in a strong advisory role. Advocates  
who serve as confidantes to these leaders often serve in a secondary  
leadership capacity. 
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As a Broker/Influencer, the role is not simply an advisory role, but also an 
opportunity to lead a community and propagate growth and development 
in a positive direction. Primary leadership positions exert influence and 
steer efforts in a direction that will best serve a community.

Knowledge-based advisory roles are critical to the public sector leadership 
position.

Strong Character and Self-critical Capabilities: 
Acting in the role of the trusted advisor, the public sector leader must gain 
and maintain respect. A key element to building that trust and respect 
is to first understand the vision of the elected or appointed official.
 
Visioning Ability and Positive Outlook: 
The trusted advisor must assist in identifying the positive elements of each  
challenge and helping formulate a strategy that complements the vision of 
the official.

Innovative Thinking: 
The trusted advisor to the public official must demonstrate knowledge 
and proficiency specific to the subject matter.

The support offered to the public official must be based on technical 
proficiency derived from clearly understanding the impact of an official’s 
decisions.

Trustworthiness and Inspiring Confidence: 
The public sector advisor must realize that they are representing the trust 
of the elected or appointed leader. That appointed leader is then  
consigned to represent the trust of the community.

Strategic Thinking and Insightful Judgment: 
Knowledgeable and confident advisement is the minimum expectation of 
the trusted advisor. The advisor must maintain an open mind to the  
matters and vision at hand.

Communication Proficiency: 
Mentoring the public official is probably the most important assigned task 
of the trusted advisor. Understanding the vision of the public official, while 
providing advice based on the advisor’s skill set, is critical to the success 
of the relationship.

Promotion of the vision and encouragement balanced with professional 
advice defines the trusted advisor’s communication skills.
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Direction and Implementation: 
Teaching defines the trusted advisor’s basic role. The elected or appointed 
official is not expected to be expert in all circumstances, but the advisor 
certainly is expected to fill that role.

Team-building Skills: 
The trusted advisor must also recognize and promote common ground.

Self Knowledge: 
The advisor must understand their responsibility to the constituency and 
the official through the advisory role.

Community Leaders and Volunteers 
Community Leadership focuses on the voluntary servant role. Beyond 
elected, appointed, or at will employment, involvement in serving your 
community also can be summarized in a servant role. Leaders in commu-
nity roles are motivated to serve others while staying focused on achieving 
results in line with the organization’s values and integrity. Community-
based leadership emphasizes collaboration, trust, empathy, and the ethical 
use of power while volunteering one’s talents, skills, and experience.  
The community leader is motivated by his or her conscious decision to  
lead in order to better serve others.

Strong Character and Self-assessment Capabilities: 
The community leader desires to serve the community or organization, and 
understands and respects the members.

Visioning Ability and Positive Outlook: 
Motivation is a principal attribute found in voluntary leaders serving the 
common good.

A key to maintaining a positive outlook is the ability to promote confi-
dence in the organization.

Innovative Thinking: 
Knowledge is expected of those volunteering to serve in a leadership role.

Trustworthiness and Ability to Inspire Confidence: 
The voluntary leader should understand the organization as well as the 
values of individuals to build trust and confidence.

Strategic Thinking andInsightful Judgment: 
The voluntary leader represents strategic thinking and insightful judgment 
through active listening, knowledgeable direction, and confident leadership.
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Communication Proficiency:
The voluntary leader must engage in active listening, promote involvement 
of others, and encourage the engagement of others to facilitate the  
organization’s success.

Direction and Implementation: 
To implement direction, the community leader must maintain balance, 
positive resolve, and goal stewardship.

Team-building Skills:
The support of individual involvement must be encouraged by the 
voluntary leader to continue the organization’s momentum and growth.

Self Knowledge: 
As a voluntary leader, the individual must understand their responsibility 
to those represented and recognize the needs of those being lead  
and served.

Follower Engagement:
The leader must be abe to identify those followers who can be cultivated 
into active contributors towards the vision.

Community Leadership brings integrity and personal rewards. Through 
community-based service, leaders can gain contacts, build relationships,  
earn trust, receive recognition, gain confidence and experience,  
increase self-respect, and realize many other intangible gains. 
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Leadership in Education
In the spirit of the larger leadership role, architects also are obligated  
to educate the general public about the value and contributions of  
architecture, design, and the profession. 

A notable portion of the education architects receive is provided by 
institutions of higher learning. Many challenges are afoot in architectural 
education. In addition to the responsibility of preparing students to  
practice architecture, educators face many social, economic, and  
political issues. 

And perhaps most challenging of all, educators are a front line for the  
profession in conveying the importance of serving in a larger  
leadership role, responding to emerging social trends and issues, and  
cultivating diversity.

Service
There are many roles to fill in order for architecture schools to achieve  
success. Here are some of the many examples of leadership opportunity 
and service within the realm of education:

Architecture Awareness: 
Working with children and/or adults outside the profession to increase 
awareness of architects and the services they provide. Suggestions include 
workshop presentations or introductory programs for Girl or Boy Scouts, 
community charettes, and career days. 

Adjunct Faculty: 
Teaching in a part-time role and bringing the day-to-day practice of  
architecture to architecture students. 

Mentoring Programs: 
Sponsoring, organizing, or participating in mentorship programs for high-
school or collegiate architecture students and emerging professionals. 
Examples include ACE Mentor Program of America, AIAS, and the Boston 
Society of Architects mentorship program.

Resource Provider: 
Keeping in contact with programs to make available site tours,  
understanding financial needs of the school, offering scholarships,  
or otherwise supporting the program. 



22 | Living Your Life as a Leader

Advisory Committees: 
Serving on an advisory committee and providing strategic direction to  
the school on issues of curriculum and planning. Examples of advisory  
committees include those advising architecture school leadership or  
serving on NAAB-accreditation review and advisory teams.

Guest lecturer or Critic: 
Offering experiences and insights to students in the form of lecture  
or work review, whether they be informal small groups or organized  
lecture events. 

Joint Ventures: 
Participating or initiating joint school and community programs such as 
Rural Studio, Penn/Praxis, and others.

Educator
Educators serve as role models by encouraging excellence, not only in the 
studio, but in all aspects of the curriculum. Leaders in education have  
vision, passion, and the ability to implement their vision. Educators have 
an opportunity to engage a diverse group of future architects.

Therefore, leaders in academia are thought provokers for the present and 
future based on practice, not necessarily theory. They share leadership 
examples by storytelling and information sharing. Educators share, along 
with design process, the thought process for critical thinking and problem-
solving off the drawing board. They share practical solutions to current 
problems and encourage students to develop their own solutions. And  
most of all, educators share their passion and ignite passion in others.
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section 3 

Stages of Leadership 

“The heights by great  
men reached and kept 
were not attained 
by sudden flight, 
but they, while their 
companions slept,  
were toiling upward 
through the night.” 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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Growth as a leader is an evolving and often a very individual process. To 
outline this process, we have broken this growth into stages which are 
characterized by level of mastery of particular leadership proficiencies.  
These stages are not associated with a particular number of years of  
experience or a particular role; nor should you expect that you would  
necessarily fit neatly into any one of these stages. The purpose here is  
to illuminate leadership as a lifetime undertaking and illustrate the  
proficiencies associated with leadership roles. Any of the stages of  
leadership can be related back to any model of leadership, using the  
common leadership attributes.

We suggest that leadership is essentially practiced in four phases:  
The Initial Spark, First Engagement, Active Engagement, and Lifetime  
Engagement. From that first time your interest is sparked and you recognize  
opportunity, then actively pursue the opportunity, you grow into an active 
engagement. As you mature, leadership becomes an almost innate skill, 
and you are a role model, mentor, and teacher. 

As you consider leadership, you should work to obtain basic proficiencies 
in the following areas: 

Critical Thinking Capabilities: problem solving techniques, criteria for 
good judgment, research skills for formal and informal research, and best 
practices of design, practice, leadership, and building performance based 
on personal experiences.

Communication Proficiency: including being a good listener, being able to 
manage communications to ensure clarity and understanding, and being 
responsive and cooperative.

Time Management Skills: including solid planning and prioritizing,  
avoidance of over- and under-committing time and resources, and  
flexibility to help others.

Solid Professional Values and Ethics: including adherence to a strong work 
ethic, consistent care in technical quality of work, exhibition of a sense of 
accountability, and recognition of the value of diversity.
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Initial Spark 
During the initial leadership spark, new leaders have begun to develop 
greater proficiencies beyond those basic proficiencies and are looking  
for ways to apply those new skills. Outlined below are some of the  
characteristic skills that emerge during this stage of leadership and 
complement the basic proficiencies already outlined in the previous  
section. This step in the path of lifetime leadership can be very exciting 
and rewarding!

Critical Thinking Capabilities
Self-awareness to identify strengths, articulate personal leadership style, 
and apply those to an appropriate professional path or goal, and to  
maintain personal composure in difficult or stressful situations.

Project Management Skills
Effective delegation skills and clear delineation of areas of accountability 
and authority.

Manage and lead teams and meetings in ways that inspire trust and  
confidence. This includes planning activities of others effectively,  
mentoring and coaching, and ensuring dependable execution and  
responsible follow-through to achieve desired outcomes.

Business and Financial Skills
Development of marketing skills and client relationship management skills. 

Communication Ability and Interpersonal Skills
Conflict resolution skills among client, consultant, peer, and  
employee relationships.

Practice Leadership Skills
Clear understanding of goals and vision for the task at hand, and the  
ability to incorporate integrity and respect into teamwork. 

Technical Knowledge
Further developed best practices of design, practice, leadership, 
and building performance based on personal experiences.
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First Engagement 
As you engage in your first leadership role, additional proficiencies come 
into play. These proficiencies, in addition to all reviewed in the previous 
sections, will equip you for success!

Critical Thinking Capabilities
Information Management to ensure proper gathering and dissemination of 
information, even with difficult audiences. 

Project Management Skills
Decision making and actions that are in the best interest of the  
organization rather than self ability to be decisive, flexible, and  
include an informed evaluation of consequences without unnecessary  
procrastination. Actions are executed concisely with follow up and in  
accordance with organization strategy and goals.

Business and Financial Skills
Management of others is done in a manner that is inspirational, uses  
organization resources effectively, and provides recognition and reward  
for those involved. Also is willing to mentor, coach or teach others, and  
recruit new team members. Possess business acumen to understand  
organization’s financial statements and dynamics, manage resources, align 
efforts, and use personal network for an entrepreneurial advantage. 

Communication Ability and Interpersonal Skills
Verbal and written communication skills are highly effective in situations 
of confrontation, inspiration, or marketing. 

Practice Leadership Skills
Listens well, seeks information vigorously, discerns key facts, and makes 
accurate observations from large quantities of information, people, events, 
and things in order to understand the overall vision and direction to  
be pursued.

Thinks strategically to generate and convey the vision of the organization’s 
future and direction and build a culture of trust; coordinates short- and 
long-term goals. Also can identify opportunities, risks, and trends for 
strategic use.

Technical Knowledge
Possesses a knowledge base and expertise in an identified area of  
design, practice, leadership, or building performance based on  
personal experiences.
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Active Engagement
At this stage of leadership engagement, the leader is comfortable serving 
in a leadership role, or even a variety of leadership roles. Proficiencies at 
this level are on a much broader spectrum. The actively engaged leader is 
capable of visioning to position an organization for success and long-term 
viability, and understands the importance of succession planning.

Long-term planning is informed by strategy.

He or she is an organization builder, including staff retention and  
development, continuing education, and team building. At this level,  
there is a shared sense of obligation to go above and beyond to secure 
financial stability and firm growth.

This leader serves (and is recognized) as an innovator who can break new 
ground in arenas of marketing, thinking, and learning.

Above all, the actively engaged leader is a role model who can inspire 
trust, respect, affection, confidence, and competence, acts as a citizen  
of the organization to further the company over self, displays a positive  
attitude, delivers constructive criticism when appropriate, maintains  
composure, and provides excellent service to clients and team. Most  
importantly, the actively engaged leader exemplifies appropriate behavior 
and models the firm’s core values and vision to all.

Lifetime Engagement
The culmination of a career is a good time to stand back and appreciate all 
that leadership has added to one’s personal and professional life. At this 
stage of leadership engagement, the leader is not only innately serving 
in a leadership role, but he or she has become a mentor, role model, and 
inspiration to others.

This leader is often focused on succession planning, legacy projects, and 
the grooming of future leaders. Lifetime leadership means not only being  
a visionary, but being able to communicate that vision to others and  
empower them to implement that vision and make it their own. 
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section 4 

Leadership Stories

“We don’t accomplish 
anything in this world 
alone ... and whatever 
happens is the result 
of the whole tapestry 
of one’s life and all the 
weavings of individual 
threads from one to 
another that creates 
something.” 
Sandra Day O’Connor
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A critical and meaningful aspect of leadership education and developing 
a leadership plan is to understand that this is often a very personal topic, 
and there’s no single path or formula that ensures success. In order to  
really convey the human-interest side of our work, the AIA Leadership  
Network has put together a series of stories that show how others have 
lived as leaders. Both the AIA Leadership Network and the contributors 
very much hope that by sharing these stories, those seeking leadership 
education and a life of leadership will find those concepts more accessible 
and more real.

You are encouraged to study the leadership stories and see how each of 
these leaders navigated their leadership path.
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Larry Cash, AIA NCARB

President /CEO, RIM Architects (AK), LLC 
Anchorage, Alaska
Interview conducted 
by Krista Phillips, AIA NCARB 

Larry Cash has a Bachelor of Architecture 
with Honors from Auburn University, and 
has been registered to practice architecture  
in Alaska since 1978 (31 years). As  
President/CEO of RIM Architects, LLC,  
Larry is involved in the practice of  
architecture — both in terms of overall  
design direction, and the day-to-day  
business of running a professional services 
firm with offices located in Alaska,  

California, Guam, and Hawaii. Larry is also involved in a myriad of special 
endeavors that provide him with unique insights into the relationships  
between the federal, state, and local governments, and the private sector.

Early awareness of the importance of leadership for me came from an  
influential faculty member at Auburn University, my alma mater. My fourth-
year studio professor was a good leader, practitioner, and educator. He  
influenced me greatly and made memorable statements such as “Your  
project is never finished until the deadline.” The “lights came on,” so to 
speak, and I aspired to excel. My professor became interested in my  
progress and encouraged me. He pushed me hard into fifth year. I  
graduated in 1973 and relocated from Alabama to join a 33-person firm 
in Palo Alto, California. I focused for the next four years on achieving my 
architectural license and did so in 1977. I spent 13 years with other firms 
where I focused solely on design and the science of architecture. 
 
When I started my own practice at age 34, I quickly learned that I had to 
evolve my leadership and develop business acumen skills to be successful. 
I wanted to empower people to be self-directed and motivated, innovative 
thinkers. So, I became a voracious reader of all material that would  
help me develop my leadership skills, and I sought out mentors in the 
community that could help me gain business insight into running a firm. 
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While I am accustomed to the role of leadership now and its inherent 
stresses, I continue to draw insight from a large network of community 
leaders and current publications. This has allowed me to focus and evaluate  
challenging situations with a facilitative approach. 

My philosophy has been to build a firm that is balanced in terms of  
design and practice while providing leadership that is founded in  
honesty, integrity, and hard work. That need for balance in design and 
business was vital to me as an owner, for I had to ensure we could pay  
the bills and meet payroll, while cultivating repeat clients and building  
a sustainable practice. 
 
During my tenure in California, the firm’s staff was steadily declining in 
number; jobs were scarce and everyone with a job worked hard to keep it. 
I was no exception. This competitive situation engrained an appreciation 
for being employed and staying employed. It taught me the importance of 
personal discipline and determination, and how dedication, hard work, and 
a positive attitude can keep one employed.
 
With a leap of faith, I moved to Alaska where development of the built 
environment was directly proportional to the revenue from the oil  
pipeline. But Alaska was not immune to the economic downturn. After 
leaving a partnership/owner position I had held for three years, I founded 
Larry S. Cash Architects (now RIM Architects, LLC) in 1986. I became a 
sole proprietor and realized immediately the “sink or swim” scenario that 
lay ahead. Our big break came with a School District contract on which I 
partnered with a local engineering firm. The employee count quickly grew 
to 15 people within two months—and then the project stopped. I was 
forced to send employees home and found myself struggling to survive. 
Two long-term employees (who later became my partners with RIM) were 
part of my initial hire/lay-offs. The project eventually resumed and I was 
able to bring most of those original employees back. From that point  
forward, we have successfully built an enduring and sustainable practice  
by empowering the best talent we could find and busting our butts.  
Surrounding myself with competent, positively-charged individuals who 
have become leaders in their own right has been an essential ingredient in 
building a successful practice.

Some have advised me that my ability to lead is a combination of an  
inherent predisposition and learned skill. My intuitive sense propelled me 
to learn, read, and discover. The majority of my leadership training was 
done “on the job.” Over the years, I’ve learned that vision, trust, integrity, 
determination, risk taking, and commitment are key attributes for any 
leader. Positive thinking is important too: what you think about comes 
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about. Most of all, never, never, never give up! If you quit, you lose. If 
you stick with the challenge, you will always come out ahead. And finally, 
leaders are called to respect and appreciate their employees, and to be 
there for them, to encourage them to achieve more than they ever thought 
possible, and to continuously improve.

One of the biggest challenges facing any leader is developing the vital 
character trait of humility. It’s important to set aside ego, to keep your 
door open, to appreciate the importance of everyone, no matter what  
functional role they play, and to always treat everyone fairly and  
respectfully. When I first became involved in the practice of architecture,  
I was exposed to proprietors who exhibited self-gratifying, egotistical 
characteristics. Working around and with such examples illustrated and 
taught me characteristics I did not want to possess as a leader. 
 
My first professional involvement was as the Chair of the American  
Institute of Architects’ Southcentral section, after serving as Secretary/
Treasurer and Vice-Chair.

Contributing back to my community has also been rewarding, personally 
and professionally. Community involvement has provided me with  
experience in leading boards and commissions, and also provided the  
opportunity to interact with diverse leadership in my city and state. It  
is gratifying to know that by lending my educational and professional  
background, I am playing a role in the growth and betterment of my  
community. My community involvement has now evolved to include the 
United Way, Rotary, Urban Design Commission, Anchorage Downtown  
Partnership, Northrim Bank, and Anchorage Economic Development Council 
in addition to my role on the Alaska Pacific University Trustees, University 
of Alaska Anchorage (UAA) Board of Advisors, UAA Small Business  
Development Center Board, Armed Services YMCA, Girdwood 2020, and 
Girdwood Inc.

Leadership is critical to the overall success of an architectural practice. 
Business decisions made by a company leader impact the lives and families 
of everyone in the firm.
 
Every leader should know that there is no profit in worry. It is important  
to monitor your thinking and to visualize clearly what you want to have 
happen. Stay positive and inspired, and cultivate an appreciation of  
the truth. Take care of your family, and care about those who you are  
responsible to lead.

Always, onward and upward!
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Laura B. Gwyn, Associate AIA

BBH Design
Raleigh, North Carolina
Self reporting

Laura has a passion for learning and  
teaching. She grew up in central Illinois, 
studied architecture at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and worked 
for a small local practice. Upon graduation, 
she relocated to Raleigh, North Carolina to 
complete her graduate studies in architecture 
at North Carolina State University. She began 
working with BBH Design during school and 
began full time upon graduation from NC 
State. Laura’s professional experiences focus 

on healthcare and higher education projects, as well as the practice of  
architecture. She works with staff members to establish project staffing, 
develop professionals, and promote strategic initiatives firm-wide. Laura’s 
human-centered activities also reach to recruit prospective staff nationally.

Leadership Philosophy
The most important attributes of a leader are integrity, vision, passion, 
trust, communication, and a human-centered focus. Leaders embrace true 
collaboration in order to complement and capitalize on collective effort. 
They recognize opportunities to take calculated risks and understand the 
rewards. A good leader empowers and inspires, and creates a supportive 
network of accountable partners and stakeholders. He or she is also  
aware that they teach what they embody: communication, presentation,  
presence, self-discipline, poise, and the ability to play their strengths and  
compensate for their weaknesses.

Leadership is a way of living. Time and experience have tested my abilities, 
and strengthened my comprehension of leadership and character. Leaders 
are unique and exist in many capacities. As a human-centered leader, I 
embrace individual assets and ideas to find collective success. I celebrate 
in the success of others and of our teams. 
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Leadership in Architecture
Leadership was always prevalent throughout my studio environments, 
though never formally taught in my architectural education. The leadership  
roots fostered in the academic culture involved commitment, passion, and 
innovation. I found countless examples of leadership among my peers,  
professors, and faculty. Many of those individuals still advise and mentor 
me as I develop professionally and build my career. I also return the  
mentoring favor to former classmates and colleagues. Individual leadership  
was often exhibited in group projects. Expectations were raised and  
alternate methods were fearlessly pursued. Other leaders within the studio 
encouraged a culture of dedication, motivating each person to work 
lengthy days and nights. 

Architecture is a patient profession. Our profession challenges ideas, 
expression, and innovation on every level. In the practice of architecture, 
leadership is fundamental to success. Leadership provides stability at  
the core. A great leader directs, motivates, and builds a human-centered  
practice. We embrace design as a means to define and re-define our  
environments and culture. Combining individual interests, talents, and  
passions together, we generate designed solutions to complex problems.  
Understanding and managing group dynamics throughout the design  
process enriches the outcome. True firm leaders draw on the strengths of 
the individuals, and build teams that surpass any individual effort.

I was active in community service projects, and served on many project 
jobsites during my weekends and summers. As an undergraduate, I was 
selected to participate in two leadership development programs. I  
attended Insight Illinois, and a program conducted by The Leadership 
Institute through the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Upon 
completion of the leadership programs, I was involved in curriculum 
development of a leadership certificate program offered through the 
University of Illinois. Both experiences proved instrumental as I advanced 
in my education and career. Being more aware of my personal strengths, 
and learning to embrace the strengths of others, has helped me contribute 
to successful teams and projects. My professional development guided me 
toward project and office management roles as well as gaining a broader 
business education. In August of 2009, I began my Masters of Business 
Administration candidacy at the University of North Carolina Kenan-Flagler 
Business School.

My Leadership Path
I am the eldest of four children, and was early acclimated to being in  
positions of leadership. I have recently come to understand that I was 
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blessed as a born leader. In addition to being part of an active family, 
I grew up in a neighborhood of healthy competition, a tremendous amount 
of passion, and an attitude towards continual improvement. I continue 
to work with groups of people that embody these characteristics. For the 
past year I have been active with a professional women’s leadership group 
of mentors. We support and encourage exploring new paths to engage our 
passions and talents. 

Leadership and sharing go hand in hand. A leader is a servant and change 
agent who gives without expectation for personal gain. I have teamed  
with colleagues in various pursuits, from community service projects to 
assisting in establishing an office mentoring program. I have a passion for 
working and organizing creative efforts. My natural instincts, creativity,  
and forward-thinking attitude have led me to exploit this through the 
lens of architecture, but also in venturing into the business realm and the 
practice of architecture. 

One of my most memorable lessons learned was in the tremendous  
collaboration of a project team. That project experience defined  
collaboration. While the team produced a quality environment and  
design solution, the journey and experience were much more real to  
me as a leader. Positive project experiences, a network of mentors, and  
a passion for a human-centered practice have propelled me towards  
organizational leadership.

As a human-centered leader, I embrace individual assets and ideas to find 
collective success. I celebrate the success of others, and of our teams. I 
serve in a niche of architecture to which not many people are drawn. I 
mend holes and weave people and ideas together. I am an office resource 
and a vested colleague. I have teamed with colleagues in various  
pursuits, from community service projects to establishing an office  
mentoring program.

I embrace my community, and am continually expanding my involvement 
through organizations, events, and networking. Most recently, I have been 
involved in the Raleigh Chamber of Commerce and the American Institute 
of Architects in the local Triangle Diversity Committee. I have represented 
the Committee for Leadership Education. There are traits that a leader must 
learn through experience that shape our creativity, vision, maturity, and 
perspective. Those are the pieces that make every leader unique. 
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Jim Franklin, FAIA

San Francisco, California
Interview conducted 
by Aaron Jon Hyland, AIA 
and Francis K. M. Ko, D. Arch. 
Candidate at U. of Hawaii

Jim Franklin is currently semi-retired back 
where he started: at his father’s company 
doing what he enjoys most - designing. His 
nephew is now running the firm. Jim was on 
staff at AIA National from 1985 to 1995 as 
Vice President of Practice and Design. He  
authored and illustrated many sections of 
the 12th Edition of the AIA’s Manual of  
Professional Practice. As an educator,  

Jim taught Architecture at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo from 1995 to 2004.

 
When I was an infant, my parents were very afraid that they would lose me 
to asthma. My mother, who had been an English teacher, had the foresight 
to furnish me with paper, crayons, watercolors, and pencils without end 
during my childhood. And she unconditionally loved any picture I ever 
made. So I grew up drawing and then made a career of it. 

I was the only faculty member at Cal Poly School of Architecture &  
Environmental Design who absolutely prohibited the use of computers for 
anything to be turned in to me. The reason for that is that computers are 
binary – yes/no. And the fun of the whole thing is “what if?” I don’t have 
any way to do that on a computer. I know that with Francis I’m talking to 
possibly the first generation of his family to grow up with a mouse in his 
hand, but I do not believe you when you say you can run the computer 
without thinking. It’s a left-brain, yes/no calculated move on your part as 
to what steps to take to get what you want done. 

So I’m very much for analog work. A lot of what was perceived as leadership  
was actually my ability to sketch while I listened to people and came up 
with a graphic understanding of what they said. When they realized they 
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had been understood or had the option to go back and revise what they 
wished they had said, it became an incredibly powerful tool. 

I’ve never thought of architecture as a steppingstone to leadership. And 
that’s because, like most architects, my concern is the next project or the 
current project. I don’t tend to think holistically about my position, which 
is not important if you’re going to do great architecture. Maybe yet in my 
life I will do a piece of great architecture. Who knows? 

I remember going to work as the staff vice president for Design, Education, 
and Practice at AIA, and after two or three years getting a call from the 
newspaper back in the home town where I had practiced, they interviewed 
me by phone and asked what my favorite project was. Without hesitation 
I said it was arranging for street trees to be planted on Market and Broad 
Streets in Chattanooga. That was not a question of leadership; it was a 
question of my cooperating with a local newspaper publisher who could 
make it happen, if I would do the technical part -- determine where trees 
could be planted in the streets. 

I’m always trying to laterally mentor people. I just see that as my role, 
which is largely a matter of asking the right questions. When I was  
literally knee high, I remember my father talking very sternly to me and my 
older brother. He told my older brother he was going to grow up and be in 
charge of production in the firm then looked at me and said, “And you’re 
going to be the designer.” Nobody argued with my him. Actually, I could 
already draw better than my father could at that point, just from doing 
it over and over and over. That’s all I did. I drew. I have interviewed top 
design architects to ask them how they became so good at what they do. 
And most of them gave me the same answer, which was, “I’m not any  
better than anybody else. It’s just that design is what I do. When I’m in 
the shower, driving the car, or lying in the bed, I’m designing.” 

I had a lot of trouble learning how to offer design critiques that are  
positive, reflective, and encouraging. I learned a lot at Cal Poly watching  
good faculty members give critiques. I came to the realization the hard 
way that I couldn’t teach successfully unless I could love unconditionally. 
That if I could do that, then the students and I might argue and have a 
wonderful time arguing about design. But it would never become a  
personal matter. 

I feel that way about clients. I’m sometimes amazed, even aghast, that 
they’re going to spend that much money that way. And I can tell them  
that as long as I love them unconditionally. That approach can apply to 
leadership in so many ways. It removes all of the business about who’s got 
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power and what’s the position and what’s the hierarchy and all that. It 
makes that just irrelevant. It doesn’t do away with the hierarchy, or need 
to. All that will sort itself out naturally if you can work the other. 

My favorite quote these days is from Frank Gehry who says, “There’s no 
problem to being a good designer. You just build a model and then you 
keep it current,” which may mean a hundred models before you finish the 
project. But he’s right; it’s the same thing. It’s thinking about it and  
talking about it. And this unconditional love thing is part of getting 
people to understand that a shop drawing is as much design work as a 
conceptual sketch. It’s all design. 

One of the most challenging points of leadership for me has been the art 
of “delegating” and then leaving the project up to the people to whom I 
delegate it. The terrible, compelling temptation is to carefully delegate 
and then, at the first step they undertake say, “Well, I didn’t mean for you 
to do that. It’s your project, but I didn’t mean for you to do it that way.” 

In leadership, it is essential for the leader to understand their role as  
“servant.” You’re a successful manager or leader when those you lead or 
manage are successful.” That’s the whole point -- making them successful. 
So that involves servitude to a certain extent, or facilitation, whichever 
way you want to put it. 

It is also essential to be trustworthy. Being “visionary” is important, but it 
is not essential. Everyone’s got a vision. Risk taking, of course, is inherent 
with the job. But among the best things a leader can do is to inspire and 
empower. Give away the credit for the work, along with the responsibility. 
Maintain contact and remain helpful and conversant about thoughts  
and ideas.

I’m in a lovely spot career-wise just now, if I can just maintain my physical 
endurance. If I can stay strong, there are wonderful things to be done.  
And they’re different. They’re unique, each unto itself. And that includes 
working with consultants and clients, regulatory officials -- all that. I have 
yet to meet a person who gets up in the morning and says, “God has given 
me another beautiful day and I think I’ll go screw up an architect’s  
project.” Everybody wants better projects. So the first question to ask is 
“How would things function if what you wanted came out to be the best it 
could possibly be?” Second question: “How will we know?” Third question: 
“How are we going to make it happen?”
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Donald W. Y. Goo, FAIA

Senior Advisor, WATG
Interview conducted by Joyce M. Noe, FAIA

Donald W.Y. Goo, FAIA is Senior Adviser at 
WATG, the number one hospitality design 
firm in the world. He focuses his attention 
on tourism strategic planning and hospitality 
design. He has been Professor of Architecture 
at UH Manoa and was named one of 25 most 
admired educators in the U.S.

Leadership happened as I learned to be an 
architect. In Hawaii, there is an Asian  
cultural attitude of not volunteering. 

Students do not speak up in class. Students listen and do as they are told. 
In high school, I would have been selected as the most unlikely person 
to become a leader. I was not an extrovert, or the most brilliant person in 
class. When asked, I did the best I could. Because of my work ethic, each 
time I successfully completed a job, I was given more assignments. My 
first venture into leadership occurred when I accepted the nomination to 
be President of my club at the University of Illinois. I was asked, drafted, 
solicited, and did the work.

In my profession, I’ve worked hard and tried to be correct, to be a good 
architect, to be worthy of being asked. I prepared carefully for what I was 
doing. Luck had a lot to do with my success. Being in the right place at 
the right time was important. I did my best when asked. People seemed 
to recognize that I had an attitude of doing whatever it took to get a job 
done and done well. They trusted me to do a good job.

After I was elected President of the Arts Council of Hawaii, I sat down and 
wrote my concluding, rather than inaugural, speech as a guide for my term 
of office. This was more of a commitment than having goals. It meant I 
needed to accomplish the goals in order to include them in my final speech 
at the end of my term. It became the guide for that year for the Arts  
Council’s activities.
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Being a leader is the by-product of being the best that you can be. Know 
what you are doing. Think about what you are doing. Be willing to help 
others, to share with others, and to look for others to help lead. At some 
point in time after you have accumulated enough experience, the  
confidence of the experience and your vision of the future can be  
articulated with passion. It is the passion that accompanies the vision 
that influences others to want to share the vision.

My senior partner, George Whisenand, mentored me by his example. He  
exuded “passion” for architecture. I was always amazed by what he 
thought. He was a great writer and thinker, articulate, and a person of 
integrity. In the morning he would dictate several letters with very few  
edits. I wondered how his thoughts flowed so effortlessly. He said he 
thought about the various issues he had to deal with each day before he 
came to the office. In recent years, I have come to realize that everyone 
has the opportunity to become articulate if they work on stating their 
ideas and experiences clearly and organize their thoughts simply.  
Capitalizing on years of experience and attention to detail helps leaders 
communicate their ideas and share stories that illustrate their ideas.

I can’t remember when it was that I was described as a leader. Perhaps it  
was when I was asked to be AIA Public Relations chairman, a position I 
saw as one of shaking hands, talking with lots of people, attending parties,  
and being gregarious. This was not me. I accepted it and did what was 
needed. I was diligent about doing work. It was not about the flash. It was 
about results. I prepared and went beyond just going to parties - I looked 
for productive results. I learned that a person who works hard at a task, 
regardless of whether it is a paid or volunteer position, is respected and 
recognized for the effort they expend.

Leading gave me confidence to continue to think independently, to 
prepare carefully, to ask questions, to be respectful of others. And then I 
changed roles, becoming the Director of Practicum for the University of 
Hawaii, School of Architecture, Doctor of Architecture program. Dean W.H. 
Raymond Yeh, FAIA convinced me that I had the qualities needed for the 
Practicum Studio program and said I could strengthen the professional 
practice part of the program. The idea of better connecting the School to 
professionals and firms appealed to me. Dean Yeh pointed out my value as 
a leader of a large firm, my extensive experience in international practice, 
especially in the Asia Pacific Region, and that I could provide the School 
and students access to other professional leaders and resources.

My first act of leadership when I was asked to be president of WATG was 
to initiate the first corporate retreat of the firm. In that one day event, 
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the most important idea offered by one of the partners was “Go where the 
action is.” The firm has followed that advice throughout the years. It was 
a defining moment. We opened an office in California, then London, then 
Singapore, then Orlando, then Seattle, and several more since.

Leadership is earned by your deeds, and attained through involvement in 
activities with other people, maintaining a good attitude (passion), and 
becoming knowledgeable. Certain attributes such as critical thinking and 
clear communication can be learned. Certain characteristics come from 
an innate ability to assess the character and motivation of individuals. 
And while intelligence is fundamental to leadership, it is the passion in a 
leader that inspires others. You cannot create a shared vision without  
passion. With passion you can elicit firm commitment from others.

I consider myself an accomplished leader. I have received numerous awards 
and recognition from others. I have been elected to the AIA College of  
Fellows, recognized by Design Intelligence as one of 25 most Admired  
Educators of the Year, and received the Hawaii State Entrepreneur of the 
Year and the Hospitality Investment Conference Asia Pacific Innovator of 
the Year Awards. I am a Trustee of the National Tropical Botanical Garden, 
an Executive Committee member of the Hawaii Leeward Planning  
Conference, and Executive Committee member of the Waikiki Improvement 
Association. My leadership opportunities have occurred from a willingness 
to participate in discussion or action. There has been no strategic plan for 
leadership activities, but rather thoughtful evaluation of what I was doing 
and establishing goals for my personal efforts. 

I do not mentor anyone on a continuous basis or in a formal program; 
however, I feel that I have mentored by my example and presence in many 
activities. The learning from mentorship is understanding the huge  
capabilities of individuals to become leaders if trusted and given the  
opportunity by others. We can best prepare our next generation of leaders  
by letting them learn by example with mentors who are leaders, and  
providing a broad range of experiences that will assist them in evaluating 
the information they receive. 

To develop great design and great environments, one needs to have the 
proper attitude and knowledge. School provides knowledge. It should also 
assist the student to develop a fundamental attitude towards learning, 
people, community, and the world. It is the fundamental foundation block 
for leaders. A leader has the passion or attitude to take the knowledge to 
the level of innovation and inspiration.
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Emily Marthinsen, AIA

Assistant Vice Chancellor, 
University of California – Berkeley
Berkeley, California 
Interview conducted by 
Aaron Jon Hyland, AIA

Emily is an Assistant Vice Chancellor and 
heads the Physical & Environmental  
Planning for Capital Projects and Facilities 
Services at University of California, Berkeley. 
She has a Bachelor of Arts in Geography  
from the University of Chicago and Master  
of Architecture from UC Berkeley. Emily is a 
licensed Architect in California and has  
over 24 years of relevant work experience  

at UC Berkeley and with design and planning firms in San Francisco,  
Washington DC., Alexandria, Virginia, and Berkeley. She is a member of  
the American Institute of Architects (AIA) and the Society for Campus  
and University Planning (SCUP). She is a frequent presenter and writer  
on campus planning issues. 

Thank you for asking me about this. There are definitely things I’ve been 
thinking about leadership, particularly for women with families. Having a 
family had a big impact on my career and how it developed. I say I have 
had a checkered career. I always use that expression–checkered. I didn’t 
start out as an architect. I have an undergraduate degree in a different  
field–geography–from a university that did not have an architecture 
program. I was very intrigued by architecture, because of my experience in 
cities, but I didn’t really know any architects. Architecture was not a career 
that was common among Jewish professionals of my father’s generation. 
Growing up, I knew doctors and lawyers and college professors, but I didn’t 
meet an architect until I was in high school, and I certainly didn’t know 
any women architects. 

So architecture was not present in my life except for one thing: my parents 
were early gentrifiers who moved from Baltimore to suburban Philadelphia, 
and then to downtown Philadelphia in the early years of the redevelopment  
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of Society Hill. I was 15, and I fell in love with cities and how they were 
constantly changing. 

After college I went to graduate school in planning, but the professors 
who knew the most about cities all had been architects. I had this idea 
that I had to be an architect to become the kind of planner I wanted to 
be—using physical form to improve lives. Eventually, I went to Berkeley’s 
three-year master’s program. I was a very successful student. I won the 
Branner Prize, a stipend for travel in France and Italy. I was all set to be a 
great designer. Then, I got my first job and, the first day, I hated it. What 
was I doing? Parking lot striping for a suburban shopping center in Irvine, 
California. This had nothing to do with great design or with making cities 
better places for people. 

An important part of my story has to do with the fact that when my  
children were young, architecture, as a profession, was extremely  
unsympathetic to women with small children. My first child was born in 
1981. There were many women architects in the Bay Area then–I didn’t 
feel like I was a pioneer. But when I had that baby, I had to quit my job. 
There was no maternity leave. Nobody I knew then was working or hiring 
part-time. Also difficult was the fact that architecture is a hire-and-fire 
kind of profession. I did finally get a part-time job. And then the project I 
was going to work on fell through. The principal of the firm turned around 
in his chair and said, “Emily, you’re laid off.” My childcare was in place–but 
I couldn’t pay for the childcare while I looked for a job. 

I actually worked the whole time my children were small, but off-and-on, 
at different firms and even in jobs completely unrelated to architecture. 
Because I had small children, I felt like I had to be willing to do  
something a little different, to be creative in how I made my connection 
to architecture. What I really wanted to do, maybe I just couldn’t do right 
away, but there was something else out there. And that’s the part of the 
story I like to tell people, especially women–and men–with small children: 
that you can drop out, and that you can come back–maybe doing  
something that you like even better. In the end, I think the job I have 
now, as a planner for a campus, is a perfect fit for me. Campus planning is 
really a great profession for people who like to have multiple things going 
on all at once. 

Of course another reason I moved from architecture back to planning,  
besides the three children–and the pink slips–was that the 1980s seemed to  
be a time of excess in the profession: over-the-top buildings, expressions 
of great wealth. Not the reasons why I had become an architect. 
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Leadership
About leadership. I have a theory that people my age –I’m 58–and a little 
older than me, are culturally–as a group–very bad leaders because we’re 
very bad followers. We have a romance with rebellion. Because we don’t 
know how to be knowledgeable and insightful followers, we make very  
confusing leaders. Because we don’t know what to do as followers, we 
don’t know what to do as leaders. We don’t know what we want our  
followers to do, and we don’t know how to communicate our authority. I’m 
talking about us as a group–as an age cohort–of course, not as individuals. 
You have to know how to behave as an intelligent and engaged follower. 
And therefore, if you’re a leader, you know how to achieve your goals  
because you understand, from being a follower, what you have to do to 
bring your followers along. 

There’s this attitude from the 1960s, the romantic bohemian rebel who 
questions authority. You have to ask, “Is authority always bad?” As a 
leader you can’t get anything done if there’s no authority. But what is a 
leader’s authority? How do you shape it, how do you understand it and 
frame it? For example, leaders often say that they want everybody’s  
opinion; they want push back. Well, pushback can be career-ending, or it 
can be career-enhancing. What does push back really mean and how do 
you use it–from both leaders’ and followers’ perspectives? 

Mentors
My most significant career mentor is Richard Bender. Richard Bender was 
the dean of UC Berkeley’s College of Environmental Design in the 1970s 
and 80s. In the mid 1980s, I had a part-time appointment as coordinator 
of the Campus Planning Study Group. Richard had put this group together 
a few years earlier. It was composed of students, faculty members, and 
practicing professionals. I always felt that Richard talked to me as if I 
were a professional peer. He would test ideas in conversation with me 
and seemed genuinely interested in my opinion. He was, after all, also a 
teacher. Richard showed me that it is possible for work to include both 
ideas and action, that these two can be linked. I still talk to Richard every  
few months. He is still ahead of the profession, still testing his ideas  
in the real world, and he still gets me thinking. One thing I tell people  
about working for Richard was that he would take me to any meeting that  
seemed relevant. He wasn’t a person who said, “I’m the leader and therefore  
I’m the only one who will represent the group and present its work.” Here’s 
a story about that: I had two kids then and I’d often take them in to 
work. I had an office on the ninth floor of Wurster Hall. Once Richard said, 
“Come on. We’re going to meet with the Chancellor.” I found somebody in 
the studio to watch the kids, and then I went with Richard to talk to the 
Chancellor about campus planning.
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Sam Davis is another mentor, now a colleague. Sam taught the first year 
studio when I started at Berkeley. Sam is an outstanding educator. Like 
all excellent teachers–and mentors–he always seemed to understand both 
my strengths and my weaknesses–what I could do well, what I was really 
interested in doing, and what wasn’t for me–construction documents, for 
example. Sam was the very first architect I ever worked for. The project  
was a programming study for the renovation of a University building.  
Sam brought me back to UC in the late 1990s, when he was chair of the 
Architecture Department. He knew that once I was back on campus, I 
would find my way to something professionally meaningful. 

Another person in the category of both colleague and mentor is Cathy 
Simon. Cathy also taught the first studio I took at UC Berkeley–along 
with Sam–and later was my thesis advisor. Cathy was a wonderful critic.
Conversations with her about architecture were wide-ranging, thoughtful, 
and intellectually exciting. She brought architecture to life for me. Having 
a woman architect as a teacher–and one who had a child during the time 
that I was in school–provided a powerful professional and personal model. 

My father, although not an architect, played a huge role in my professional 
development. He has always had great confidence in me and, as I became 
an architect, became himself increasingly knowledgeable and interested in 
what was going on in the profession. 

Learning Leadership
The first time I identified myself as a leader was in high school–I was  
vice president of a multi state Jewish youth organization and I was co-
managing editor of the school newspaper. 

I believe that my becoming a leader at work had a great deal to do with 
things I did outside the workplace. Advice I give people is that work isn’t 
the only place where you get experience. If you’re interested in becoming 
a leader, don’t wait for a promotion or for a work-related opportunity. 

I learned a lot–it’s such a cliché, I apologize–doing work for the PTA, the  
kids’ schools, and community organizations. By the time I got to my current  
job at UC, I had been on the boards of several community organizations. 
I had been involved in complex personnel, budget, and ethical issues. 
What I learned about leadership–especially my own leadership style–was 
completely transferable. So even though I wasn’t working full-time as an 
architect and my path to my current position was not straight, I was  
learning things all the time that allowed me to move into a leadership role 
once I found the right professional opportunity–and, to be honest, once 
my kids were older. 
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I do believe some aspects of leadership can be taught and learned,  
although I believe it should be combined with deep understanding  
about being a follower. Some people have an aptitude for leadership,  
of course, and some don’t. That’s another reason it’s important for  
everyone to understand how to follow intelligently. 

In thinking about architecture specifically, I believe it’s important for older 
professionals to provide intentional opportunities for younger people to be 
leaders. I also think it’s important to learn about leadership systematically, 
academically. There is a huge amount of research and many approaches. 
Business style leadership training is only one. As leaders, we also have to 
step back sometimes and let younger professionals do it their way. They’re 
thinking about things in new ways and, if their experiences are anything 
like mine, they’ve learned a lot, and they know a lot that we don’t even 
know about. They’re often more ready to lead than we think. 
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Jay Lawton

General Manager, 
McAfee3 Architects, Inc.
Dallas, Texas
Interview conducted 
by Charyl F. McAfee-Duncan, AIA

With 32 years of command and staff  
responsibility as a military officer and a 
graduate of the United States Army War 
College, Jay Lawton was hired as General 
Manager for the architectural firm,  
McAfee3 Architects, Inc. In that role, Jay 
oversees daily operation of the firm. In the 
Atlanta office, he is also the Senior Project 
Manager for the planning and architectural 

contract for the expansion of the Hartsfield Jackson Atlanta International 
Airport. Jay has a Master’s degree in Public Administration from  
Shippensburg University.

Leadership is the ability to influence others to follow. It is usually an 
earned status that is gained from personal acts of confidence and  
achievement as seen by others. It often emerges from within a team or 
group environment and is developed from personal experiences. Often 
these skills are honed through more formal training. Leadership sets and 
maintains the standards of an organization or team. It is responsible for 
achieving results and is accountable for those results.

Leaders must be the agents of change and growth in order for their  
organizations to remain relevant in a changing global environment. They 
are the change implementers – the ones who transition their organizations 
from “business as usual.” They are visionaries, entrusted with the future of 
their organizations, and they are willing to take risks, a critical component 
of success. A leader builds teams to bring cohesion to the diverse factions 
within an organization, and they serve as mentors in order to develop  
others to their fullest potential. Because the foundations of leadership are 
credibility and integrity, leadership is fragile and can be easily compromised  
by human frailty.
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My views on leadership have evolved and matured over time. The more 
noticeable evolution is the role of humility in secular leadership. Because 
of the examples of Jesus, humility has always been a hallmark of Christian 
leadership; however, Christian leaders, authors, and practitioners such as 
John Maxwell and Samuel Chand are often seen in the business speaker’s 
circuit and act as organizational consultants to effect change. It is  
my observation that humble leaders are more engaging and open to  
constructive guidance and criticism. 

Second, diversity in leadership has changed greatly. There is much room 
for improvement, but the face of leadership has changed drastically since 
the 1960s. The “glass ceiling” has cracks and all of those who are qualified 
and prepared are assuming greater roles in corporate leadership. The more 
obvious changes are seen in the role of female entrepreneurs and  
minority immigrants, particularly those from Latino origin. As the rate  
of immigration increases, such diversity is critical to leadership. Marshall 
Purnell, President of AIA, got it right with the theme, “We the People.” 
Leadership is not about self, it is about the people.

When I was a child, the role of leadership emerged on the playgrounds 
with sports. The early lesson was to lead or follow. The natural role for me 
was to lead by being an advocate for those with a lesser voice. This trend 
followed me throughout my educational experiences and naturally led to 
a career in the military. I was highly influenced by my mentor, my father, 
and my military mentor, my uncle. The military provided unlimited  
resources and assignments to develop leadership skills.

Although my educational background is not in architecture, it is in  
leadership. Having managed civilian architects and engineers in my past 
employment within the military, it was obvious that leadership was not an 
area of educational preparation. However, I must stress the importance of 
leadership to business survival and the great need to include this as part 
of business entrepreneurship. It may not be included in a curriculum, but 
the wise architectural business owner will seek seminars and courses to 
formally improve their skills. It is not only advantageous to the firm, but 
also to the client.
 
The architectural profession is a reflection of its environment and should 
be driven by public demand; however, I believe the profession has a global 
obligation to provide leadership to the world while striving to impact 
global warming, respect limited natural resources, and improve the plight 
of the poor. Jimmy Carter and Millard Fuller understand the role of  
architects within their organization, Habitat for Humanity. The gift that 
has been given to architects should benefit and be shared with those with 
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limited options. The cutting edge architectural leader will consistently  
emphasize the importance of LEED qualification and use of sustainable,  
recyclable products in their designs. The term “earth friendly” should 
always be incorporated into the design philosophy.  
 
As with many professional services, leadership traditionally is not at the 
forefront of architecture as a business. Unfortunately, such oversight can 
be the industry’s greatest enemy. Leadership must establish priorities, 
strategies, and provide resources that will sustain the architectural firms. 
This is particularly true of small architectural firms with limited resources. 
The biblical reference in Proverbs is true, “Where there is no vision, the 
people perish.” This is also true for architects and is a prime responsibility 
of the architectural leader.
 
It is more than possible to learn to be a competent and inspiring leader.  
It is normal. Many organizations, such as the military, have roles of  
developing leaders. There are those who have obvious potential for  
leadership, but must learn how to be an effective leader. While I do not 
know any attributes that can be learned through experience only, the  
obvious attributes, such as developing strategies and visions, can be 
taught. Such things as character traits can also be taught including  
humility, integrity, and selflessness. The six most important attributes 
include integrity, credibility, honesty, accountability, humility, and  
selflessness. And the one trait that all leaders must possess in order to 
gain the respect of those who will follow is trustworthiness.
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John Komisin is responsible for operational 
leadership for Little’s six offices and  
250 employees.

John is a registered architect, NCARB  
certified and a LEED Accredited Professional. 
He has served on numerous community and 
professional boards. Recently he served  
as Chair of the Building Development  

Commission of Mecklenburg County, NC and currently is the Advocacy  
Committee Chair for the Charlotte Region Chapter of the U.S. Green  
Building Council. He received his Bachelor of Architecture degree from The  
Pennsylvania State University and attended the University of Florence in Italy.

Leadership is the ability to motivate and inspire people to pursue a 
common goal, vision, or purpose. The world evolves. Change needs to be 
implemented regularly; yet, many people are most comfortable with the 
status quo and resist change. A leader must be adept at creating a  
compelling vision and then effectively shepherding the change required to 
implement it. I was somewhat aware of the concept of leadership in high 
school as a result of positions I held in student government. I doubt that 
I had a robust understanding of it at that time, but we all have to begin 
somewhere and the lessons that we learn along the way should be  
cumulative. In my architectural education, I can’t remember a single time 
that the topic of leadership was discussed. If I could identify a single  
individual who sparked my interest in leadership, it would be Bill Little, 
our firm’s founder. He was the first person to openly discuss it as an  
important component of our business. 
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Architects want to work at a firm that affords them maximum career 
growth in pursuit of individual goals that align with firm goals. The firm 
leader must be able to communicate the company vision and then support 
the staff, so that together everyone is successful. The same holds true for 
leadership on projects awarded to the firm. In our design-centered  
professional practice, the evolution of a building design from concept 
through execution requires the involvement of a large team of people. The 
design leader must be able to articulate a vision and then engage a group 
of people to pool their talents and resources in pursuit of the design vision. 

People want to know that their leader is trustworthy, has defined where 
the group is going, and has determined that they want to be a part of that 
journey. The role of a leader is to see what others cannot yet see and then 
have the team buy into that vision. Certain people have a way of excelling 
at team building and bringing out the best in others. The “servant leader” 
is the one who puts self aside to help others succeed and shine.

Other key attributes of successful leaders include integrity, creative vision, 
effective communication, superb listening skills, and the commitment to 
coach and develop other leaders. While I believe that listening,  
communication, and coaching skills can all be learned, the most effective 
leaders have a combination of learned and intuitive skills. We are drawn to 
problem solvers who can assess a situation, evaluate the risks and rewards, 
and convince others that potential reward is worth the downside of the 
risk. The wise leader delegates and offers others the opportunity to solve 
problems, especially those that they helped to create. Some of the most  
effective growth lessons are learned when dealing with a difficult situation.

My most pronounced leadership growth in several areas happened on the 
same project. After five years at two small firms, I made the move over 25 
years ago to a larger firm with bigger, more complex projects. After a year, 
I served as project architect and project manager on a large data center 
project. My dormant leadership skills needed to become active very quickly. 
Out of necessity, I had to rely on a much larger group of people to do the 
work that I used to do by myself. My intuition enabled me to figure out 
how to best approach that test. There is clearly a lesson there in terms 
of evaluating the appropriate time for any young architect to be given a 
major challenge. Huge growth can happen quickly, as long as there is  
appropriate support provided.

I proceeded on to studio leadership and then firm leadership opportunities.  
It became apparent that a new way of learning, planning, and acting was 
required by the annual planning processes that were a part of these  
positions. Being part of a larger group engaged in these exercises was a 
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great way to watch and learn. Through all of my experiences, one of my 
biggest takeaways was realizing that one size of leadership does not fit all. 
In other words, everyone is wired to receive leadership a little differently. 
Understanding this, and then understanding what it takes to motivate each 
individual, is an awareness that can only be learned through trial and error.

My leadership path crosses the public, private, and education sectors. Each 
pathway provides equal opportunity for development of leadership traits. 
Just as a great architect can be either a specialist or a generalist, so can 
a great leader develop exclusively within one of the categories, or develop 
those traits across all of the categories. While it requires a different point 
of view and a bit of “stretching” to be effective in multiple categories, I 
think there is value in variety.

The Private Sector has constituted the bulk of my leadership opportunities 
at the firm level. This has been supplemented by serving on a number of 
non-profit boards. Those roles have added new ways of thinking, based on 
learning from others serving in the same capacity. 

In the Public Sector, I have chaired a county building development  
commission. That role required patience in evaluating multiple viewpoints 
on issues, and learning when it is most appropriate to allow a group to 
explore an issue in order to reach a consensus, and when it is best to  
assertively drive the direction and the decision. I have become involved in 
public policy, at the local, state, and national levels. While the majority of 
my career was focused at the project and group level, I now am concerned 
about a broader spectrum. What are the forces that shape a city? How can 
project excellence and involvement in public policy add to that richness?

As an Educator, my leadership has involved mentoring relationships for 
over 20 years. This is my favorite piece of the leadership equation. A great 
mentoring relationship is not at all a one-sided transfer of knowledge, 
but rather a two-way exploration and exchange that is equally beneficial 
to both parties. Many of these have been one-on-one relationships, but 
I have also had four editions of a Mentor Group within the firm. In that 
arrangement, I work with a small group of young architects to help provide 
them exposure to areas of the practice that they may not yet have  
experienced. This includes presentation skills, business development  
skills, financial management and interestingly, leadership skills. This is a  
rewarding growth experience.
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Joyce M. Noe, FAIA

Associate Professor, 
University of Hawaii, Hawaii 
Self reporting

Joyce M. Noe, FAIA associate professor and 
former associate dean at the University of 
Hawaii School of Architecture advocates 
collaboration between academy and practice 
as essential to the future of the architecture 
profession through her teaching, research, 
and service commitments. Joyce was named 
a Fellow of the American Institute of  
Architects in 2006 in recognition of her  
collaborative work. 

In 1993 Joyce presented “A Strategy for Teaching Professional Practice” at 
the AIA/ACSA Design/Professional Practice Summer Institute Fellowship in 
Santa Fe, New Mexico. The only proposal that envisioned weaving education 
and practice with practicing architects as teachers and firms as classrooms,  
it became key to attaining University of Hawaii Board of Regents recognition 
as a professional doctorate degree program in 1999. In 2001, the degree  
attained full accreditation from the National Architecture Accreditation 
Board. The professional practice strand culminating with Joyce’s definitive 
achievement–the Practicum Studio- followed by a doctoral project extends 
learning beyond the classroom and campus into architecture offices located 
globally, from London to Shanghai and across the United States. 

I was born into a Japanese family and grew up in Hawaii where elders were 
to be obeyed, family was all important, and being the youngest girl meant 
minimal status. Rather than feeling inadequate, I developed confidence 
and a competitive nature in spite of or perhaps because of an underlying 
sense of being underprivileged because my immigrant parents had no high 
school education, were blue collar workers, and we lived frugally. Although 
private school education was out of the question, my father wisely did the 
next best thing. He enrolled two of us in “English Standard” schools. The 
“English Standard” program was special because it concentrated on  
teaching effective English communication in public schools with the goal  
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of having graduates of the program advance into higher education. Because  
of the college preparatory curriculum, high academic achievement was 
expected. I had the added responsibility of living up to the “A” status of 
my older sister, resulting in my first goal setting effort. I vowed to achieve 
academic excellence so my teachers would know me as me, not as the 
ego deflating “Betsy’s baby sister.” While academic achievement was an 
intellectual endeavor, attaining the respect of my fellow classmates was a 
relational challenge. There were the football players and their girlfriends, 
the super geeks, and the popular “in” gangs. As a very shy “plain Jane,” I 
was uncomfortable with any of the groups and was always conscious of our 
family’s economic status. To my surprise, a group of students urged me to 
run for the office of Senior Class Secretary. Winning that election and  
participating in high school government was my first experience with 
leadership thinking and collaboration, as well as the first spark of self-
confidence in interactions with my peers.

The multicultural community of Hawaii and the subtle traditional pressures 
instilled by family and friends were primary influences on my career choice 
and they continue to impact my professional development. Attending a 
university was expected and becoming a professional was the ultimate 
achievement. My father’s dream was for me to become a nurse or a teacher 
because those were proper female professions and because the University 
of Hawaii (UH) offered excellent programs in those fields. The affordable 
tuition and living at home were undeniable budget advantages; however, 
I did not want to be restricted to a female profession and chose Electrical 
Engineering because Engineering was a UH strength and it was a bearable 
substitute for my father. Within two years, it was evident that I was more 
suited for architecture with my interest in design and lack of interest in 
empirical formulas. However, the UH offered only a pre-architecture pro-
gram and a mainland state school was the only option. My younger brother 
gave up the funds that would have allowed him to attend a mainland 
university, and persuaded my father to support my architecture education. 
Ironically, after graduating, receiving my architecture license, and  
practicing for a few decades, I was invited to teach and accepted a  
position at the UH School of Architecture. I became a teacher after all,  
but sadly my father passed away before I joined the architecture faculty.

During my Bachelor of Architecture studies, I did not encounter Leadership 
as a course or even a topic within a course; however, I was interested in 
discovering how to become a leader because of my wonderful high school 
student government experience. Generally, reading self-improvement  
and leadership management books were my inspirations for personal  
development during those early architecture school years. The rigors of 
the curriculum, and living through freezing Illinois winters and unbearably 



57Living Your Life as a Leader |

humid summers, with no funds to go home to Hawaii for semester or  
summer breaks, nearly caused me to drop out of college. My 200 level 
design studio faculty, William Fash, was my first encounter with mentoring. 
He took the time to talk me through this low period by asking a simple 
question: “If you do not become an architect, is there any other profession  
you would like to pursue with passion?” My answer was “No, but I do 
not know how I will be able to continue – it is so hard!” Professor Fash’s 
response was “You need a mentor, someone to talk to about your design 
ideas and your aspirations for life as an architect. I will guide you through 
this year and next if you promise not to give up.” Those chats made me a 
firm believer in the power of a mentor to inspire, uplift, and provide  
knowledge and experience that are essential to professional and even 
lifetime success. Since that time with Professor Fash, I have associated 
leadership with mentoring.

Now that I am primarily an educator, I will speak from that viewpoint. 
Leadership has become an important attribute for me, not only for myself 
to lead as an example, but also to inspire students to value leadership 
qualities as a means for achieving success in their endeavors.

During a sabbatical year, while earning a graduate degree, I encountered 
several professional practice and design theory courses that dealt with 
leadership at the Graduate School of Design. The seed of a goal to  
introduce leadership thinking and processes in my teaching was planted. 

As Professional Practice Program Coordinator, I teach both professional 
practice and design courses in an accredited doctor of architecture program.  
From the beginning, a goal for the program was that our graduates would 
be leaders in architecture, especially in the Asia Pacific Region. Under the 
direction of Dean W.H. Raymond Yeh, I was asked to develop the Practicum  
Studio as a laboratory for students to be exposed to effective leadership  
techniques and cultural sensitivity in design. Students are placed in  
selected firms with international practice experience where a principal of 
the firm is appointed Adjunct Practicum Faculty of our School to teach and 
mentor a student for an entire semester using the firm and its resources as 
the classroom/laboratory. Students have the privilege of learning directly 
from the Practicum Faculty, as a protégé with access to leadership  
discussions including partner meetings, budget, salary, contractor/owner 
design discussions – experiences not accessible to the normal intern.

“One of the particular skills that leaders are required to exemplify in  
practice is the indispensable knack for building and nurturing  
relationships.”1 Practicum Faculty are appointed based on this ability. 
One value of the Practicum Studio which nurtures relationships is the 
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requirement to conduct research of significance to the student, the  
Practicum Faculty, and the firm. The premise is that mutual interest in a 
specific research endeavor will create a bond that will enhance the  
mentoring experience and provide learning for all parties. Another value is 
the requirement to engage in community service in the city where the firm 
is located. According to Thomas Fisher, “We must attend to the traditional 
concerns of architects, such as the condition of our cities, and also take  
up new issues such as the environmental impact of construction and  
transportation.”2 The Practicum Studio was created to instill leadership in 
the community as an essential professional trait. 

My opportunities to grow as a leader were possible because of the School’s 
interest in building relationships with leading practicing architects as well 
as contributing to the professional collateral organizations. I presented 
papers at ACSA, AIA, AIAS, and NCARB meetings and have been part of the 
NAAB Accreditation Team process. The privilege of these activities led to 
an invitation to sit on several committees, the most relevant of which are 
the AIA National Educator Practitioner Network (EPN) Committee and the 
Committee for Leadership Education (CLE). As Chair of the EPN, I was truly 
able to test my leadership abilities. As member of the CLE I have been  
able to participate in the AIA’s efforts to emphasize the importance of 
leadership education in architecture. Service as the Faculty Advisor for the 
AIAS gave me opportunities to expose that group to leadership workshops. 
I was nominated by the chapter and received two national AIAS awards as 
a result. One of my most cherished awards and evidence of my acceptance 
as a leader was my elevation to AIA Fellowship in 2006. 

“Leaders are also responsible for future leaders. They need to identify,  
develop, and nurture future leaders.”3 In practice, leaders need to assure 
the firm’s continuum through a succession plan. In education there is  
opportunity to inspire leadership values through learning objectives  
embedded in courses dedicated to leadership endeavors. Resistance 
to include “leadership” as a learning objective is evident in schools of 
architecture because misconceptions abound. For example, leadership is 
often equated with management, which is related to business, which then 
is difficult to imagine as having a bearing on design teaching. Educators 
must be leaders and perhaps should heed the emphasis of the sixth of 
seven priorities in Building Community, —that “educators and practitioners 
should establish a more unified profession based on a new, more  
productive partnership between schools and the profession.”4 

Leadership is a quality that is admired by most, is difficult to define, and 
in my opinion, is an essential attribute for the architecture profession. 
Over time I have begun to realize there are kaleidoscopic variations of 
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leadership, and architecture is a field that engages most of the variations. 
The trust and opportunities I have enjoyed have fueled my personal  
obligation to inspire others, especially students, toward attaining their 
goals to become leaders in whatever area of architecture they pursue.

1. Max De Pree, Leadership is an Art (New York: Doubleday, 2004)

2. Thomas Fisher, “Three Models for the Future of Practice” in Reflections 
in Architectural Practices in the Nineties, ed. William S. Saunders
(New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1996), 43

3. De Pree, Leadership is an Art, 14

4. Ernest L. Boyer and Lee D. Mitgang, Building Community:
A New Future for Architecture Education and Practice 
(Princeton, NJ: Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement  
of Teaching, 1996), 27
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Jim Kollaer, FAIA, LEED AP

Managing Director, Kollaer Advisors, LLC
Houston, Texas 
Interview conducted by F. Michael Ayles, AIA

Jim Kollaer, FAIA, LEED AP is Managing  
Director of Kollaer Advisors, LLC, a Houston 
based international consulting firm that 
provides confidential strategic advice to  
business and political leaders on a wide 
range of strategic real estate, leadership,  
and economic issues.

Kollaer was a partner on the Houston  
Corporate Services team of The Staubach 
Company (now JLL), a global real estate  

firm representing corporate and institutional users of real estate.

He served as President and CEO of the Greater Houston Partnership, Houston’s  
primary business organization formed by combining Houston’s Chamber of 
Commerce, World Trade, and Economic Development organizations. In that 
role, he led the organization from its infancy, through its development, into 
a global award-winning economic development and Chamber organization. 
He served a board of 135 CEOs. During his tenure, the organization was 
instrumental in the development of three new sports venues, an expanded 
Quality of Life agenda for the Houston region, a new rail and transportation 
system for the region, and in the passage of key federal legislation, including 
NAFTA and No Child Left Behind. 

Kollaer is a member of the College of Fellows of the American Institute of  
Architects; a Senior Fellow of the American Leadership Forum; and a  
co-creator of the Center for Houston’s Future and the Houston Wilderness. He 
is a licensed architect, real estate broker, and LEED accredited professional. 
He serves on the boards of several civic and professional organizations.

Architects are leaders. Their ability to see the big picture, to assimilate 
the facts, and develop the concepts necessary to satisfy their clients and 
the ultimate users of the spaces they design is key; however, as most of us 
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learn early, there are a multitude of constituencies out there. Consequently 
there are multiple definitions of leadership, depending on where you sit at 
the table.

Leadership is characterized by the willingness to stand up for something 
you believe in and to pursue it with a passion that makes a positive  
difference in a firm, with clients, in a community, a region, and ultimately 
in the world. I have seen, met, and talked with leaders who had accepted 
their role and were living it. I have been privileged to meet with world and 
community leaders, professional leaders, business icons, military leaders, 
and spiritual leaders. They have all reinforced the importance of leaders in 
every segment of society and life.

I became aware of the concept of leadership early in my life when I began 
to read the stories and adventures of individuals who were leaders and who 
made their mark as such. During debate class in the eighth grade, I learned 
that I was comfortable on stage. In junior college, I was persuaded to run 
for student government. When I arrived at Tech from LSU, a grade school 
classmate who I had not seen for five years elected me president of the 
student AIA chapter. I progressed into leadership roles in the region  
and ultimately became the national vice president at a time when we  
established the Student AIA as a force within the profession.

Leaders are both born and made. Even those leaders who are “born to lead” 
need to develop skill sets that will make them better leaders. You would 
not allow a first year license holder to design a major building or plan a 
city. Instead you would help them develop into credible, skilled designers. 
The same is true of leaders. Teachable skills include communication,  
active listening, creative thinking, scenario development, management, 
relationship building, team building, networking, and social skills. Good 
leaders can be cultivated who have the ability to lead and to follow, to 
listen and learn, to respect and be respected in return, to communicate 
verbally and in writing, who exhibit a values-based, servant mindset, and 
who possess honesty, ethics, a healthy self-respect, and confidence.

My own ability to lead was an evolutionary process that continues to this 
day. Even before my architectural education was complete, my bosses and 
their roles in running a business influenced me. Mike Vance, the former 
head of the Disney Graduate School, author and over-the-top speaker told 
me 25 years ago that, “Leadership is the ability to establish and manage 
a creative climate where people are self-motivated toward the successful 
achievement of long-term, constructive goals in an environment of mutual 
respect in accord with our personal values.” That definition works for me. 
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I think that I might add that the leader has to take personal responsibility 
for his leadership as well.

Architects and design professionals can have multiple careers in several 
arenas: professional, business, real estate, banking, non-profit, education, 
government, and military. In those careers, there are leaders in each of 
those arenas. The architect has the possibility to lead in many different 
ways, not just in design. For example, I became the director of marketing  
for CRS and sat between Caudill and Scott. I subsequently went on to  
become the president of a large real estate firm with regional responsi-
bilities, and then became the CEO of the “chamber” organization for the 
fourth largest city in the country. I served for 15 years as a key leader and 
spokesman for the business community in Houston. We developed a board 
of directors of 135 CEOs, including a former president. During that time, we 
were able to build new venues, create a new future planning organization, 
develop light rail, create innovative education programs like “No Child Left 
Behind,” clean up the air, and create over 155,000 new jobs. 

I was honored to host presidents and world delegations, and to travel 
around the world representing the Houston region. My team of  
professionals was honored many times as one of the best organizations 
of its type in the country and even the world. Today I am serving several 
professional organizations and my clients in developing strategies for the 
future. I took the outstanding architectural education that I received, 
practiced for 10 years around the world, and then leveraged those skills 
into three other careers.

As I learned through my experience in becoming a senior fellow of the 
American Leadership Forum, there are leaders at all levels. There are many 
pathways to the top of the mountain and all have value individually and in  
combination. Each of us follows our own path. What might be appropriate 
for one person might not be for another. Some are suited for the academic 
arena and its politics. Some are comfortable in the political or non-profit 
sector. What is consistent among all the pathways, though, are the  
attributes of the people who walk them. Leaders have a “servant” mindset. 
They serve at the will of a constituency, a board of directors, colleagues, 
or clients. They are visionary – able to see the big picture, conceive goals, 
and develop strategies to reach them. They aren’t just problem solvers, 
they are “problem seekers.” They are risk takers, change implementers,  
and team builders, solving today’s complex problems at the macro, micro, 
and nano stage. They are mentors who teach others to carry forward  
their dreams. And of course, they must be ethical and trustworthy.
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Nick Peckham, FAIA,  
LEED AP

Chief Executive Officer, 
Peckham & Wright Architects, Inc.  
Columbia, Missouri 
Interview conducted by F. Michael Ayles, AIA   
 
Nick Peckham is a Principal of Peckham  
& Wright Architects, Inc. (PWA), an award- 
winning firm in Columbia, Missouri.  
Established in 1978, the firm has provided 
architecture, planning, and sustainability 
services on projects in 10 states and  
two countries. 

Nick is a graduate of the U.S. Merchant  
Marine Academy with a B.S. in Engineering,  

and the University of Pennsylvania with both a bachelors and masters in 
architecture. He has over 30 years architecture experience, is a registered 
architect in eight states, and is a LEED® Accredited Professional. 

His work as an architect has focused on green building design, sustainable  
planning, and management of community and business development projects.  
Much of his firm’s work includes consulting and designing for sustainability 
over a broad range of green building projects. Some of these projects include 
the Thomas Jefferson Farm & Gardens at University of Missouri Research 
Park, new fire stations for the City of Columbia, the Friends of Lost River 
Nature Center in Lexington, Kentucky, and the new library in Boonville,  
Missouri. PWA has won Design Awards from the Mid-Missouri American  
Institute of Architects in 1994, 1995, 1997, 2002, and 2005.

In 1989, Nick was Editor of Missouri Architect. Under Nick’s leadership, PWA 
completed a LEED® Certified Eco Schoolhouse for the Columbia Public School 
District. He is President of Columbia’s Downtown Leadership Council, and 
he has served as a member of the Board of Directors Missouri Theater, KOPN 
Community Radio, and the Museum of Art & Archeology at the University of 
Missouri. He served as co-chair of the Energy & Environment sub-committee 
of Columbia Visioning Committee.
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Nick has been a member of AIA for over 35 years. He has served as AIA Mid-
Missouri Chapter president and AIA Missouri Board member. He is co-founder 
of the Missouri Heartland Chapter of USGBC, and is founder of the regional 
sustainability conference, “Greening the Heartland.” He lectures widely on 
green building and sustainability, and serves on the Boards of the University 
of Missouri Architectural Studies Department and the Drury University  
Hammons School of Architecture. 

The role of a leader is to help craft a preferred future. Leaders serve others, 
demonstrate a concern for others, and have a willingness to help. Leaders 
have the ability to communicate respect and personal trust. They  
demonstrate a lifelong commitment to social and environmental justice. 
They balance the professional, economic, and social risks of professional 
practice, identify problems, and help others implement appropriate  
solutions for positive change. With a focus on sustainability, leaders, 
reduce the number and size of the problems we all face.

In childhood, my father demonstrated leadership in community and church 
organizations, and my parents both spent a part of every day helping others  
help Mother Earth – sometimes with a garden, or just picking up trash. 
When I attended the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy, leadership was central 
to becoming an officer in both the Merchant Marine and the U.S. Navy. As 
I began my professional architectural career, my internship with Charles 
Moore and Lawrence Halprin in San Francisco, and Judy Edelman in  
New York City gave me first hand experience with leadership in the  
broadest sense: in design, in business administration, and in civic and 
academic involvement. 

The key to leadership is public service. Leaders realize that the greater 
benefit comes from giving and model their behavior after designing a 
world where everyone can succeed. At the U.S. Merchant Marine Academy, 
Lt. Krinsky spoke memorably when he said, “Men, I’m going to tell you all 
you need to know about leadership: if no one is following you, you aren’t 
a leader.” Since then I have earned two graduate degrees in architecture, 
been elected president of several boards and organizations including the 
local chapters of AIA and USGBC, and attended the AIA Leadership Training 
in Washington, DC. All this has helped me understand why anyone would 
follow you: they too want to make the world a better place.

When I finished the Masters in Architecture program with Louis I. Kahn, 
FAIA at the University of Pennsylvania, the idea of “design-centered  
architecture” tried to address Lou’s metaphoric question, “What does a 
building want to be?” in physical terms. Later, in the PhD program with 
Buckminster Fuller, FAIA as my mentor, I embraced Bucky’s notion of  
comprehensive anticipatory design science. Three decades of architectural 
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practice have shown that these two approaches to architecture are  
really the same thing. At Penn, leadership examples were everywhere:  
demonstrated by the faculty, shown in the architecture, and present in 
social awareness.

It became clear to me that leaders mentor leaders. Before enrolling at the 
University of Pennsylvania, at UC Berkeley, Pat Quinn, FAIA taught me the 
importance of community in architecture. 

Leaders resolve conflicts. In San Francisco, I recall riding on the 405 with 
Larry Halprin, FASLA at the wheel of his Porsche convertible. I was sitting 
up on the trunk taking photographs. The California Highway Patrol pulled 
Larry over and asked, “What is he doing up there? That’s not safe.”  
Larry pulled from his pocket a letter from the Governor thanking him for 
providing a “landscape study” of the freeway. A rather humorous example 
of conflict resolution, and a lesson in leadership.

I’ve spent my career developing and honing all of my professional  
proficiencies and level of business acumen. Peckham & Wright Architects 
began with a two-hour conversation Brad Wright and I had the day we 
met. We have been in practice together since 1978. Other key steps in my 
leadership development include meeting with the Design Futures Council 
(started by Jim Cramer, past executive director of AIA), and spending the 
summer of 2006 in Sweden, where I learned more about sustainability in 
the broad context of the Natural Step. In addition, I edited Missouri 
Architect; and serve on the boards of the Hammons School of Architecture 
and the University of Missouri Architectural Studies Department. 

Ever-active and involved with sustainability in the broadest context, I 
founded the “Greening the Heartland Conference” – now in its seventh 
year; co-founded the Missouri Heartland Chapter of USGBC; and this year 
I led the effort to donate Eco Schoolhouse to the Columbia Public School 
District. All the groups in which I have participated over the years, be  
they public, private, government or professional, represent the interests  
of people helping to better our world. Many have to do with the built  
environment. This continual effort to enhance understanding of  
sustainability has grown through the years.

Over the past 31 years, my involvement with the profession and the  
community has only gotten stronger. My experiences have helped me  
become an effective leader and to recognize the great importance of  
teamwork. No one can go it alone. Teamwork takes advantage of human 
synergy, where the behavior of the team results in a better solution than 
any individual could achieve.
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Peckham & Wright Architects celebrated 30 years in business in 2008. As 
CEO, my leadership responsibility is to work with other principals to stay 
focused on our mission: PWA is a client-centered firm that practices  
sustainable architecture. By helping our clients solve problems related to 
their projects – such as fundraising, long-term planning, or marketing – we 
are better able to engage in discourse on sustainability.

At PWA, we seek to offer design that is rooted in both the history of  
architectural form, the scientific reality of our planet’s life support system, 
and the rich social diversity of the people we serve. Leadership in this  
context requires a lifetime of effort, teaching, and listening  – to better  
understand what Kahn called “history book zero”: why people did anything 
in the first place. Leadership in a design-centered professional practice 
requires ongoing community involvement as well as an understanding of  
the hopes and dreams of others.

My involvement with leading PWA has helped PWA employees become better 
citizen architects. Some are now principals at the firm; others are leading 
not-for-profit project developments. Stepping up as president of the local  
community radio board (KOPN); participating in Leadership Columbia; 
helping underwrite the PWA Architecture Scholarship; and being involved 
in a number of community organizations have increased public trust in our 
efforts to have architecture improve the quality of life. And in a small way, 
these activities have helped the public appreciate architecture in a broader 
context of sustainability for future generations.

There are many variations in the approach to leadership that are as different 
as our communications styles. Good leaders are good communicators.  
Leaders solve inter-connected problems at different scales, focused on the 
immediate task and its affect on the community or the entire organization – 
even nation. On one hand, leadership skills can be taught. Communication  
skills, public speaking, writing, and even acting are all teachable. So is the 
history of men and women who have stepped up to help solve problems 
faced by many. On the other hand, it is a gift informed by the intuitive 
understanding, “I already have enough.” 

Being an architect is a relationship of public trust and respect that offers  
constant feedback as you move from being a student, to becoming an  
intern, to achieving the title of “architect.” Trust takes a lifetime to gain, 
and just a moment to lose. Leaders must be people we can count on. The 
experience of going through the design process, with many different people 
and groups, addressing problems both large and small, helps sharpen  
personal understanding of leadership. 
Be involved. Help others. Repeat. 
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Cheryl Walker, FAIA

Principal, Gantt Huberman Architects 
Charlotte, North Carolina 
Interview conducted  
by Georgia Abernethy, AIA 
 
Cheryl Walker has more than 20 years 
experience in educational, institutional, 
and corporate architecture. She has taught, 
lectured, and published articles and research 
on sustainable architecture regionally and 
nationally. Her passion lies in applying 
sustainable strategies to all projects in order 
to promote delightful places in which to live, 
work, and play. 

 
Today, as Principal of Gantt Huberman Architects, Cheryl focuses on  
mainstreaming green design into the culture of the firm. She leads the firm’s 
sustainable team on such projects as ImaginOn: The Joe and Joan Martin 
Center, Charlotte Mecklenburg Utilities’ Environmental Services Facility, and 
UNCC’s Center City Classroom, each representing the respective agencies’ first 
LEED project. She continues to lead efforts to have high performance  
guidelines adopted by municipalities for incorporation in all public buildings.

Leadership is the ability to inspire and motivate others to realize a  
common purpose or vision, all filtered through the leader’s vision and  
leadership style. I believe that the inclination to lead is intuitive, often  
requiring a simple spark to ignite a lifelong passion. The attributes 
that make a good leader, or that make a good leader great – critical 
and strategic thinking, the ability to innovate, clear judgment - can be 
honed through experience. Experience is simply learning by doing. Making 
mistakes, having small successes, improving one’s abilities, finding role 
models, conquering one’s fear of failure, and feeling the reward of  
contribution to the greater good are great fodder for improving innate 
leadership skills. Experience fosters confidence in one’s abilities and  
judgment, which perpetuates the desire to lead.
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In 1989, the year I became a registered architect, I was asked to chair a 
local AIA Committee. I soon learned that the “Communications Committee”  
was newly formed, had no specific charges other than developing a 
quarterly newsletter, and had no other members. Slightly panicked, but 
nonetheless excited, I set about formulating committee charges, recruited 
other committee members, and developed a strategic plan and annual 
budget. We presented the plan to the local AIA Board and gained support, 
recruited graphic talent from the NCSU School of Design, contacted pub-
lishers, persuaded reluctant architects to become writers, and developed a 
sponsorship program. The venture resulted in an invitation to be a panelist 
on “Successful Publishing Ventures” at the 1990 AIA Grassroots National 
Leadership Conference. Sometimes leadership’s initial spark is born of  
stepping into a void, accepting the challenge, and running with great ideas.

That experience led me to take on other opportunities to lead energetic 
people in professional societies, boards, and later in the educational realm. 
Each challenge was an opportunity for professional and personal growth. 
Efforts expended in leadership return in equal measure. At each stage of 
my career, mentors gave me advice. Performance reviews provided excellent 
assessment of my abilities and identified areas for improvement.  
Communications training improved my speaking and writing skills. Trial  
and error– especially error – made a lasting impact. “Lessons learned,” the  
euphemism for trial and error, is a powerful tool in improving one’s  
proficiencies, and one that I continue to employ.

In my first decade of practice, I centered on professional leadership  
activities, including the AIA Raleigh Education Committee, WIA Task  
Force, AIA Raleigh and North Carolina Board, and AIA Raleigh Presidency. 
Later, with appointments to regulatory boards, I served in regional and 
national capacities. Since 2006, I have served on the NC Board of  
Architecture, and have chaired the NCARB Sustainable Architecture Task 
Force and the Public Policy Task Force. This led to national exposure in 
leading efforts to align regulatory aspects of sustainable practice with 
AIA’s sustainable mission. Today, more than two decades after that initial 
spark, I have become an actively engaged leader. While my specific focus 
on sustainable design allowed and propelled me toward specific leadership 
opportunities, I am passionate about volunteer leadership.

Leadership is essential to the success of an architecture practice. A firm’s 
core values and guiding mission emanate from the firm’s founders and 
leaders. Every practice has a unique “brand” that defines it in the eyes of 
the larger community. In 1992, Gail Lindsey and I formed a small practice 
– Design Harmony – in Raleigh, North Carolina. Design Harmony was one  
of the first architecture firms in the country to focus exclusively on  
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sustainable architecture. Our mission was simple and clearly articulated: 
“We balance health, ecology, and spirit in architectural design.” Our  
approach sometimes meant referring clients who did not share our interest 
in environmental concerns to other architects. But our steadfastness paid 
off in securing a variety of rewarding projects. Employees understood and 
shared our vision. Today, I am proud to see their continued leadership in 
the profession.

Over a relatively short 20-year architectural career, my leadership  
opportunities have spanned private, public, and education sectors. I have 
been fortunate to serve in local, state, and national leadership positions, 
and privileged to lead professional firms, to lead clients in new directions, 
and to serve on professional boards. A leader’s actions must confirm his or 
her thoughts and words. I believe that one leads by example.

Equally rewarding has been participation in the education of the next  
generation of design professionals. I enjoy taking part in studio reviews 
and in developing strategic partnerships between practice and university 
research programs. Recent collaborations with UNC Charlotte’s Daylight and 
Energy Technology Lab created viable business applications for academic 
research. Since 2004, UNCC’s Professional Practice class has invited me 
to deliver the annual lecture on sustainable design. More recently, David 
Crawford, Executive Director of AIA NC, and I co-presented “Institutions  
of the Profession,” which clarifies the unique roles as well as the  
interrelationship of the professional societies, regulatory boards, student-
led educational societies, and collateral organizations. 

Each pathway - private, public, and education – has provided different 
insights into the architecture profession and how architects can use their 
unique abilities to positively affect the broader community. Along the 
path, other leaders have inspired me to strive to be a good architect, a 
strong professional advocate, a good citizen and community leader, and a 
good steward.

In 2009, just 20 years from the date of my initial registration, I received 
two significant honors. My elevation to the AIA College of Fellows was 
based on “contributions to sustainable standards in education and the 
practice of architecture.” Receipt of the inaugural AIA North Carolina Gail 
Lindsey Sustainability Award – an award established in honor of my late 
partner – was a bittersweet acknowledgement of my sustained leadership 
in architecture. The recognition afforded me by my peers has encouraged 
me to tell my story in hopes that it inspires others to realize their unique 
leadership potential.
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Timothy J. Spence, AIA, 
LEED AP

Principal & Practice Director,  
BBH Design Raleigh, North Carolina 
Interview conducted by Laura B. Gwyn,  
Associate AIA 
 
Timothy J Spence AIA, LEED AP is a leader  
of an emerging movement of healthcare  
designers that merges sustainability with 
evidence-based design.  
 
Tim graduated with his B. ARCH from the 
University of Southern California and began 
his working career with national and inter-
national practices on the West Coast, before 
establishing roots in Raleigh, North Carolina.   

 
Currently a principal in the BBH Design Healthcare Studio, Tim has been 
instrumental in designing the following notable projects: a Stand-Alone 
Emergency Department (first in North Carolina), a Critical Access Hospital 
Prototype, a Healthplex Prototype, and an OR Expansion with natural light 
in the working cores. As Principal in Charge, Tim is currently leading a team 
that is poised to deliver one of the country’s first LEED Healthcare projects. 
Tim has received numerous awards for his design work as well as recognition 
in the business community. Tim also maintains balance with his active  
family and community involvement. 

A leader is someone who has authority, responsibility, and accountability 
in a given situation. Key attributes include a solid character, commitment 
to service, vision, relentless optimism, and personal connection. Leaders  
are 100% loyal to their firm and put the goals and dreams of their  
organization and people above their own desire for personal glory. They 
anticipate problems and help their people move past those logjams and on 
to success. Leaders scan the horizon while focusing on the immediate, and 
put forth the vision of what could be. They are the “game-changers” who 
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stay alert for the transformational shift, and they have the courage and 
confidence to take calculated risks when the situation warrants it. The wise 
leader learns constantly, welcomes the mentoring of those in superior  
positions, and mentors those who follow behind. My leadership pathway 
falls mostly within the private and public sector. The training that  
prepared me for my current (private sector) position occurred within the 
church (public sector) and from my role as a father (educator). I learned 
my skills in the classroom of life through family, sports, early jobs, and 
church. Being the youngest of three children in a house of strong  
personalities did not provide many opportunities for leadership. Middle 
school sports teams were my first recollections of being thrust into  
leadership. I excelled in team environments because I had the “ability to 
rally the troops.” As I began to be recognized as a leader, I was given the 
authority to lead on several teams. In my spiritual practice, I have been a 
Sunday school teacher, mentor, small group leader, youth group director, 
elder, and worship leader. I am also a husband and a father.

Character and leadership are inextricably linked. Most people want to be 
recognized as a leader when the spotlight is on, but character is who you 
are when no one is looking. Because positions of leadership are fluid and 
dynamic, you often are required to act out of instinct. If your character is 
strong, your instinct is good. Solid character, self-discipline, and maturity 
cannot be taught. They must be developed and shaped by experience. This 
knowledge has strengthened me over time as I have observed both good 
and bad examples of leadership. I’ll give you an instance. My family and 
I were integrally involved with the launch of a faith community. We had 
all the ingredients for success. During the course of the work, the primary 
leader of our group demonstrated a profound lack of character that sacked 
the whole community. It taught me how important character is to  
leadership, how to confront, how to forgive, and how to stay strong. 
Though painful, the greatest learning came through complete failure. In 
reading biographies on Abraham Lincoln, it was comforting to see this 
same pattern.

Leadership is both learned and intuitive, and there are many effective 
styles. Anyone can learn to lead in a way that feels appropriate to their 
own personality and make-up. My architectural education did not  
specifically teach leadership skills; however, there were plenty of  
opportunities to learn about leadership in the studio environment. The 
most teachable leadership attributes include effective communication 
techniques, team building, interpersonal relationships, specific skill sets, 
confrontation, and negotiation.
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I currently serve as a principal and practice director for BBH Design. I am 
responsible for creating a design-centered practice by benefiting people, 
improving project outcomes, and increasing profit. I believe that I  
represent the glue of the organization for many employees. Our employees 
know that I want them to succeed and desire to participate with them in 
doing great work. During my tenure, we have tripled in size, we are doing 
some of our best work, and we have been profitable. All of this has been 
accomplished with the stresses and strains of incredible growth pains and 
in spite of the departure of key personnel.

I am fairly young for my position and the learning curve has been steep. 
So, I feel like I am simultaneously experiencing many levels and stages of 
leadership including moving from commanding basic proficiencies in  
communication, ethics, and conflict resolution to building an organization 
and directing its vision, strategy, thinking, and innovation. Mine has not 
been a linear experience.

When I had been licensed only a short while and without significant  
project management experience, I was asked to manage a difficult client  
for one of the largest projects in our office. Prior to my involvement, 
the client ordered a complete project team change. The Design Principal 
parted ways with the firm, but the client wanted to keep him involved. The 
site changed, and the client wanted a single phase for schematic design 
and design development to make up time. This was the perfect storm for 
failure. But, we succeeded. The greatest single difference was relentless 
optimism. A positive can-do attitude was the result.

Leadership is important in any business. It is like the engine to a car. You 
can have shiny rims, a beautiful paint job and leather seats. Without an 
engine, you have nothing bringing those elements together to perform 
the way they were intended. Within an architectural firm, leadership must 
embrace the idea that all are smarter than one. Because collaboration is so 
important to any creative process, leadership must promote team building 
to nurture the spirit of creativity. Empowering people to do what they do 
best delivers success.

I believe there is great value in pursuing leadership pathways in the  
private, public, and education sectors. Each can strengthen and enrich  
the other, although I do not believe that all three need to happen  
concurrently. Over the years, I have learned that life has seasons. Each 
season brings different opportunities for leadership. The sum of these  
opportunities constitutes the pathway. At this point in my life, I am  
focusing my energies on opportunities in the private realm due to family 
commitments. All the while, I will continue to evolve as a leader.
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David Lancaster, Hon. AIA

Texas Society of Architects 
Interview conducted 
by Charyl F. McAfee-Duncan

A Native West Texan, David Lancaster  
graduated in 1973 from UT-Austin with a 
Bachelor of Journalism. He worked his way 
through school as a waiter, bartender,  
bookmobile driver, and pizza maker.

David’s first “real job” after college was 
sports reporting for Belo Corporation in the 
Dallas area.

Politically active, he became a political  
campaign operative and worked on the U.S. Congressional campaign of  
Jake Pickle (1974) and the Senate re-election and Presidential campaigns  
of Lloyd Bentsen (1976).

Prior to coming to TSA in January 1989, he served as Executive Director  
of Texas Veterinary Medical Association (1983-88). After starting his  
association career at Texas Automobile Dealers Association (1976-80),  
he was recognized as a Certified Association Executive in 1982.

Now in his 33rd year of association management, the last 20+ of which have 
been with TSA, David’s achievements since his arrival at TSA include the 
passing and guidance of the Practice Act through two Sunset reviews; the 
passing and strengthening of the Architects Lien Law, and other successful 
legislative initiatives.

In 2001, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) bestowed upon David 
the highest recognition awarded to non-architects: “Honorary AIA”  
membership. In 2003, he was the president of the Council of Architectural 
Component Executives (CACE), which also included him serving on the AIA 
Board of Directors (2003) and AIA Executive Committee (2004).

He is married (Julie Kniseley) and is the father of two sons (Joe and Dan) 
and a daughter (Xiaoman).



74 | Living Your Life as a Leader

Leadership is the ability to inspire others to act toward a common ethical  
goal that benefits the greatest possible number. I first started thinking 
about what leadership meant, or could mean, during the 1960 presidential 
campaign. Rooming with architecture students almost the entire time  
I was in college made me realize that leadership, when exercised  
appropriately and responsibly by design professionals, could be just as 
important in terms of how we live for greater enjoyment and fulfillment 
as it is for how visionary elected officials deal with “mega” domestic or 
international affairs.

The purpose of an architect’s design is to capture the essence of a client’s  
goals and turn them into reality. I believe that the architect’s vision and 
ability to collaborate and communicate clearly are critical and integral 
leadership components. As a visionary, the architect/leader “sees the way” 
to make the world a better place, and can help others share that vision. 
Collaboration and communication are part of teambuilding. As a team 
builder, the architect/leader communicates benefit, gets others involved, 
and drives a final outcome that is a collaborative creation. The architect/ 
leader should have a servant’s heart, making the world a better place 
through acts of service, as well as be a problem-solver, one who knows  
that the only way to reach a better place is by overcoming obstacles and/
or resistance. 

Other important attributes of the architect/leader include the ability:  
1) to mentor and inspire others to lead when it’s their turn; 2) to  
communicate clearly; 3) to implement change; 4) to demonstrate a  
disciplined and trustworthy character; 5) to possess wisdom; 6) to  
collaborate (or compromise); 7) to exude passion and commitment; and  
8) to model humility by recognizing and accepting that one’s “true path” 
is rarely the one and only way to achieve a greater good. Most things must 
be learned through experience. Before that, they’re just theory. Only after 
you experience something do you “know” it. Otherwise, you’re simply  
believing or acting on faith. While I believe that leadership is an intuitive 
or innate quality, I’m reminded of Dana Carvey’s impersonation of  
George H. W. Bush (#41) when he talked about “the vision thing.”  
Ultimately, there are things that can not be taught; one must have the 
ability to envision a better way or a preferred option and be able to 
convince others to also seek it. “Teachable” skills include collaboration 
and compromise, time management, communication, management, and 
personal composure practices, although learning them doesn’t guarantee 
they’ll be used.
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Doug Tom, AIA, LEED AP

Founding Principal of Tom Eliot Fisch
San Francisco, California
Interview conducted by  
Aaron Jon Hyland, AIA and Francis K. M. Ko, 
D. Arch. Candidate at U. of Hawaii

Doug Tom, AIA, LEED AP is the founding 
principal of Tom Eliot Fisch, an architecture 
and interior design practice in San Francisco. 
As a community leader, he has served on  
a number of non-profit boards that  
established programs that educate students 
about the built environment and engage 
design professionals to improve public  
education. As a board member and president 

of the Architectural Foundation of San Francisco for 12 years, Doug was  
instrumental to the establishment of the Build San Francisco Institute 
(BSFI), a unique program that connects underserved high school students 
with the design industry. 

Here’s how I decided I wanted to be an architect. My father was a butcher 
in a small town in Salinas, California. I used to hang out at his butcher 
shop, and one of my favorite things to do was draw. I’d take butcher paper 
and draw baseball parks, because I was also into baseball. I had a cousin 
who went to U.C. Berkeley in architecture and was probably at that time 
just starting his career, and so I used him as a role model. In high school 
I took drawing and drafting classes. I knew I wasn’t ever going to be a 
doctor or an engineer like my parents wanted me to be. I just kept circling 
back to what architects did, and decided to go to Berkeley to study it.

My older brother, who studied psychology at Berkeley, used to bring me 
catalogs from the Department of Architecture, the College of Environmental 
Design. When I went to Berkeley, the program focused on social factors in 
architecture. Very little at that time included what we would now call  
formal training. Design was all about scenario building and how to make 
better places for people. That’s what really intrigued me. William Wurster 
said “architecture is a social art.” I thought that was a powerful statement.
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I graduated from Berkeley during the recession in the mid-1970s, and I 
went to the only position I could find -- a VISTA program, the domestic 
Peace Corp’s Volunteers in Service to America. I did that for a year in a 
Hispanic neighborhood in Los Angeles, working for a professor at U.S.C. 
who had this community-based practice creating community centers and 
housing for this specific Hispanic neighborhood. I worked on a senior 
housing project and a community center and learned that architects can 
give back to a community. 

After serving a year as a VISTA Volunteer, I returned to San Francisco  
and started working in a variety of architectural firms. Over time and  
employment in these firms, I began to realize that asking questions was 
just as important as finding answers. I developed the intermediate  
architect’s basic skill of being a good team member. Eventually, I learned 
how to run projects. In 1997, I opened my own practice. One of my  
strategies was to get certified in the City’s Human Rights Commissions 
Small Business program as a minority-owned firm. The program qualified 
me to propose bids on some large City of San Francisco projects. Well, it 
wasn’t quite that easy, but it did help our practice develop and allowed 
us to work on significant public buildings. I owe a lot of our success to 
a business consultant named Patrick Bell who simply mentored us about 
managing firm and project finances, recruiting, and marketing. 

When I started my own practice, I vowed to have a firm that didn’t have 
traditional corporate values. I was convinced that there was a way for  
employees who have families, and lives in general, to balance their work 
and their professional lives. It didn’t need to be all about work. Now, 11 
years later, we’ve accomplished a lot, we’re profitable, and we all have 
much more balanced lives. I see my kids every night.

My staff members work, according to their experience level, as autonomously  
as possible on their projects. The work gets done. Sometimes they have 
to work late; we all do. That said, selecting the right person for my firm 
is a rigorous process; however, I know when I shake someone’s hand and 
look them in the eye, whether or not we’ll hire them. We’ve hired people 
who might not have had as good a pedigree as someone else, but they 
had some special personal quality that we liked, that added more to our 
firm. So it’s an art as much as it is actual qualifications. It’s chemistry and 
raw intelligence as well as years of experience, the specific projects you’ve 
worked on, and the firms and organizations for whom you’ve worked. My 
realization that I am a leader is actually fairly recent. I didn’t know  
anything about architects as leaders when I started my career, but I think 
of myself as a leader now more than ever. I probably first thought of 
myself as a leader while working in the late 1980s at SMWM as a project 



77Living Your Life as a Leader |

manager, running projects where there were big, complex teams working on 
big, involved projects. Later, in the mid-1990s, I was elected to the Board 
of Directors of the AIA San Francisco Chapter. I think my AIA experience 
as a Board member and ultimately as Chapter President, was a defining 
leadership experience.

Leadership, as an owner of an architectural practice, didn’t happen on day 
one of opening the firm. It came several years after starting the practice 
with the realization that I was the boss. Not only did I sign the paychecks, 
but everyone came to me with the tougher problems, usually related to 
clients, finances, and management. We developed a process to solve them, 
and if I didn’t have an answer, I knew where to get the answer or who else 
to ask. Fairly recently I’ve found myself being careful of what I say because 
it might be taken as “The Word.” I’m also careful not to be everyone’s 
“friend,” because I am the leader, the “boss.” 

Developing the next generation of leaders is a topic discussed in our office 
all the time. I guess I’ve always thought the firm would continue after I 
leave. Some firms just close the doors after the founders retire. Others get 
purchased by bigger firms. And still others develop the succession of  
leadership from within. I have heard the adage that the second generation 
of ownership is generally less entrepreneurial. If the second generation is 
less entrepreneurial, then how is the firm going to survive? You need  
entrepreneurs to perpetuate your business– this is a major factor in  
deciding potential new hires. 

We talk about inspiration and empowerment a lot. With the younger  
employees who are just getting their licenses and are at the point of being 
ready to lead their own projects we say, “This is your project; this is what 
we expect of you. We’ll support you in any way we can. When you complete 
this project, these are the tools and experience you’re going to come out 
having.” They know that we’re supporting them professionally, while we’re 
watching them grow. 

I feel very fortunate that my career has been extremely linear. It has  
progressed in a “textbook” fashion, one step following the next. I’ve had 
very few moments of despair about my career. I feel lucky that I get up in 
the morning and enjoy what I do.

Whether you are a seasoned professional, new intern, or anywhere in 
between, you can always revise or develop a leadership plan that reflects 
your strengths, goals, and personality. 
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section 5

Creating Your Personal 
Leadership Plan

“There is no passion 
to be found playing 
small–in settling 
for a life that is less 
than the one you are 
capable of living.” 
Nelson Mandela



79Living Your Life as a Leader |

Constructing a plan for leadership is an endeavor that is personal and 
unique to each individual. To begin to outline your Personal Leadership 
Plan, work through the topics in this section which will help you reflect on 
your strengths, increase self-awareness, articulate your goals, and chart a 
path you can take to get there. As you work through the process, consider 
coming back to sections and adding to or editing your responses as you 
zero in on your plan. Remember that your plan will be most effective when 
it is periodically reviewed and revised, as roles are informed by changing 
roles and expectations on your and others’ behalf. 

This section is interactive; topics are meant to stimulate your thoughts 
and self-evaluation. The responses you provide will articulate your Personal 
Leadership Plan. Good luck!
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Assessment: Identify Your Leadership Qualities.

The leadership qualities you possess, or wish to possess, are sometimes 
hard to define. You can begin to target some of these qualities through 
self-assessment. However, don’t stop there! Look to peers and  
supervisors for feedback in the workplace through annual performance 
reviews or simple conversations. Clients can also (sometimes inadvertently) 
help you identify those things they appreciate or areas of deficiency. 
Another source can be to step back and look at those areas of need from 
your community or firm that you are meeting and fulfilling, and determine 
what leadership qualities you exhibit in those situations. Lastly, look to 
the future and try to target leadership qualities you possess or can develop 
as you head toward future goals. Take a moment to begin to list your 
leadership qualities. 

My leadership qualities:
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Assessment: Identify Your Leadership Model.

Look back at the leadership models section, consider your goals and  
personality, and try to identify the arena(s) of leadership you want to  
pursue, if you have not already done so. You may be able to target a  
specific avenue, or you may have several ideas about what may work  
for you. 

Be as specific as you can. Write your selected leadership model(s) here:

Know that you can and should edit this response over time as your passions  
and capabilities change. Consider also that you may want to pursue  
leadership arenas in multiple categories. If you are pursing leadership roles 
in multiple organizations, it is usually the case that these will need to vary 
in level of responsibility, involvement, and depth of skill. Try to articulate 
the degree to which you might pursue leadership in each of these  
arenas. Consider that there might be a hierarchy of your service to each  
of these arenas.

If you have selected more than one model, consider the overlapping,  
dovetailing, or competing aspects of those here:
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Assessment: Survey Your Environment

The environment in which you labor, practice, or serve will affect the 
formation and execution of your leadership plan. Areas to consider include 
your awareness and management of your self, dynamics, and level of  
engagement within your firm and peer group, and how your expectations 
correlate (or not) with the expectations of those around you. Take a  
moment to consider your environment.

What are your assets?
List here anyone who serves as a sponsor, mentor, or advocate for you. 
What is their role, their level of support of you, the reason for their  
interest in you and your leadership development? How best can you  
leverage this support to Live Your Life as a Leader? If you don’t have this 
kind of support, where might you acquire that support? What kind of  
mentor would be a solid foundation for your leadership plan? 

Write your thoughts here:
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List all possible training resources you have available to you. Be as specific 
as you can. Consider institutions of learning, your local, state, or national 
AIA resources, teaching or mentoring initiatives within your firm or  
architectural community, local cultural institutions, or methods of  
self-assessment. 

If you need to gain experience in a particular area, or need opportunity to 
gain that experience, acknowledge that need here. Articulate how and of 
whom you can ask for that needed opportunity. 

From self-assessment thus far, list those personal skills, passions, and  
attributes that stand out as being your primary assets.

Several examples of assets have been discussed. List any others that may 
apply to you.
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What are potential Challenges?

List any growth areas you noted above where you would like more support 
from your organization or mentor. Consider how you might realign your role 
to obtain the support or resources that you need.

Articulate your personal mission and values here. If this mission (or your 
values) is misaligned with that of your leadership environment, address 
these issues and make changes to achieve a level of alignment that will 
support you in your leadership pursuits.

Consider whether or not you are able to make the level of commitment 
needed to execute your plan or serve in the desired capacity. If not, what 
other leadership role could you pursue that would better fit with your level 
of commitment of time or resources?

Several examples of challenges have been discussed. List any others that 
may apply to you.
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Look back at all your assessment entries. Are there patterns of support 
or, conversely, patterns of deficiency? Can you think of a way to address 
those? 
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Development: Your Leadership Plan

Finally! You are ready to structure your leadership plan. Now is the time 
to set up your ground rules and your milestones to measure by when you 
revisit down the road. 

Determine your major milestones, whether they might be new degrees  
obtained, new credentials, or an achievement of quantity or quality of 
experience. Based on all the goals, issues, and other information you  
articulated above, determine resources that you need to assemble and 
make those items milestones on your Personal Leadership Plan. Try to  
establish each of these milestones relative to each other on a timeline. 
Your timeline may span a career, a year, or any time frame that works  
for you. 

Development: Your Timeline

Don’t forget to set times for evaluation and assessment. These could be 
Annual Performance Reviews within your firm, a personal assessment, or 
meeting with your mentor. They can happen at any interval you choose, 
and may or may not coincide with your milestone timeline. 

Milestone #1

Resources Needed:

Action Items & Deadlines:

Measures of Success:

Milestone #2

Resources Needed:

Action Items & Deadlines:

Measures of Success:

Milestone #3

Resources Needed:

Action Items & Deadlines:

Measures of Success:
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Development: Streamlining

Now, let’s look at opportunities to make your endeavors into leadership 
as painless as possible. Referring back to your commitment level, think of 
how you can avoid spreading yourself and your resources too thin. If that 
happens, how will you adjust to get back into a commitment level you can 
manage? Think of how you can glean multiple benefits from each effort 
you undertake. Can serving as a committee chair also provide opportunity 
for public speaking practice? Does taking a course achieve both personal 
and firm goals for your professional development? Efforts to tie personal 
leadership development together with professional development within a 
firm will ensure you maximize your results and focus your effort where it 
counts most.

Closing Thoughts

As a leader, take leadership in your OWN personal development, and most 
importantly take interest in mentoring and advocating for others who  
are trying to do the same. Regardless of the area(s) where you choose to  
serve, your efforts are needed and will enrich your community and  
your profession. 

Congratulations on your decision to undertake the challenge 
of Living Your Life as a Leader.
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Suggested Resources

At AIA.org
AIA Leadership Network
General overview and links to resources 
http://communities.aia.org/sites/cel

Knowledge Communities:
Links to all knowledge communities and their resources. 
Scroll down to add and modify your membership in a  
knowledge community.
http://www.aia.org/practicing/groups

Leadership Resources:
General resources for AIA leaders. Sections on Leadership Development & 
Resources for everyone
http://www.aia.org/practicing/akr/aiaS078436

Architects Knowledge Resource:
http://www.aia.org/akr

AIA National Ethics Council:
http://www.aia.org/about/ethicsandbylaws/index.htm

AIA College of Fellows
General overview and links:
http://www.aia.org/practicing/awards/aiaS075320
Examples of successful fellowship submissions
http://www.aia.org/about/aiaS077480
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