
Sphere of Work

Architects design and sometimes oversee the construction of a wide 
array of buildings and other structures. They plan homes, offices, 
government buildings, schools and educational complexes, and other 
buildings and complexes according 
to safety, function, and budget 
specifications, as well as the needs 
of the client. Once an architect 
creates the blueprints for the 
project, he or she may coordinate 
with construction crews during all 
stages of the project to ensure that 
it is built to plan and stays within 
budget. About one-fifth of licensed 
architects are self-employed, a 
higher than average percentage 
compared to other careers, 

OVERVIEW
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while the remaining 80 percent work for larger firms, construction 
companies, and government agencies.

Work Environment

Architects spend most of their work days in an office setting, where 
they meet with clients, draft blueprints and reports, and coordinate 
with contractors, engineers, and other architects. They may frequently 
visit work sites to review the progress of a particular project, monitor 
the types of materials used, and meet with contractors and workers. 
Building sites can present physical risks, such as exposed wiring and 
exposure to dust and debris. Architects may work long hours at the 
office, drafting blueprints and drawing models.

Occupation Interest

Architects must be comfortable 
taking a leadership role in 
construction, renovation, or 
preservation projects. They take 
the general ideas and needs of 
a client and use both creativity 
and spatial design expertise 
to transform those ideas into 
a reality that construction 
contractors can execute. People 
who seek to become architects 

should be attracted to careers that combine both engineering 
knowledge and imagination. 

Historically, architects drew blueprints by hand. However, today they 
use innovative computer technologies, such as 2-D and 3-D drafting, 
modeling, and design tools and software, almost exclusively to design 
and draw blueprints. The profession attracts individuals able to work 
independently as well as collaborate with others.  

A Day in the Life—Duties and Responsibilities

Prior to the project’s initiation, an architect meets with clients to 
establish the budget, project objectives, and client requirements. 
Using this information, the architect begins pre-design activities, 
such as conducting environmental impact assessment studies and 

Working Conditions: Work Indoors
Physical Strength: Light Work
Education Needs: Bachelor’s Degree, 

Master’s Degree
Licensure/Certification: Required
Opportunities For Experience: 

Apprenticeship, Military Service, Part-
Time Work

Holland Interest Score*: AIR

Profile

* See Appendix A 
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feasibility reports, preparing cost analysis and land-use studies, 
establishing design requirements and constraints and, where 
necessary, helping in the selection of construction sites. Once pre-
design is complete, the architect works with his or her staff to prepare 
blueprint drawings and generate ideas to present to the client. It is 
not unusual for several plans to be presented before the architect and 
client agree on a final version, so architects should be prepared to 
design and execute multiple drafts of a plan for any project.

When the client approves of the architect’s proposals, the architect 
begins the construction phase of the project. He or she develops 
final construction plans, which include structural systems and other 
design components such as electricity, plumbing, heating, ventilation, 
and air conditioning, ventilation (HVAC), and landscaping. The 
architect may also be responsible for choosing building materials and 
awarding construction bids on behalf of the client. Once the crews 
have been organized and building begins, the architect may coordinate 
consistently with these groups at the construction site to ensure that 
the project is proceeding according to schedule, budget, and design 
specifications. He or she may also spend time with local government 
officials to ensure the project complies with building and fire codes, 
zoning laws, and other ordinances. Finally, the architect may make 
changes to the plan (and, if so, coordinates with the construction 
contractors regarding these changes) as asked by the client.

• Referring to building codes and zoning laws

• Working with drafters to prepare drawings for the client

• Developing detailed drawings and models

• Presenting designs to the client for approval

• Translating the design into construction documents

• Selecting a builder or contractor

• Supervising the construction of the building

Duties and Responsibilities

Architect
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Marine Architects 

Marine Architects design and oversee the construction and repair 
of marine craft and floating structures, such as ships, barges, 
submarines, torpedoes and buoys.

Landscape Architects 

Landscape Architects plan and design the development of land 
areas for projects, such as recreational facilities, airports, highways, 
hospitals, schools and sites that are planned for residential, 
commercial and industrial development.

School-Plant Consultants 

School-Plant Consultants formulate and enforce the standards for 
the construction of public school facilities. They develop legislation 
relative to school building sites and school design and construction.

Architectural Drafters 

Architectural Drafters prepare detailed drawings of architectural 
designs and plans for buildings, according to the specifications, 
sketches and rough drafts that are provided by architects.

Landscape Drafters 

Landscape Drafters prepare detailed scale drawings and tracings from 
rough sketches or other data provided by a landscape architect.

Sustainable/Clean Energy/Green Building Architects

Sustainable/Clean Energy/Green Building Architects design buildings 
that use clean energy technologies to meet new environmental 
standards.

OCCUPATION SPECIALTIES
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Physical Environment

Architects spend most of their time in an office environment, whether 
as part of an architectural firm, a home office, or the headquarters of a 
developer or construction company. A significant amount of time may 
be spent at building sites, supervising the construction process and 
discussing the project with contractors. Some architects also spend 
time at local town and city halls and offices, securing permits and 
filing compliance reports with government officials.

Human Environment

Architects work with a wide 
range of clients, which includes 
homeowners, but more often 
developers and building owners. 
They may work on a daily basis 
with construction workers, 
general contractors, and other 
professionals (such as plumbers, 
electricians, and interior 
designers). Some architects 
work closely with public officials, 
including fire marshals, health 
and building inspectors, and 
environmental officials, ensuring 
compliance with local and state 
laws, regulations, and ordinances.  

Technological Environment

Architects predominantly work 
with computer modeling tools 

and software to create blueprints and construction plans. They must 
be familiar with computer-aided design and drafting (CADD) and 
building information modeling (BIM) technologies as well as other 
2-D and 3-D systems. They must also understand the construction 

Communication Skills
• Speaking effectively 
• Writing concisely 

Interpersonal/Social Skills
• Being able to work independently

Organization & Management Skills
• Coordinating tasks
• Managing people/groups 
• Paying attention to and handling 

details
• Performing duties which change 

frequently

Research & Planning Skills
• Creating ideas
• Using logical reasoning

Technical Skills
• Performing scientific, 

mathematical and technical work

Relevant Skills and Abilities

Architect

WORK ENVIRONMENT
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EDUCATION, TRAINING, AND ADVANCEMENT

tools and materials necessary for the project, as well as have an 
understanding of building methods. A thorough comprehension of how 
to execute environmental impact statements related to any project is 
increasingly a necessity.

High School/Secondary

High school students interested in becoming architects should take 
courses that will help develop their spatial design capabilities. These 
classes include geometry, algebra, physics, industrial arts, drafting, 
and computer science. It is also useful for students to study history to 
gain a better understanding of period architecture and art. Because 
communication with clients and contractors is a critical aspect of the 
architectural design and building processes, students are encouraged 
to take courses that build verbal and communication skills. 

Suggested High School Subjects
• Algebra
• Applied Math
• Applied Physics
• Arts
• Blueprint Reading
• College Preparatory
• Computer Science
• Drafting
• English
• Geometry
• Graphic Communications
• History
• Industrial Arts
• Mathematics
• Mechanical Drawing
• Physics
• Trigonometry
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College/Postsecondary

Most states require that architects have a professional-caliber degree 
in architecture in order to receive their licenses. These degrees 
are considered to include the five-year Bachelor of Architecture 
degree and the two-year Master of Architecture degree. Advanced 
degrees increase the individual’s competitiveness as a candidate 
for employment and can help them specialize in certain fields of 
architecture. Some schools offer graduate-level degrees in “green” or 
environmentally sustainable architectural design.

Related College Majors
• Architectural Drafting
• Architectural Environmental Design
• Architecture
• Drafting, General
• Engineering, General
• Landscape Architecture
• Naval Architecture & Marine Engineering

Adult Job Seekers

Architects who complete their degree training must then complete 
internships working under the direction of an established architect. 
These internships can lead to full-time employment. Experienced 
architects may apply directly for open positions. All architects are 
advised to join a professional trade association or organization, such 
as the American Institute of Architects (AIA).

Architect

Famous First
The first woman to receive a patent for her architectural design was Harriet 
Morrison Irwin. She designed a two-
story hexagonal house in 1869 and it 
was characterized by a central hallway 
which connected all the rooms. The house 
design was not only accepted, but built 
on West Fifth Street in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. Harriet Morrison Irwin was also 
the sister-in-law of General Stonewall 
Jackson.
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Fun Fact
The world’s most complex architecture is a 9-foot tall, 2,000 pound series of 
columns made from cardboard created by Swiss architect and programmer 
Michael Hansmeyer.
Source: http://www.fastcodesign.com/1663306/the-worlds-most-complex-architecture-cardboard-
columns-with-16-million-facet 

EARNINGS AND ADVANCEMENT

Professional Certification and Licensure

Architects are required to become licensed in order to practice 
architecture. This license is gained by obtaining a professional degree, 
completing an internship, and passing the Architect Registration 
Examination (adopted by all states and administered by the National 
Council of Architectural Registration Boards, or NCARB). 

Additional Requirements

Architects are expected to have strong computer skills, 
both for office management and writing proposals and 
for 2-D and 3-D CADD and BIM usage. Additionally, 
architects should have exceptional communication 
skills, visual design acuity, creativity, and spatial 

intelligence (necessary in engineering and drafting).

Salaries vary according to the type of firm and its geographic location. 
Architects with well-established private practices generally earn more 
than salaried employees in architectural firms. Architects starting 
their own practices may go through a period when their expense is 
greater than their income. 
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Median annual earnings of architects were $74,520 in 2014. The 
lowest ten percent earned less than $44,940, and the highest ten 
percent earned more than $121,910.

Architects may receive paid vacations, holidays, and sick days; life and 
health insurance; and retirement benefits. These are usually paid by 
the employer.

Metropolitan Areas with the Highest 
Employment Level in this Occupation

Metropolitan area Employment   Employment per 
thousand jobs 

Hourly 
mean wage 

New York-White Plains-
Wayne, NY-NJ 9,650 1.79 $40.72

Chicago-Joliet-
Naperville, IL 3,630 0.97 $37.06

Washington-Arlington-
Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-
WV 

3,500 1.47 $41.90

Los Angeles-Long 
Beach-Glendale, CA 3,280 0.81 $42.69

Boston-Cambridge-
Quincy, MA 3,000 1.67 $42.74

Dallas-Plano-Irving, TX 2,520 1.13 $38.87
Houston-Sugar Land-
Baytown, TX 2,470 0.87 $40.96

Seattle-Bellevue-Everett, 
WA 2,280 1.53 $36.54

Denver-Aurora-
Broomfield, CO 1,910 1.44 $36.37

Philadelphia, PA 1,780 0.96 $38.75
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Architect
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Employment Trend, 
Projected 2012–22

Note: “All Occupations” includes all occupations in the U.S. Economy. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Employment Projections Program

Architects, except landscape and naval: 17%

Architects, surveyors, and cartographers: 15%

Total, all occupations: 11%

There were approximately 107,500 architects employed nationally 
in 2012. One in five architects was self-employed. Employment is 
expected to grow faster than the average for all occupations through 
the year 2022, which means employment is projected to increase 15 
percent to 20 percent. Employment is affected by the level of activity 
in the construction industry and the cyclical changes in the economy. 
Competition will continue to be keen for jobs in the most prestigious 
firms, which offer good potential for career advancement. Prospective 
architects who gain experience in an architectural firm while they are 
still in school will have a distinct advantage in obtaining an intern-
architect position after college graduation. The demand will be higher 
for architects who are skilled in “green” or sustainable design, which 
puts an emphasis on the use of environmentally friendly practices and 
materials. 
 

EMPLOYMENT AND OUTLOOK

Related Occupations
• Civil Engineer
• Construction Manager
• Drafter
• Landscape Architect
• Marine Engineer & Naval 

Architect

• Mechanical Engineer
• Surveyor & Cartographer
• Urban & Regional Planner

Related Military Occupations
• Marine Engineer
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1. What was your individual career path in terms of education/training, 
entry-level job, or other significant opportunity?

I grew up around my dad’s design/build landscape architecture firm in Memphis. I 
didn’t gravitate towards the plant science aspect of his work, but I shared the same 
talent and interest in design of the built environment. Interior design and architecture 
were the natural alternative avenues for me. I received a Bachelor of Science in 
interior design from Murray State University in Kentucky. One of my professors, Mr. 
Michael Jordan, was an architect who gave us an assignment to design an airport. 
This was a pivotal project for me, as I realized I loved designing both the exterior 
and interior of buildings—and developed the opinion that neither can be designed 
in a vacuum. After graduation, I worked for an architecture firm in Memphis before 
attending Washington University in St. Louis for a master’s degree in architecture. 
There, I studied design not only in the Midwest, but also spent a full semester in 
Helsinki, Finland, and another in Seoul, South Korea. My now-husband brought me to 
Boston, where I have found a meaningful and growing career in architecture.

2. What are the most important skills and/or qualities for someone in your 
profession?

Architecture requires a natural eye for design and interest in science, art, and 
history. More important, it requires the ability to work collaboratively with clients who 
don’t always understand design. Every day is a new challenge. Years ago, I thought 
everyone was silly, telling me not to pursue architecture unless I wanted to work 
excessive overtime for a small salary. However, they were mostly right. If you’re truly 
passionate about it, though, you’ll pursue it anyway–like I did.

3. What do you wish you had known going into this profession?

I believe I was prepared for working as an architect. Graduate school was the 
toughest part. I wish I had known that working smarter and with very clear 
intentions, instead of working longer hours, would have gotten me further in 
school. I had amazing professors at Washington University, but I spent too much 
time guessing what everyone else wanted me to do instead of focusing on my own 

Conversation With . . . 
JORDAN ZIMMERMANN

Associate
Arrowstreet, Boston, Massachusetts

Architect, 7½ years

Architect



Careers in Building Construction12

interest in projects. In the real world, you are challenged with so many practical 
constraints. I always wish I could go back to some of those school projects now and 
not worry about the constraints.

4. Are there many job opportunities in your profession? In what specific 
areas?

You can use your architecture license to design any building type you can imagine. 
Many architects become experts in specific areas, such as health care or student 
life buildings. Others are more generalists. Some architects are best in design roles, 
creating concepts and programming for buildings. Others function in a technical 
role—they figure out the details such as how to keep water out of the building. 
Integration of sustainable design is a growing area in the industry. Boston and 
other coastal cities are facing the reality of rising sea levels and vulnerability to 
flooding. Architects play a role in the future of coastal development. There are a lot of 
opportunities and challenges in this area.

5. How do you see your profession changing in the next five years? What 
role will technology play in those changes, and what skills will be 
required?

3D modeling has changed the industry significantly in the past ten years. We are now 
able to 3D print practically anything, from scaled study models to full-size building 
elements. This has changed the design process and has advanced full-scale building 
techniques.

6. What do you enjoy most about your job? What do you enjoy least about 
your job?

You cannot possibly master every building type in one career. My colleagues with 
thirty years of experience still have opportunities to learn. It’s exciting and exhausting 
at the same time. What I enjoy least is the inconsistency of work load. Both the 
industry and individual firms are either overwhelmingly busy or depressingly slow. 
It’s the nature of project-based work that’s dependent on the market.

7. Can you suggest a valuable “try this” for students considering a career 
in your profession?

 In order to understand architecture, you need to understand the history of it. Books 
like Ten Books on Architecture, Devil in the White City, and The Eyes of the Skin are 
good recommendations. It’s important to read about the past but also be aware of 
current design progress and leaders around world. ArchDaily, Dezeen and other 
publications are easily accessible online. More specifically, Harvard University has 
a career discovery summer program that gives students a taste of design studio 
without a long-term commitment. Other schools may offer something similar.
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SELECTED SCHOOLS

Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo 
San Luis Obispo, CA 93407
Phone: 805.756.2311
www.calpoly.edu

Cornell University 
Ithaca, NY 14850
Phone: 607.254.4636
www.cornell.edu

Pratt Institute 
200 Willoughby Avenue
Brooklyn, NY 11205
Phone: 718.636.3600
www.pratt.edu

Rhode Island School of Design 
2 College Street
Providence, RI 02903
Phone: 401.454.6100
www.risd.edu

Rice University 
6100 Main Street
Houston, TX 77005
Phone: 713.348.0000
www.rice.edu

Southern California Institute of 
Architecture
960 E. 3rd Street
Los Angeles, CA 90013
Phone: 213.613.2200
www.sciarc.edu

Syracuse University 
900 South Crouse Avenue
Syracuse, NY 13244
Phone: 315.443.1870
www.syr.edu

University of Texas, Austin 
Austin, Texas 78712
Phone: 512.471.3434
www.utexas.edu

University of Southern 
California 
Los Angeles, CA 90089
Phone: 213.740.1111
www.usc.edu

Virginia Tech
Blacksburg, VA 24061
Phone: 540.231.6000
www.vt.edu

Many colleges and universities offer programs related to the study 
of architecture; a number of them also have schools or programs 
specifically devoted to this field. Some of the more prominent 
undergraduate programs in architecture are listed below.
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MORE INFORMATION

American Institute of Architects
1735 New York Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20006-5292
800.242.3837
www.aia.org
 
Association of Collegiate Schools 
of Architecture
1735 New York Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20006
202.785.2324
www.acsa-arch.org 

Association of Licensed 
Architects
22159 North Pepper Road, Suite 2N
Barrington, IL  60010
847.382.0630 
www.alatoday.org

National Architectural 
Accrediting Board, Inc.
1735 New York Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20006
202.783.2007
www.naab.org 

National Council of Architectural 
Registration Boards
1801 K Street NW, Suite 700K
Washington, DC 20006
202.783.6500
www.ncarb.org

Society of American Registered 
Architects
14 E. 38th Street
New York, NY 10016
888.385.7272
www.sara-national.org

Michael Auerbach/Editor


