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From the Editor

With this issue, the Editorial Board invites
reflection on current developments in
California practice. Empirical experience
(as well as the results of the April Architec-
ture survey) tells us that while economic
opportunities are scant and jobs scarce,
nonetheless newcomers with drafting tools
are arriving from parts east everyday.
While idealists believe that economic
recovery is inevitable and the Golden State
the likely leader, a sober postmodern critic
reads the Commerce Department reports.
This fall, the National Association of
Realtors advertised ‘home affordability’ at
a fourteen-year high, while the Commerce
Department showed that home sales
plunged to the lowest in over two years in
September, with the West being the hard-
est hit.

The Federal Reserve Board recently
announced the greatest increase in quar-
terly growth rate since the decline began in
mid-1989. Technically, the recession has
ended. Yet ‘double-dip’ theories abound,
the U.S. budget deficit is at a record high,
and the gap between rich and poor has
widened dramatically. California’s massive
growth allows it to lead employment
expansion figures despite considerable job
loss, but California’s Federal Reserve Bank
reports that the state’s economy is “con-
tinuing to deteriorate.”

Economist John Kenneth Galbraith
has charged that “extreme and often
mindless speculation in urban real estate”
led “the inevitable saving and loan liquida-
tions [to] depress real-estate markets and
restrain new construction.” Additional
recessionary factors particular to Califor-
nia are bank mergers idling thousands of
employees, down-sizing of the defense
industry, and growing out-migration of
business.

In the dim and distorted light of these
facts, California AIA members, scholars,
and clients offer us their knowledge and
experience. Their responses to the eco-
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nomic climate can be found in the
subtext: ‘what is the best path to sur-
vival?’ Some writers dream about the
sense of community design professionals
share (despite increasing competition),
while others point to the success of
particular forms of practice. Issues range
from university education for a profession
changing too rapidly to predict its future
but still crying for “skills’, to the growing
number of women and architects of color
in the profession. Our guest academicians
focus on design, highlighting its market
value and, alternately, its role in ‘excel-
lent’ practice and extending our notion of
architecture as a ‘social practice’ into
postmodern terms. Often with candor,
clients offer insight into their particular
agendas and valuations of architectural
services. My interviews treat two of the
most promising opportunities of the
future—Pacific Rim based collaborations
and planned University of California
growth. And, lest we too quickly embrace
the demands of the market, a leading
California architect—struggling against
the future’s ebbing tide—incites us to
remember ‘real architecture’.

The ‘Letters’ that close this issue
remind us that the growth Californians
must contain and manage is bread and
butter for those who feed (that is, build)
upon the land. Puzzling over the implica-
tions of the adage ‘half empty is half full’,
I invite Architecture California readers to
reexamine professional values in the face
of today’s business facts. For me, the
essays assembled in this issue frame a
challenge to architects caught in the grip
of blind faith, clinging to reactive tactics
that narrow self-definition, protect the
profession’s boundaries, and, thereby,
threaten to diminish a potentially expand-
ing field. The challenge is to imagine a
future-oriented architectural practice.

Lian Hurst Mann, AIA



A Snapshot of the

Architectural Profession:
The Nation & California
(How Do We Stack Up?)

W. Mike Martin, AIA, PhD

The September issue of Architecture,
the major trade journal of the AIA,
reported the results of an April reader
survey that took the pulse of the architec-
tural profession with questions about
design, practice, and education. One
element of the survey addressed the
impact of the current recession on the
work force of the profession. Nationally,
47 percent of the respondents were
“doing fairly well,” even though 28
percent indicated that there had been
“significant cuts to profits and staff.” Of
the remaining 25 percent, mostly based in
the Midwest and West (California), the
recession “was having no effect on their
practice, underscoring the resilience of
professional practice in these two re-
gions.”

Now it is December, and from what
I hear things have changed significantly.
That “resilience” has softened and the
recession is being hard felt in California.

The following is a brief snapshot of
conditions both nationally and in Califor-
nia compiled from the AIA’s Architecture
Factbook: Industry Statistics, from the
Management Design 1990 Survey for
California Architectural Firms, and other
trade journals and papers. This snapshot
is intended to provide a framework for
assessing our own situations in relation to
trends and to provide a context for
interpreting the articles in this issue of
Architecture California.

THE INDUSTRY

In 1988, architectural design firms billed
their clients an estimated $10.1 billion—
an increase of almost 35 percent from
1986. This translated into $200 billion
being spent on materials and labor in the
construction industry. Firm revenue
generated by type of construction includes
8 percent in non-construction, 30 percent
in rehabilitation, and 62 percent in new
construction. Five of the top ten markets
for new residential starts were in Califor-
nia. Four of the top ten markets for new
nonresidential construction starts were
also in California. The three graphs below
indicate the percentage by regional distri-
bution of firm billings, sources of firm
revenues by building type nationally, and
sources of firm revenues by building type
in California.
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Sources of Firm Revenues
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THE FIRM

One of the most striking aspects of
architectural practice is the number of
small firms. Nationally, 58 percent of
firms employ fewer than five people. In
California we find similar data with 40
percent of the firms employing less than
five people. In contrast, only 7 percent of
firms nationally employ twenty or more
employees, but represent 56 percent of the
total billings. In California, 11 percent of
firms employ twenty or more people.
There are no data available on billings in
California, but there is no indication that
they would be substantially different.
The following two charts indicate the
distribution of firms by size nationally
and in California.
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Of the architectural firms practicing
today, 50 percent were started after 1980.
Of the 16,000 AIA member firms, 10,600
are proprietorships with only one archi-
tect on the staff. In 1989, there were fewer
than twenty AIA member architectural
firms with more than one hundred archi-
tects on staff.

Business and industry represent the
largest client group for architects, making
up 31 percent of the billings for architec-
tural services nationally. This is followed
closely by developers at 18 percent.
Private individual clients constitute only
S percent of architects’ billings nationally.

Distribution of Firms by Size Nationally
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THE INDIVIDUAL

Fifty-eight percent of architects currently
active in architectural practice are be-
tween the ages of twenty-five and forty-
five. Eighty-three percent of all ATA
member architects are employed in
architectural firms. Of this group 22
percent are located in the pacific south-
west region of which California is a part.
(Other states include Arizona, Colorado,
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Hawaii, New Mexico, Nevada, and Utah.)
Forty-seven percent of architects have
been licensed ten or less years.

Of the 130 National Architectural
Accreditation Board accredited programs,
67 offer Bachelor of Architecture degrees
and 63 offer Master of Architecture
degrees as the first professional degree.
There are approximately 18,000 students
in accredited bachelor’s programs and
another 4,300 in master’s programs.
Women constitute approximately 30
percent of all degree candidates in archi-
tecture schools. One-fifth of all architec-
tural students nationally are minorities. In
California, approximately 30 percent of
all professional degree candidates are
minorities. In 1989, 4,200 students gradu-
ated from accredited bachelor’s and
master’s degree programs. Of this group
approximately 380 were in California.

Compensation continues to be a
major concern of the architectural profes-
sion. The AIA debates this issue each year
as it approaches its long range planning
efforts. Nationally, principals of architec-
tural firms earn just over $60,000 per year
on the average. In California, the average
income of principals is $78,000. At the
other end of the spectrum of professional
architectural employees, the architectural
intern enters the profession at just under
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The New Structure of Demand

Robert Gutman

The growth of the overall demand for
services has been accompanied by impor-
tant shifts in the types of services archi-
tects are expected to provide. Many of
these shifts threaten traditional ways of
conceiving of the profession and its skills.

One feature of current demand that
illustrates the shift is that clients are
looking for services that have not for-
merly been identified as specific skills of
the architect. These include maintenance
cost estimates, post-occupancy evaluation,
and building diagnostics, plus two sub-
jects that have become major preoccupa-
tions of clients: interior architecture and
space planning, and ‘facade architecture’
or ‘imageability’. The last two services are
linked to the growth of the commercial
and office building markets.

By identifying these services as new,
I do not mean to imply that demand for
them was wholly lacking in the past, or
that firms were unresponsive to providing
these services. On the other hand, it has
only been since the 1960s that many
offices recognized these services as billable
items, and organized their practices and
promotional activities in order to high-
light them.

The willingness of architectural firms
to emphasize interior architecture makes
good sense economically. The design of
interior space, especially office space for
high level personnel and floor space in
department stores and other shops mar-
keting consumer items, produces high fees
for the practitioner. Interior space is also
replaced much more frequently than the
building shell and facades. It therefore
offers the possibility of repeat work,
which generally results in bigger profits.
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The market for facade architecture is
not a new development historically, but it
does represent a definite break with the
nineteenth century and modernist tradi-
tions that centered architectural interest
on the total building product and its
functionality. The current demand for
architects to decorate the outside of
buildings also incorporates a new twist, in
that clients will now turn to architects for
just this service and nothing more. Clients
in these situations either handle the struc-
tural and technical systems of the building
by using in-house designers, or turn the
job over to a contractor or another archi-
tectural firm than the one they use to
‘style’ the building. The emphasis on
appearance has something to do with the
belief among clients that buildings with a
distinctive or unusual appearance will
excite public attention, and thus attract a
large number of more affluent tenants.

As the Philadelphia architect and critic
Stephen Kieran, AIA, points out, it is a
form of consumer packaging:

Given the competition between a
relatively large number of architec-
tural firms for a limited number of
projects, the market economy has
created unprecedented demand for
image differentiation within the
profession itself. At least at the
highest levels of practice, uniqueness
is a prerequisite for survival. Since the
core service performed by all archi-
tects is essentially the same, differen-
tiation must be achieved in the
secondary, formal realm. Packaging,
style, special optional features, brand
names, and overall quality can all be



