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ABSTRACT 

This study intended to assess design thinking as a variable regarding its utilization as a 

tool to increase the number of African American architects in the United States. The 

research was grounded in the speech given by Whitney Young to the American Institute 

of Architects (AIA) in 1968, and the initial partnership between the AIA and the National 

Organization of Minority of Architects (NOMA) in 2001 to increase the number of 

African American architects to 15,000 by 2030. Through the qualitative methodology, via 

descriptive phenomenological analysis (DPA), fourteen participants, all of whom were 

African American licensed architects, were interviewed to gather insights regarding 

design thinking and four areas of focus, which were outreach, education, licensure, and 

entrepreneurship. The analysis revealed that design thinking can be a catalyst in the areas 

of outreach and education for developing solutions intended to increase the number of 

African American architects in the United States, a goal the professional associations 

committed to achieving.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Architecture is a profession that impacts the built environment the world over. 

Architects create the buildings in which we live, work, and exist. To be recognized as a 

licensed architect, the profession requires extensive education, experience, and the 

completion of an intense examination. Within the United States, licensed architects 

number more than 110,000 (“IPAL,” 2018). Subsequently, the numbers of African 

American architects comprise 2% (2,325) of the profession (“The Directory of African 

American Architects,” n.d.).  

Since the 1968 speech given by Whitney Young (Young, 1968) to the American 

Institute of Architects (AIA), in which he addressed the lack of inclusion of African 

Americans within architecture and the lack of diversity in the organization, increasing the 

number of African Americans in architecture has been a goal of the AIA. While the term 

minorities can refer to other demographic groups such as Hispanics, Asians, and Lesbian, 

Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queers (LBGTQ), this study will follow Whitney 

Young’s exhortation and focus on the inclusion of African Americans in the profession of 

architecture. The recognition of small numbers of African Americans in architecture 

presents an opportunity for research. This study sought to explore the use of design 

thinking as a tool to increase the number of African American architects. This increase 

would improve membership diversity and assist both the National Organization of 

Minority Architects (NOMA) and the AIA Diversity and Equity committee in achieving 

their vision for membership diversity. 
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Problem Background 

Architecture is a profession that influences the built environment given its role in 

the creation of buildings that compose the environment. According to the U.S. Census 

website, the population of the United States was approximately 329 million people (“U.S. 

Census Bureau Quick Facts,” 2020). Of that population, 12.6% are African American. 

However, of the 110,000 licensed architects in the United States (“IPAL,” 2018), 

approximately 2,325 are African American (“The Directory of African American 

Architects,” n.d.). A recent survey identified 16% of architecture firms were African 

American architecture firms out of 78% of firms that were White (“The American 

Institute of Architects,” 2016). These statistics provided a starting point for research to 

find ways that design thinking could be used to increase the number of licensed African 

American architects. 

Given the historically meager numbers, the lack of representation of African 

Americans in the profession has been a focus for both NOMA and AIA for the past 50 

years. Another element impacting the sparse number of African Americans in 

architecture includes a growing population of individuals, according to the AIA (“The 

American Institute of Architects,” 2016), working in areas influenced by architecture, yet 

divergent from becoming a licensed architect. The small number of African Americans in 

the profession suggests the need for awareness and access to diversify the profession. 

Actions toward improving the diversity in that field of work have been chronicled 

following Whitney Young’s 1968 speech to the AIA. As stated by Young in his 

exhortation:  

It would be the most naïve escapist who today would be unaware that the 
winds of change, as far as human aspirations are concerned, are fast 
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reaching tornado proportions. Throughout our world society, and 
particularly in our own country, the disinherited, the disfranchised, the 
poor, the black are saying in no unmistakable terms that they intend to be 
in, or nobody will be comfortably in. (1968, p. 2)  
 

 A subsequent event focused on diversification was the formation of NOMA in 

1971 (“NOMA,” n.d.). As a follow up to those two events, at the NOMA Convention 

(Taylor, 2001) in 2001, Presidents Paul Taylor of NOMA and Jon Anderson of AIA 

signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU), in which they agreed to work together 

toward increasing the number of African American architects to 15,000 by the year 2030. 

Since 2001, other MOUs (2009, 2013, 2014, 2018, respectively) have been 

created between the AIA and NOMA for the purposes of increasing the profession’s 

diversity. However, at the current rate of increase, the goal of 15,000 African American 

architects will be difficult to achieve by 2030. The intent of this study was to utilize 

design thinking as a tool to increase the number of licensed African American architects 

in the United States to achieve the diversity the profession’s leaders committed their 

organizations to, inspired by Whitney Young’s speech and enacted through the MOUs. 

Beyond scholarship offerings, to date no tangible process has been developed for 

actualizing the goal of 15,000 African American architects within the United States. 

Apathy has been prevalent in the United States with regards to equality and equity. 

According to Young (1968),  

Our problem has been the big 80 percent, that big blob of Americans 
who have been so busy ‘making it,’ getting ahead in their companies, 
getting a little house in the suburbs, lowering their golf scores, vying 
for admittance to the country club, lying about their kids’ I.Q. that they 
really have not had time to be concerned. (p. 4) 
 

In a country that prides itself on equality for all and, given the AIA’s effort as 

responsive to Whitney Young’s address, the leadership in architecture have not executed 
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much in the way of quantifiable actions to increase the number of African American 

architects in the profession. This study sought to provide data and insights that may lead 

to plans for increasing the number of African American architects. 

Problem Statements 

 PS 1: African Americans comprised 1% of licensed architects in the United 

States in 2001. African American architects, in 2021, comprise 2% (2,325) of the 

licensed architects in the United States (“The Directory of African American Architects,” 

n.d.). The AIA and NOMA are far off pace to reach the goal of 15,000 licensed African 

American architects by 2030. 

PS 2: There have been five MOUs between the AIA and NOMA. The first MOU 

was created in 2001, the last one was created in 2018. All the MOUs between the AIA 

and NOMA in those 17 years, despite their continued support of the initiative, have had 

negligible impact on increasing the numbers of African American architects. 

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that impact the sparse 

numbers of African Americans in architecture and to demonstrate how design thinking 

could be a tool in increasing the number of licensed African American architects in the 

United States. That became a priority for the AIA and NOMA in 2001 with their first 

MOU agreement. The two Associations committed to the goal of 15,000 African 

American architects by the year 2030. This study was intended to be a starting point for 

future researchers to evaluate a quantifiable solution for increasing the diversity in the 

profession by increasing the numbers of African American architects in the United States. 

The intention was also for the research to be an assessment of design thinking as a 
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business solution within architecture, seeking to optimize business processes within that 

field. For the AIA, design thinking could measure results of increasing the amount of 

African American architects, as they were challenged to do years ago by Whitney Young. 

For NOMA, this study seeks to elucidate the efficacy of the MOUs with AIA, starting 

from the first one issued in 2001. 

Research Question 

 The research question that formed the basis for the study is: 

RQ: What factors impact the low numbers of African Americans in architecture and how 

can design thinking be a tool for diversifying the profession of architecture in the U.S. 

through increasing the number of African American members in architectural trade 

organizations? This question was predicated on understanding what design thinking is, 

juxtaposed with issues surrounding African American architects becoming licensed in the 

United States.  

Definitions  

 Several constructs and definitions have been identified related to this proposed 

study. 

American Institute of Architects (AIA). The AIA is the primary trade association 

for licensed architects in the United States and has managed matters pertaining to the 

profession of architecture since 1857 (AIA National Website, 2018). 

Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture (ACSA). The ACSA is 

responsible for the accreditation of architectural education programs in the United States 

and Canada (“About ACSA,” 2020). 
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Architecture. “The art or science of building, specifically the art or practicing of 

designing and building structures especially habitable ones” (Architecture," n.d., para. 1). 

Design. “An outline, sketch, or plan, as of the form and structure of a work of art, 

an edifice, or a machine to be executed or constructed” (“Design,” n.d., para. 1). 

Design Thinking. A process for creative problem-solving (Rowe, 1987)  

Diversity. “The inclusion of individuals representing more than one national 

origin, color, religion, socioeconomic stratum, sexual orientation, etc.” (“Diversity,” n.d., 

para. 1) 

Minority. “A part of a population differing especially from the dominant group in 

some characteristics (such as race, sex, or national origin) and often subject to different 

treatment.” (“Minority,” n.d., para 3). 

National Architectural Accreditation Board (NAAB). The NAAB develops and 

maintains an accreditation system in professional degree education that enhances the 

value, relevance, and effectiveness of the profession of architecture (“National 

Architectural Accrediting Board,” 2019). 

National Council of Architectural Registration Boards (NCARB). The National 

Council of Architectural Registration Boards regulates the professional practice of 

architecture within the United States and its territories (“NCARB's Role,” n.d.). 

National Organization of Minority Architects (NOMA). NOMA is focused on 

diversity and inclusion within the ranks of architecture which include but are not limited 

to African American, Hispanic, and Asian members of architecture (“About NOMA,” 

n.d.). 
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Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of the study relied on an understanding of 

discrimination in the United States and design thinking as a tool for stimulating change. 

Discrimination has been practiced both financially and racially. Discrimination existed 

throughout the duration of the profession in the United States. Financial/economic 

discrimination of African Americans has been documented as far back as slavery and, 

specifically, from the beginnings of African Americans being free in the United States 

during Reconstruction (“Public Broadcasting Service,” 2019). The financial 

discrimination included limitations on businesses that were able to be owned and 

operated by freed African Americans, such as architecture firms. Another example is, 

redlining, which limited where African Americans could reside in a city, such as in 

Chicago (“Public Broadcasting Service,” 2019).  

Racial discrimination for African Americans became prevalent upon being freed 

from slavery via the Emancipation Proclamation (“Public Broadcasting Service,” 2019). 

Before then, African Americans were viewed as three fifths of a human being (“What 

was Jim Crow,” n.d.). After Reconstruction, Jim Crow laws became common in the 

South, and segregation was prominent throughout the entire United States. Racial 

discrimination hindered African Americans in all facets of life.  

Design thinking is native to the profession of architecture and can serve as a tool 

for stimulating change in the profession. Peter Rowe (1987) coined the term. There are 

different variants of design thinking (d. school, IDEO, DMI, IIT, IBM). The goal was to 

comprehend the strengths and weaknesses of each variant and, from that assessment, 
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determine which variant the leadership of AIA and NOMA might employ to increase the 

profession’s diversity. 

Methodology  

Based on the assessment of qualitative design, the desired outcome of the 

research, and the research question for this study, a phenomenological approach enabled 

the researcher to capture the data needed. That form of research focuses on the “lived 

experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants” (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018, p. 13). In this study, the experiences of African American licensed 

architects from inception through education and licensure served as the phenomenon of 

focus. Intertwined in the experiences were questions about design thinking and the 

participant’s understanding of design thinking to assess their awareness. In conjunction 

with the area of focus, the change agent (design thinking), carries its own complexities 

that pose difficulties in a quantitative study. Therefore, a qualitative methodology was 

expected to yield applicable results for this study. 

Qualitative Research Design 

The fourteen participants, all of whom were licensed African American architects, 

were obtained through the NOMA database, which was accessed with the permission of 

the NOMA President. The interviews and the focus group session were held via Zoom 

and served to gather their experiences in becoming licensed architects and their 

understanding of design thinking. The individual interviews and the focus group session 

were each no more than two hours in length. Interviews were conducted via Zoom rather 

than in-person due to the impact of travel restrictions and social distancing protocols 

because of the active COVID-19 pandemic.  



9 
 

 
 

From those two methods of collecting data, the research demonstrated how and 

where design thinking could be applied in the processes applicable to the development of 

potential African American architects. Given proximity and timeliness needed to analyze 

the data, NVivo was used to process transcripts from the recording of the conversations 

between researcher and the participants in both the interviews and the focus group. 

NVivo analyzes, codifies, and provides thematic outputs as necessary for later analysis 

(“Fueling Academic Research,” n.d.). 

Assumptions 

According to Creswell and Creswell, “all studies contain assumptions” (2018, p. 

249). This study assumed that the participants have a genuine interest and are 

participating in this study with no ulterior motives, and in both the interview and the 

focus group sessions would answer all questions in a candid and honest manner. 

Additionally, the researcher assumed that the participants selected for the study had an 

interest in seeing more African Americans becoming licensed architects in the future and 

wanted to take an active role in achieving that objective.  

Limitations 

Creswell and Creswell stated that limitations represent “weaknesses in the 

research that the author acknowledges so that future studies will not suffer from the same 

problems.” (2018, p. 199.)  Additionally, the access to travel due to the COVID-19 

pandemic was a limitation. Traditionally interviews would be done in person; however, 

given the pandemic and implications associated with travel, many participants from 

various parts of the country lacked easy accessibility due to concern about contracting 

COVID-19 (Metzler, 2020). 
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 Interviewing is the preferred method of data gathering for phenomenological 

research (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018) and was the one relied upon in this study. 

Interviewing has the potential to be limited by subjectivity and bias. Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) stated that technical malfunctions can occur during interviews. 

Additionally, interviewing and the subsequent data analysis and synthesis can be time-

consuming. Details of mitigation regarding these limitations will be presented in Chapter 

Three. 

Delimitations 

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), delimitations define the parameters 

of a study created by the researcher, as opposed to a study’s limitations, which are 

imposed due to the process itself and are out of the researcher’s control. Delimitations 

particular to this study included the specific demographic of focus within architecture. 

That focus was on African American licensed architects who are members of NOMA, 

which delimited the inclusion of licensed architects of Latino and Asiatic descent. 

Another prominent delimitation of this study is that the participants are licensed 

architects who are members of NOMA, which eliminated the membership categories of 

Associate (non-licensed members of NOMA) and student members of NOMA. One other 

prevalent delimitation in this study is the usage of the d. school variant of design 

thinking, versus the others noted in this study (IDEO, IIT, IBM, and DMI versions), 

respectively. Details of mitigation regarding these delimitations will also be discussed in 

Chapter Three. 
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Summary 

This study has the potential to deliver a tangible result for a problem that has 

remained unresolved for 53 years, since the Whitney Young speech presented to the AIA 

in 1968. This study also has the capacity to initiate future studies on the effects and 

impact of design thinking on architecture for researchers seeking ways to introduce 

change regarding diversity in the profession of architecture. The subsequent chapter, the 

literature review, will cover a historical context of African Americans progression in 

architecture, along with an analysis of design thinking. The literature review will provide 

converge areas of focus where design thinking could potentially yield a positive impact 

on the number of African American licensed architects in the United States. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF INFORMATION SOURCES 

 As distinguished in Chapter One, the purpose of this study was to examine the 

factors that impacted the dwindling numbers of African Americans in architecture and 

demonstrate how design thinking can be a tool for leadership to use in increasing the 

diversity in architecture. The study was motivated by the 2001 agreement between the 

AIA and the NOMA and focuses on licensed African American architects in the United 

States. 

 This literature review demonstrated the importance of diversity in architecture and 

explored variants of design thinking for their potential application to the problem of the 

small numbers of African American architects. It further explored the incorporation of 

business topics in architectural education and investigated business development for 

practicing architects. In addressing diversity, the review considered the historical and 

cultural context, with a particular emphasis on Young’s 1968 speech. 

 The review applied a systems-thinking approach to the wicked problem of the 

small numbers of African American architects, which means it examined architecture 

within the larger system of society, including the history of architecture and African 

Americans in architecture. It also included an examination of the regulating bodies within 

architecture and the problematic nature of architectural education for African Americans. 

Subsequently it explored the public perception of architecture and how a lack of empathy 

within the field can alienate the public. That led to a review of design thinking and its 

relation to empathizing. Additionally, design thinking was reviewed in conjunction with 

the areas of impact along the process of licensure (outreach, education, licensure, 

entrepreneurship). 
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Systems Thinking 

 Systems thinking is a predecessor of design thinking. This section of the literature 

covered the definition of systems thinking and how it relates to the study. Subsequently 

an outline of the regulatory entities that oversee the process of creating architects in the 

United States was provided, as these constitute part of the system considered in this 

study. Systems thinking is defined by Dina as: “a holistic approach that focuses on the 

way the components of a system are interrelated and interdependent on each other, 

including within the context of larger systems” (2013, p.197). Systems thinking reveals 

how design thinking, when implemented into the process of the development of 

architects, can improve diversity in the profession and benefit architecture by improving 

the effectiveness and performance of the organization.  

 The system focused on in the literature is the process of becoming a licensed 

architect. To earn that license, one must complete a NAAB-accredited degree (Bachelor 

of Architecture) or a Master of Architecture with a bachelor’s degree in a non-

architectural field. Upon completion of the educational component, an individual must 

register with the National Council of Architectural Registration Boards (NCARB) to join 

the Architecture Experience Program (AXP) where hours in various areas are 

documented in preparation for taking the Architectural Registration Exam (ARE). Upon 

passing the ARE, the individual is then recognized in that state as a licensed architect. 

 Understanding the context of development within architecture is important for 

creating opportunities for future architects, as it allows for research regarding the 

development of licensed African American architects. Architecture has evolved to 

include various organizations with different points of regulation within the profession and 
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academia. The following six organizations operate independently yet work 

collaboratively to regulate architecture from education through licensure. 

 American Institute of Architects (AIA). The AIA represents the largest body of 

licensed architects. The mission of the AIA is “to organize and unite in fellowship the 

members of the architecture profession.” (“AIA Mission,” n.d., para. 1). The AIA has a 

separate Diversity and Equity practice group which focuses on matters of diversity and 

inclusion in the profession.  

 American Institute of Architecture Students (AIAS). The independent student 

counterpart to the AIA is the American Institute of Architectural Students (AIAS) whose 

mission is advancing leadership, design, and service among architecture students 

(“History: American Institute of Architectural Students,” n.d.). 

 Associate Collegiate Schools of Architecture (ACSA). The mission of the ACSA 

is to “lead architectural education and research” (“About ACSA,” n.d., para 1). The 

ACSA specifically lists diversity and inclusion among its core values. That specific value 

brings awareness that there may be a deficiency in the academic section of architectural 

development with regards to diversity, which in turn presents an area for improvement.  

 National Council for Architectural Registration Boards (NCARB). NCARB 

focuses on standardizing the registration process for architects in the United States and its 

territories. Their mission is to “protect the public health, safety, and welfare by leading 

the regulation of the practice of architecture through the development and application of 

standards for licensure and credentialing of architects” (“NCARB’s Role,” n.d.). This 
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regulation allows for consistency throughout the country regarding how to become an 

architect. 

 National Architectural Accreditation Board (NAAB). NAAB is the regulating 

agency for architectural education; for example, the National Council of Architectural 

Registration Boards (NCARB) regulates the process for licensure. Founded by the AIA 

and NCARB, the premise behind NAAB was to standardize architectural education and 

the professional development of architects throughout the United States. According to the 

website of the National Architectural Accreditation Board, their mission is to “develop 

and maintain a system of accreditation in professional architecture education that is 

responsive to the needs of society and allows institutions with varying resources and 

circumstances to evolve according to their individual needs” (“Archinect Academia,” 

2018, para 5).  

 National Organization of Minority Architects (NOMA). NOMA was founded in 

1971, following Young’s speech to the AIA. The original name was NOBA (National 

Organization of Black Architects) but was later changed to NOMA in 1971 to encourage 

funding from national entities. At the time, there was no organization that focused on the 

needs of African American architects and an organization was spawned that has added 

people of Asiatic and Hispanic descent to reflect the term “minority” within the field 

(“History,” n.d.). While several governing bodies demonstrate an awareness of the 

importance of diversity, NOMA stands alone in having diversity as its focus.  

 From an overview of the regulating bodies and a brief examination of the places 

where diversity is an area of focus, the perspective presented in the literature review was 

widened to examine the topic of diversity more broadly. 
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Diversity 

Diversity in Business 

 The importance of diversity in relation to this study cannot be understated. This 

section starts with an exploration of diversity in business and focuses on the racial history 

in America in conjunction with the development of the profession of architecture. 

Subsequent sections cover the African American impact on architecture and the current 

numbers of African Americans in the profession.  

 Diversity is defined as “the inclusion of individuals representing more than one 

national origin, color, religion, socioeconomic stratum, sexual orientation, etc.” 

(“Diversity”. n.d., para 1 ). While contemporary society advocates for diversity and 

inclusion, the importance and benefits of both are often obscure to individuals in the 

majority. One benefit that is noted by Smallbone, Kitching and Athayde (2010), is that 

diversity contributes to overall economic growth. If diversity contributes to economic 

growth of the nation, what prohibits the field of architecture from taking a definitive 

stance on actualizing the diversity of the profession?  

Racial History and Architecture 

 According to Richards (2010), “the practice informs the research, and the research 

influences the practice” (p. 49). While architecture has existed since prehistoric times 

(Kimball & Edgell, 2012), architecture has only existed as a profession within the United 

States since the AIA was formed in 1857 (“AIA National Website,” 2018). While the 

wider view of racism is beyond the purview of this study, understanding how diversity is 

relevant to increasing the number of African American architects in the United States is 

important. The profession of architecture developed without AIA engagement in social 
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matters until after Young’s speech to the organization’s members over fifty years ago 

(Appendix A). 

 The beginning of racism in the United States is associated with slavery. During 

the time of slavery, settlers from European countries came to the Americas. The settlers 

(who came to be known as Americans) proceeded to engage in transactions where 

Africans from various countries in West Africa were traded by the Spanish, French, 

Portuguese, and the Dutch for items such as tobacco and real estate. Once the labor force 

was acquired, settlers who engaged in chattel slavery began breeding slaves for tending to 

tobacco, sugar, and rice crops, and for conducting other functions, such as building 

houses throughout the United States.  

 Famous buildings built by slaves include The White House and The US Capitol 

Building, some structures on Wall Street, and the Harvard Law School (Pasley, 2019). 

During slavery, there was no profession of architecture, just owners who desired a 

building and possessed the labor force to develop it. President Abraham Lincoln’s 1863 

signing of the Emancipation Proclamation initiated the ending of slavery in the United 

States. Slavery, however ended officially on Juneteenth (June 19th, 1865), with the 

Emancipation Proclamation read in Galveston, Texas, and was finalized with the passing 

of the 13th amendment in December 1865 (Nix, 2020).  

 After slavery ended, racism morphed into an entity that utilized law for the 

purpose of fortifying White supremacy. According to DiAngelo: “Upon the ending of 

slavery, Whiteness was sustained through legalized racial exclusion” (2018, p. 36). That 

transformation from slavery ushered in a new era known as Jim Crow, which consisted of 
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laws enacted in the southern United States to enforce segregation (“What was Jim Crow,” 

2020).  

 Throughout that period in the United States, the growth of architecture as a 

profession excluded African Americans. Segregation enforced separation between 

African Americans and Whites. In the mid-20th century, while African Americans were 

migrating from the South to cities such as Chicago, New York and Oakland for new 

beginnings, architecture and planning were weaponized with tools such as redlining 

enforcing segregation in the north (“What was Jim Crow,” 2020).  

 A review of benchmarks of pivotal events in the profession, along with pivotal 

events for African Americans in architecture revealed a correlation that, at minimum, 

begs the question of access to the profession. The Emancipation Proclamation declared 

African Americans free from slavery in 1863. The AIA was founded in 1857 (“Richard 

Upjohn: The Foundation of the Institute,” 2005) but had no African American members 

until 1923 (Robinson-Jacobs, 2020). The first architecture program in the United States 

was founded in 1868, (“History of MIT,” n.d.). but an African American student was 

only admitted in 1888 (“Robert R. Taylor,” n.d.).  

 The growth of the field of architecture was reflected in architectural programs 

being offered at Cornell University in 1871, the University of Illinois in 1873, and 

Columbia University in 1881 (Craven, 2020). The first architecture program at a 

Historically Black College or University (HBCU) was developed by Robert R. Taylor at 

Tuskegee University in 1893 (“History and Mission,” n.d.). What needs to be resolved is 

the following: Is that gap an issue of timing, access, or something else? With Mr. Taylor 

as the first African American student of MIT in 1888, graduating around 1891, how 



19 
 

 
 

established was the architecture program at Tuskegee from 1893-1923, if there were no 

African American AIA members until 1923? How were African American students 

prepared for employment or licensure during that period? There was a gap of 64 years 

between the founding of the AIA and admitting their first African American member. 

Another 47 years passed after that momentous change before Young’s speech motivated 

the organization to commit to become more diverse. 

 Concurrent to the works of African American architects Robinson, Williams, and 

Taylor, America evolved from overt racism in slavery to Jim Crow laws throughout the 

South. These laws enforced a caste system on African Americans (“What was Jim 

Crow,” n.d.”). Years of segregation throughout the United States erupted with the death 

of Emmett Till. Emmett was a 14-year-old boy from Chicago, who when visiting with 

family in Mississippi, was lynched for whistling at a White woman (Bunch III, 2020). 

That climate was the backdrop for the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, 

during which Young gave his seminal speech. 

 The question then became, what has been the culture of the AIA and the 

profession of architecture with regards to diversity? An association in existence for 163 

years has created its culture and within that organizational culture could be implicit and 

explicit biases from the greater culture in which it exists and functions. The immediate 

and tangible action that emanated from Young’s address to the AIA was the creation of 

the AIA/AAF (American Architectural Foundation) Disadvantaged Scholarship (renamed 

the Diversity Advancement Scholarship in 2014) (Towards a History: The AIA Diversity 

Timeline, 2020). The scholarship awards $5,000 to an average of twenty students each 

year. 
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 While setting up a scholarship was a concrete act, the years between 1968 and 

2001 saw little other action by the AIA in developing tangible solutions to the 

consistently small number of African Americans in architecture. The first Diversity 

Committee was formed in 1993. While diversity has been championed by the AIA’s 

leadership, particularly over the 27 years since that initiative began, with actions such as 

implementation of the Disadvantaged Minority Fellowship Award (formerly the 

AIA/AAF Minority/Disadvantaged Scholarship). the question arises regarding whether 

the culture of the AIA is fully vested in achieving true diversity with measurable results. 

Compared to other professions such as law, finance, and healthcare, the numbers of 

African Americans in architecture have failed to increase. As recently as 2016, according 

to the AIA Inclusion in Architecture Report only 14 U.S cities have more than twenty 

licensed African American architects (“Diversity and Inclusion Statement,” 2017).  

 While the value of diversity in architecture is implied as a morally correct action 

to take, the benefits also include diverse solutions for problems experienced by distinct 

groups. Diversity, rather than being limited simply to ethnicity, includes sexual 

orientation, political, geographic, and many more characteristics. NOMA and AIA are 

explicitly benefited by managing a “how” for African American architects, which would 

also result in guidance and direction for including other marginalized demographics. 

Impact of African American Architects 

 Over the course of American history, African American architects have 

demonstrated prowess in architecture and their impact on society. Examples of African 

American architects include Hilyard Robinson, who worked on a public housing project 

in Washington D.C., and Paul Williams, who designed houses for celebrities such as 
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Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz (Mitchell, 2003). Those and other examples, such as the 

development of Tuskegee University (Mitchell, 2003) and the works of other African 

American architects in the South (Bonner, 2011) suggest there is a powerful potential for 

African American architects and their practices in the United States.  

 However, those examples are exceptions to the rule, as according to Mitchell 

“Black firms usually lack the history, capitalization, credit access, or manpower to be the 

primary architect” (2003, p. 93). Accessing entrepreneurial resources in the United States 

has consistently proven difficult for developing and sustaining architectural practices for 

African Americans. That difficulty presents an opportunity for design thinking to be 

introduced into the business development side of an architecture firm. The connection 

from design thinking in architecture to design thinking in business can be researched to 

determine whether that approach could alter traditional views, along with historical trends 

of the population of African American architects and African American-owned firms. 

 Successful efforts of economic development for African Americans in the United 

States have often met with resistance. Mitchell (2003) suggested that African American 

architects should seek individuals beyond their architectural classmates for partnerships 

in creating an architectural practice and recommended exploring partners from fields 

such as law, engineering, and business, particularly finance and management. Mitchell 

(2020) further reinforced his current premise that African American architects need to 

assume the role of “urban community builders” and collaborate with Black America’s 

cultural, political, and business leadership to create large-scale urban economic 

redevelopment. 

  This need to collaborate and create is counter to the history that Young spoke of:  
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I went back recently and looked at ads when they first started building 
subdivisions in this country. The first new subdivision—easy access to town, 
good shopping centers, good schools, no Negroes, no Jews allowed—that was the 
first statement. Then they decided in New York that that was cutting the market 
too close, so they said the next day, ‘No Negroes allowed.’ And then they got cute 
when they thought everybody had the message, and they said ‘restricted, 
exclusive neighborhood, homogeneous neighborhood.’” (1968, p. 7) 

 

African Americans in Architecture 

 The profession of architecture for African Americans has historically been 

difficult to access, as reflected in the membership numbers provided by the AIA. Based 

on a survey taken of licensed architects within the organization, a total of only 26% of 

1,169 firms identify as minority owned (“The American Institute of Architects,” 2016). 

Only 17% of the membership identify as a minority (“The American Institute of 

Architects,” 2016). In terms of delineation of ethnic clusters, minority-owned firms were 

unclear in the report. The Directory of African American Architects (n.d.) reported the 

current number of licensed African American architects stands at 2,325 in the United 

States; 1800 are male and 525 are female.  

 According to the NCARB, which oversees the licensure process in the United 

States, in 2017 there were 109,748 licensed architects (“NCARB’s Role,” n.d.). That 

positions the number of African American architects in the United States at 2%. When 

those statistics are measured against the population, which stands at over 325 million as 

of December 12, 2018 (“Population Clock,” n.d.), African Americans comprised 13.4% 

of the population or 24.5 million (“Quick Facts,” 2018). This data reveals an opportunity 

for the increase in the number of African American architects to coincide with the 

projected number of African American architects desired by both the AIA and the 

NOMA. For several years, the goal of those two associations was to get the 
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organizations’ membership to reflect the diversity of the United States. Based on the 

MOUs between them, the number of licensed African American architects would 

increase to 15%, which would be more representative of the population of African 

Americans in the country. Having considered diversity in general before narrowing in on 

the area most relevant to this research (African Americans in architecture), the literature 

review again pulled out to examine the culture of architecture and its impact on African 

Americans.  

Architecture 

 The examination of the culture of architecture began with the education of architects, 

and then moved to the public’s perception of architecture before examining a culture of 

apathy within architecture. Subsequently the speech given by Young and the agreement 

between AIA and NOMA were explored. 

Architectural Education 

 There has been a continual interest regarding diversity within architecture, 

specifically in architectural education. In Designing for Diversity, Gender, Race and 

Ethnicity in the Architectural Profession, Anthony (2001) discussed diversity and 

architecture concurrently with potential solutions pertaining to why architecture has 

sustained issues in diversity. According to Anthony, the lack of diversity has negatively 

impacted architecture and society at large. The author also addressed a homogeneity in 

architecture that speaks to the lack of diversity and inclusion, and suggested architects 

were failing to seek to change the historically homogenous circumstances.  

 Academic environments for architecture historically have been uninviting to 

minorities, as the modern profession of architecture was modeled on the 18th century 
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ideal of the gentleman architect (Kimball & Edgell, 2012). The notion was that of the 

gentlemen architect being a White male of an elevated financial class in society, similar 

to an aristocracy, making the practice less accessible to those with low economic status. 

Although the AIA was founded in 1857, African Americans had no representation in the 

AIA until 1923 (Anthony, 2001). Why did that exclusion occur and what prevented 

membership of African Americans to the AIA? Elitism and the exclusionary culture of 

architecture contributed to the difficulty of access to the profession for African 

Americans.  

 Elitism is also noted in academia by the jury process of judging work in 

architecture. For example, during the jurying process, students post their work for review 

by critics who the professors bring in to provide feedback to the students. The 

circumstances of jurors critiquing the students’ work was said to foster an environment of 

egotism and a combative approach to the student’s clients. Rather than fostering 

diversity, the feedback has led to a reinforcement of homogeneous thought that persists 

through the professional development of the architect and yields an exclusionary culture. 

(Boyer & Mitgang, 1996). Instead, what was created is a fostering of homogeneous 

thought that cycles endlessly, yielding the exclusionary culture that is then executed 

through the professional development of the architect. The concept of homogeneity is 

noted in current times in Wilkin’s 2016 book, Diversity among Architects, which 

indicated the still-prevalent need for diversity in architecture. The exclusionary culture 

has been a consistent issue in the development of African American architects. 

 Architectural education maintains a color blindness which implies that, although 

architecture deals with societies’ ills through building, those ills have no impact on 
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architectural education (Boyer & Mitgang, 1996). That color blindness in architectural 

education produces a leverage point where design thinking can maximize its impact. The 

leverage point, in this case the color blindness, can be an area for strategically focused 

and targeted action for design thinking (Senge, 1990).  

 Combativeness and egos, as noted by Boyer and Mitgang (1996), provided an 

ideal of architecture that makes firm and client development unfeasible for those without 

cultural, political, and economic capital. Mitchell (2020) corroborated Boyer and 

Mitgang’s (1996) report and elucidated their concepts by suggesting that African 

American architects must evolve past an outmoded ideal of focusing solely on design and 

instead consider the full impact of their design on the community. Here is where 

education could become a leverage point, for investigating where design thinking can be 

implemented to increase diversity within the profession.  

 The aggressive nature of jurying is experienced in architectural programs of both 

historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and White institutions (PWIs). 

Aggressive jurying in this context includes demeaning students’ work at times even to the 

extreme of destruction of the work by the juror. The implication that aggressive 

presentation of ideas, drawings and/or models to clients will translate from academic 

environments leads to a false expectation of what clients will anticipate from the architect 

in their interactions. That elitism, and the educational culture of architectural academia, 

contributes to many African Americans leaving architecture as they see it as a non-viable 

business option given their experiences (Anthony, 2001). Mitchell (2020) corroborated 

that culture as elitism, which is still ubiquitous in architectural academia and is reflected 

by sparse numbers of African American professors in architectural higher education. That 







198 
 

 
 

APPENDIX P 
 

CITI Completion Report 

 

 

  



199 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX Q 
 

IRB Approval




