
Small Firm Roundtable Questionnaire –  

Responses from Bruce W. Sekanick, AIA 

 

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? 

 

As an owner of a firm for more than 25 years that straddles the definition of small 

and medium-sized, I have experienced the difficulty of balancing training with the 

demands of practice. While firms of all sizes have some inherent advantages or 

disadvantages, small firms face more significant challenges when trying to decide 

upon the best way to reinvest in their organization.  The AIA has long realized that 

leadership training is important, but we have not had the resources to make it the 

priority as perhaps we should. Limitations on available time for the small firm 

practitioner only magnifies this issue. 

With the introduction of AIAU, we now have a large, central knowledge base 

available to members to share information.  Through the creation and development 

of a Leadership program that anyone can access via AIAU, we can easily make 

available a far reaching program on leadership issues.  Not only would this address 

the needs of small firms, but it would also allow all members the opportunity to 

obtain training that could both enhance their career paths and help them develop 

their own personal leadership action plan. Combined with an ongoing leadership 

focus at the AIA convention, we have the opportunities and resources to provide a 

targeted program for all members.   

In many ways, the term architect is synonymous with leadership.  Through efforts 

to utilize our existing resources with a well-planned focus, we can be the training 

resource for members, regardless of firm type or location.  

  



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? 

 

I believe in the saying “talk is cheap”.  It is difficult to convince anyone that they 

should spend hard-earned dollars on something that they don’t know a lot about, or 

worse, that they are already convinced will not benefit them.  We know that being 

engaged makes a difference.  We need to demonstrate how membership will benefit 

them. 

Unlike members of the Small Firm Round Table who find a benefit in AIA 

membership, there are a lot of practitioners who do not benefit because they know 

little or nothing about SFRT. Our job as AIA members, and what I would continue 

to do as Secretary, is to help them find a place that serves their needs.  The AIA is a 

network of amazing people, and we share a lot of interests. Through personal 

interaction, we can do much to help those who question, “What does the AIA do for 

me?” 

I know a member who attended a meeting or two but just never got involved.  

Through the persistent effort of a friend, that same member was asked to come to 

one more meeting and give the AIA a second chance.  He did.  That member, I am 

happy to say, was eventually elected national President of the AIA.  This is a 

personal journey and we as members need to help others find their way to not only 

access the knowledge and experience they seek, but also to become contributing 

members who will take that next step to encourage others to also belong.   

  



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

 

In many ways, small firms compete on a broader level than most others.  From 

midsized architectural firms to contractors, small firms often face competition from 

both inside and outside the profession.   

 

The small firm practitioner continues to wear many hats, but the knowledge 

required to do each task correctly continues to grow.  From licensure to taxation, 

the more restrictions we place on small business, the harder it is for these firms to 

prosper.  The need to simplify regulation at all levels is an ongoing concern for all of 

us, yet regulations have a more significant impact on those who don’t have the 

broader resources to address them. 

 

From the growing cost of software and marketing to health care and technology, 

the small firm faces the same costs incurred by the larger design firms while not 

having the ability to fully recoup those costs through normal project billing.  While 

technological advancements have provided more resources to the small firm, they 

continue in other ways to threaten their bottom line and very existence.  

 

Finally, as the economy continues to fluctuate, perhaps the biggest challenge to 

small firms is the workforce.  Small firms are challenged as they try to employ the 

best designers, but often with less resources and fewer “attractive” projects to 

compete. 

 

As part of our Strategic Initiatives, the AIA understands these issues. We as 

members must support and help ensure that we continue to focus on these issues 

for the benefit of firms of all size.     

 

  



4. How do you think the AIA public campaign should acknowledge the work of small 

firms across a broad range of project types? 

 

I believe that just about anyone who has AIA credentials behind their name is really 

pleased with the efforts of the AIA’s public awareness campaign.  That effort brings 

all of us, whether large or small, some deserved recognition.  While the public often 

thinks of architecture in terms of the new school or office structure, we need to 

ensure that the public is aware of the full breadth and width of architects in general.   

 

Few members of the public know that for each public building there is an architect 

who has worked to make it happen.  Few residents of an apartment building or a 

condo have ever considered that an architect took the time to plan out each part of 

the space.  Fewer still have even considered that maybe, an architect designed their 

home.  In the AIA media campaign, the message needs to continue to focus on the 

broader “we”. 

 

While we need to make a visual impact with any campaign to catch the viewer’s 

eye, the variety of our projects need to stand out.  Through the telling of a story, one 

that focuses on our communities, member architects are best able to showcase our 

abilities.  By successfully demonstrating the very broad abilities of architects in 

general, both small and large firms can benefit.  While we may be tempted to focus 

on many specific interests, from firm size to individual building types, we can all 

benefit from the simple message that architects, and architecture, matters. 

 


