
  
 

Small Firm Roundtable Questionnaire –  

Responses from Julia Donoho, AIA, Esq. 
 

   

1.   Seventy-nine percent of member-owned firms are small firms (under 10 employees). 

Large firms tend to have integral leadership training. What new steps will you take to 

increase access to leadership development training for members working in small 

firms?  

  

A wonderful pathway to success for small firms includes leadership involvement with the 

Institute. You become a leader through being of service. More than half of my career has 

been in small firms, and for fourteen years I was my own principal working on custom 

residential, small commercial, and institutional projects. Through AIA chapter service, 

conferences and trainings, I made professional friendships and learned how to become a 

leader for my firm and community. Sometimes it takes time for a small firm practitioner to 

realize that one can develop leadership techniques through these channels, so, my 

objective as Secretary will be to raise awareness of opportunities to all small firm 

members, whether principal or emerging professional, through active and continuing 

promotion of these resources and the return on investment to one’s career and bottom 

line. Transparency and accountability means these opportunities and benefits are 

available to all members.   

  

We have new tools with the Leadership Conference, formerly Grassroots, and Leadership 

Institute. These will be promoted regularly and continually as resources for developing 

leadership skills. Further, encouragement of advocacy and community leadership must 

be a priority. Our remade Government Advocacy Conference is a new resource for 

leadership development that can be promoted to small firm practitioners. And, we must 

strengthen efforts to recognize our Citizen Architects locally and nationally. These are 

some excellent pathways for small firm practitioners to engage their communities and 

raise awareness of the value of architecture, establishing themselves as leaders in the 

building industry.      
 

   

  



  
 

2.   What would you say to a small firm practitioner who does not see the value of 

membership, would you do anything differently to increase or promote the value AIA 

provides?  

  

The AIA is our professional home, where we gather for sustenance and support on the 

journey of our careers, where we are accepted unconditionally because we are architects, 

where FAIRNESS means that all voices are heard. When we join the AIA, we galvanize 

ourselves in association to have greater impact and influence in our communities, careers, 

and profession.  

  

Membership for small firm practitioners brings the greatest return on investment. It is 

through membership that a small firm practitioner can connect with other professionals by 

networking at AIA events and committees. It is through our new digital platform that small 

firm practitioners will be apprised of the latest trends and resources affecting their firm. 

And, it is through the activities like the Culture Collective that the small firm practitioner 

can drive change that telegraphs through the whole profession.   

  

I worked to get the Equity Commission on Architecture started to lay a foundation for 

better understanding of the diversity of clients, users, communities and architects in our 

industry to be prosperous. When we understand the dynamics, and design our practices 

for equity in architecture, we see a return on the investment we are making in our staff 

and our careers. Equity in Architecture means we are invested in prosperity and we 

design our practices for return on investment. Together, we shift the profession. 

 
With AIA membership, the practitioner has access to the practical experiences of 

88,000 practitioners, and 159 years of experience, to be successful in a far more 

competitive market. 

  



  
 

3. What do you believe are the prime issues facing small firms? 

 
Prime issues facing small firms like yours and mine, include prosperity, technology, and 

advocacy. Including prosperity as a priority in the Strategic Plan, is going to start 

showing us the way forward to a more visible profession. Individually, we need to have 

more of a prosperity mindset, promoting the value of architecture. For small firms, the 

bottom line is always part of our thinking, and we need to expand our possibilities. 

 
Technology is going to play a key role in expanding our opportunities for prosperity. 

IBM’s Watson is going to drive the next wave of practice to allow firms of all sizes to 

compete at various scales. Small firms can use technology to produce work at a far 

different pace, with different resources, and can leverage this new paradigm to reassert 

our position as project leaders and project visionaries. 

 
Advocacy protects our leadership role. Ensuring the value of our license and being a voice 

with our legislators is essential to our ongoing success. Keeping non-professionals off our 

turf and asserting our qualifications as project leaders designing for health, safety, and 

welfare is critical. Members are always happy when we have success with our advocacy and 

are happy to pay our dues when we triumph on Capitol Hill. 

 
My skills as an attorney allow me to see multiple viewpoints and the big picture at the 

same time to facilitate win-win solutions that work for everyone. As Secretary, I will 

ensure that small firm concerns are addressed. 

  



  
 

4. How do you think the AIA public awareness campaign should acknowledge the 

work of small firms across a broad range of project types? 

 
During our first two years on the Board of Directors, Carl Elefante and I both served on 

the Finance Committee. Our first question was “Where is the line item for a national ad 

campaign?” We expected to see an annual expenditure for advertising of $1.5M. There 

was nothing. We were told there had been one, years ago. Our collective voices in 

Repositioning, and our individual voices, made clear that this should be a recurring line 

item.  Now we are on our third year of national advertising campaigns. GREAT! 

 

In 2013, the Institute was looking for a Public Director. We looked to find someone who 

had PR experience with architects. That Director is just finishing their third year of service, 

and was highly involved in the third year of the ilookup campaign. What they advocated for 

in content was an ad that focused on honor award projects, with a focus on real architects, 

real projects, and showing a good client relationship. This year’s ad is so impressive. 

Engaging with someone who represents architects in crafting our message created a 

beautiful result. It allowed greater nuance in the messaging. We are getting good at this! 

 
As Secretary I will support efforts to increase the ad campaign success. At the point of 

contracting for the work, the AIA can request a deliverable that is scalable and allows 

local modifications. Then our ad campaigns can be tailored to our demographic and 

regional needs, while delivering consistent messaging to benefit our firms. 
 
 
 

 
Thank you, 

Julia Donoho, AIA, Esq. 


