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THE BEAUTY OF DESIGN IS IN THE ‘AND’: INSIDE AND OUTSIDE, TEST 

FIT AND CONCEPT, THE PORTFOLIO AND THINKING MADE REAL, 

PEOPLE AND PLACE, THE OPPORTUNITY AND THE OBSTACLE.
Cheryl Durst, Hon. FIIDA, LEED AP

Cheryl Durst, Hon. FIIDA, LEED AP, IIDA executive vice president and CEO, moderated the 
two-day event, which was hosted by Milliken at the Roger Milliken Campus in Spartanburg, 
South Carolina. Guest presentations alternated with facilitated conversations that touched 
on topics ranging from the Gen Z mindset to the importance of learning hand rendering. 
Participants identified the proficiencies, attributes, and values designers need to meet the 
challenges they’ll face in coming decades, and debated how to foster agility and adeptness 
around the pivotal areas of well-being, diversity, and social responsibility. The tone was 
positive and proactive, with perceived challenges reframed as opportunities to effect 
change and futureproof the Interior Design profession.

In October 2017, a group of educators from design programs around the country joined 
experienced and emerging practitioners, including recent graduates and a current student, 
for a thought-provoking conversation about where the profession is headed. The occasion 
was the International Interior Design Association’s second annual Educators Roundtable, 
a forum to brainstorm how institutions and firms can best prepare rising practitioners to 
navigate pivotal issues defining the profession. 

< BACK TO CONTENTS

5

OVERVIEW



< BACK TO CONTENTS

6

THE STATE OF 
INTERIOR DESIGN 

EDUCATION 
AND YOUNG 

PROFESSIONALS

1



< BACK TO CONTENTS

7

1



Both constituencies weighed in: recent graduates (including 
the 2016 and 2017 IIDA students of the year) who have just 
started their careers, and upper-level practitioners who 
recruit, hire, mentor, and/or manage young designers. 

Seasoned professionals acknowledged that it is their 
responsibility to be, as IIDA Global Chair of Student 
Experience Primo Orpilla, FIIDA, principal and co-founder, 
Studio O+A, and visiting professor, University of Texas at 
Austin, put it, a “finishing school” for recent grads—the 
education of fledgling designers continues under the firm’s 
purview. But ultimately, “what’s most important for us 
when hiring is whether prospects have core attributes like 
rigor and stick-to-itiveness, which can’t be taught.”

By all accounts, new hires are much better prepared for the 
workplace than were their predecessors. “Over the last five 
years, the skill set has gone up,” said Orpilla. “Graduates are 
able to hit the ground running right when they walk in our 
door.” Josie Briggs, IIDA, LEED AP ID+C, principal interior 
designer, NBBJ, concurred: “The skill level is there; it’s 
amazing.” Many designers credited this competence to  
new CIDA standards and a better dialogue between 
educators and practitioners. 

Young designers themselves, however, painted a more 
complicated picture. Amy Leigh Hufford, Associate IIDA, 
the 2016 IIDA Student of the Year who graduated from 
Philadelphia University and joined the design firm NELSON 
as an interior designer, described the at-times dispiriting 
conditions that entry-level designers encounter: “Week one 
on the job was sink or swim. Turnover is quick for those 
who don’t assimilate fast enough.” She faced enormous 
pressure to learn the ropes quickly, with little guidance 
from above, a situation that was especially challenging 
when it came to executing tight-deadline tasks like test fits, 
which weren’t taught in school. “I got zero mentoring. Just, 
‘Here’s your desk, here’s a project, it’s this many square 
feet… OK, bye.’”

The prevailing “figure it out yourself” attitude can be 
attributed to higher ups’ lack of bandwidth to mentor 
and handhold. There’s also no time for an ease-in period 
during which neophytes can observe or shadow superiors. 
“We have such a talent gap at the mid-level that we have 
to throw [rookies] right into large projects: ‘Here’s this 
massive amount of work—and you are responsible for it,’” 
said Briggs. Mentoring happens at the senior level, but not 
lower down the rung. “I’ve heard that firms are doing a 
great job onboarding for culture, but not for the practice of 
design,” said Durst. “Young designers are forced to identify 
and reach out to mentors very quickly.” 

Lindzey Duval, Associate IIDA, a 2017 Texas State University 
graduate and the 2017 IIDA Student of the Year, who 
was just eight weeks into her tenure as an interior design 
coordinator at HDR, recounted her own baptism by fire. “My 
first week was very tough. That jump from student to real 
life is a huge leap; it can be overwhelming and emotional”—
particularly if it involves relocation to a new city. New hires 
could benefit from a little compassion from managers, or at 
least some understanding about all the factors that could 
be affecting acclimation to a new job.

A big issue for Duval was getting her head in the game. 
“It requires confidence and fearlessness to apply what 
you learned in school to your job and not worry about 
what you may not know. You must think, I have the tools 
to move forward as long as someone can show me.” What 
she wanted from superiors wasn’t necessarily a master 
class in minutiae so much as a logical framework and some 
moral support. “We can learn on our own, but learning from 
someone with experience is so, so valuable.” 

HAVE ENTRY-LEVEL PRACTITIONERS BEEN PROPERLY 
EDUCATED FOR TODAY’S WORKPLACE—AND DO THOSE NOVICES 
THEMSELVES FEEL ADEQUATELY PREPPED? 

YOUNG DESIGNERS NEED TO BE 

FEARLESS IN THEIR DECISIONS, 

CONFIDENT IN THEIR WORK, AND 

UNDERSTAND HOW TO ARTICULATE 

THE MEANING IN THEIR DESIGNS.
Lindzey Duval, Associate IIDA
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Time-strapped practitioners must prioritize: What is 
most important for them to teach novices, and what 
can entry-level designers effectively learn on their own? 
Good judgment and a sense of perspective, for instance, 
come with experience, and often need to be nurtured or 
shown by example. “Many kids from this generation place 
the same value on anything they can find in a couple 
mouse clicks,” said IIDA International Board of Directors 
Vice President Annie Chu, IIDA, FAIA, NCIDQ, founding 
principal, CHU + GOODING Architects, and professor of 
interior architecture at Woodbury University. “They don’t 
have the ability to discern if something’s just noise or if it 
can propel a design forward: ‘Will this dig deeper or dig 
more holes?’ Teaching them how to research is one of the 
most critical lessons.” 

It can also take time for recent graduates to truly 
understand how their individual actions affect an entire 
project. “We toggle between the macro and the micro 
every day, in everything we do,” said Chu. Perspective 
and a sense of the big picture are important. “Designers 
often focus on one area, but we need people at our firm 
and in the profession who can shift scales and span 
project types,” said Briggs.

Pratt student Genia Wright, Student IIDA, MPA, PMP, has 
years of work experience under her belt, but in another 
field. She offered unique insight about a capability she 
sees lagging in her younger compatriots: “I don’t see 
project management aptitude. They don’t yet know how 
to go through an iterative process, to organize their 
work: mapping out the steps to go from assignment to 
execution. Whereas I know to give myself a plan and 
a timeline, and when to move on in order to meet my 
deadline.” That’s a skill many young designers don’t learn 
until they are on the job, under the tutelage of others.

WHAT ENTRY-LEVEL DESIGN 
PROFESSIONALS NEED 
TO SUCCEED IN TODAY’S 
WORKPLACE—AND WHOSE 
ROLE IT IS TO CULTIVATE:

EDUCATORS:
• Basic design skills
• Rendering skills
• Critical thinking 
• Cross-disciplinary savvy
• Research skills

THE DESIGNER:
• Confidence 
• An ability to manage up and  

advocate for guidance/support
• People skills
• Tech flexibility
• Precision of thought and language
• Rigor

THE FIRM:
• Support and training
• An understanding of the “big picture”
• Vocation-specific skills (like test fits)
• Professional communications etiquette
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Fortune 500 companies now regularly list wellness, diversity, and social 
responsibility as key strategic goals. So how are design firms discussing these 
issues with their clients and manifesting them in their work? And what are the 
competencies and challenges around each bucket? Designers, manufacturers,  
and educators are grappling with this triad of issues in interrelated ways.

WELLNESS AND WELL-BEING
Wellness is a trillion-dollar industry and a top priority for 
firms and their clients. “For designers, wellness is not a 
movement continuing to up the bar. Wellness naturally 
aligns with the interior design discipline—it’s just what 
you do,” said Durst. Indeed, every project aims to support 
body and mind, foster optimal performance, abet positive 
interactions, invite decompression, etc.

So, are students being taught everything they need to 
know in order to create spaces that enhance well-being 
and meaningfully converse with clients about the nuances 
of the topic? Pamela K. Evans, Ph.D., IIDA, FIDEC, LEED AP, 
director of the interior design program within the College 
of Architecture and Environmental Design at Kent State 
University, recently completed her tenure as board chair 
of the Council for Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA) 
and admits well-being “has been hard to define within 
what we do.” But she is confident that the new CIDA 
standards “address and reflect how education [on the topic] 
is changing.” 

A complicating factor is that research on the direct link 
between wellness and the built environment is evolving—
and something of an imperfect science. We don’t yet have 
the technological tools to answer many key questions 
regarding causality, nor the means to measure the impact 
of certain environmental and behavioral factors. Guest 
speaker Dana Pillai, president, Delos Labs, and executive 
director, Well Living Lab, is at the forefront of this field 
of inquiry. His work approaches the topic through an 
epidemiological lens, endeavoring to discern what 
behaviors drive wellness, and how our environment—and 
even, perhaps, our social network—can be set up to inspire 
those behaviors. 

There are challenges to this approach, he explained. For 
instance, it’s hard to get people to disclose accurate 
information about their past behaviors, such as what they 
ate the day before; human nature is to cast ourselves in a 
more flattering light, and we often unconsciously misreport 
things. (“Did I eat three donuts yesterday, or maybe just 
two?”) One way to eliminate such inaccuracies is to observe 
subjects’ behaviors in a “living lab” setting and then query 
them regarding their satisfaction level. “So instead of 
asking, ‘What did you eat?’ we say, ‘We saw you eat this,’ 
and then ask if they are happy or not as a result—and what 
factors might have inspired different behavior.” Such a 

project, a dormitory-esque residence, is underway in China 
and slated for a late-2018 launch. How will the lab recruit 
subjects willing to be monitored 24/7? “I have no idea!” 
Pillai admitted. 

Pillai’s team is also conducting promising research into the 
connection between well-being and work role function: 
how factors like compensation, stress level, and physical 
comfort contribute to happiness in the workplace. But he 
cautioned that an “enormous amount” of research needs 
to be done before any reliable conclusions can be drawn. 
“Can we observe occupant satisfaction that results from 
manipulating interior environments, such as raising or 
lowering the temperature? Yes. Can we observe changes 
in function: Are workers more social or do they have 
better cognition or perform better as a result of raising the 
temperature? That’s coming; we just now have the tools to 
measure these outcomes.” The next-level questions have 
not been posed, “because we haven’t figured out how  
to get answers.” We can’t know what factors improve  
well-being until we’re equipped with the right tools to 
quantify them.

I WANT TO KNOW THE DRIVERS 

OF HEALTH IN LIFE AND, BY 

EXTENSION AND USING THE SAME 

METHODOLOGY, AT WORK.  

I AM APPLYING A PUBLIC HEALTH 

MODEL TO WORKPLACE HEALTH.
Dana Pillai 
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DIVERSITY
It was universally acknowledged that increased diversity, at 
all levels and in every nook and cranny of the profession, is 
a top priority, if a so-far elusive goal, of our industry. Equity 
is important for business, for innovation, and for humanity. 
Attaining diversity is, however, complicated and requires a 
holistic, concerted, and dogged approach from educators, 
practitioners, and industry partners. Achieving diversity 
of all stripes (racial, economic, gender, etc.) takes work, 
resources, and intentionality.

Despite the diversity evident at the roundtable, design 
firms, schools, and manufacturers still grapple with gender 
and racial imbalance. Wright described being one of few 
people of color at Pratt, which is located in the heart of a 
predominantly African-American neighborhood in Brooklyn. 
(“And only this year did we get a diversity officer!” she 
added.) Shawn McLean, IIDA, owner, McLean Bergel Design, 
recounted being known as “the black interior designer”—
as in, the only one in the city—when she moved to San 
Francisco. HR executives from Milliken shared findings from 
their own recently launched diversity initiative: 54% of the 
production associates are nonwhite; the administrative staff 
is about 75% female; and senior management is primarily 
white males. “Diversity is strong in some areas of the 
company, but not all,” said Craig Haydamack, senior vice 
president of human resources, Milliken. “That’s a pattern we 
see all over the U.S.”

Many roundtable participants described themselves as “the 
first” or “the only.” Wanda Coates-Flowers was the first 
black interior designer to join the Army Corps of Engineers. 
Orpilla was the only Filipino (and one of very few males) 
in his undergraduate design program. IIDA Foundation 
2016 Diversity Award recipient Kijeong Jeon, IDEC, NCIDQ, 
professor, interior architecture program, California State 
University Chico, was the only Asian male studying design at 
his college in the 1980s. McLean was the first in her family  
to attend art/design school.

Recruiting such “firsts”—to the field, to design school, 
and to our firms—is a necessity and a challenge. Students 
who are first in their family to attend college are not often 
steered toward interior design as a major, or even art/design 
school in the first place; in fact, they are likely to be actively 
dissuaded from design in favor of law, medicine, or another 
career believed to be safer and more lucrative. Parental 
pressure is powerful; indeed, a recent Gallup poll discovered 
students get advice about college and majors primarily 
through family and friends—not guidance counselors. Said 
Doug Seidler, IIDA, chair and associate professor, Interior 
Design, Marymount University: “So many students’ stories 
start with, ‘My mom or dad said…’ meaning, they did or did 
not allow their kid to go into a certain field.” The industry 
needs to do a better job of explaining what it is one can do 
with a design degree in hand, the career options available to 
design graduates, and the viability of the profession. Design 
still suffers from an image problem: “We don’t message 
well,” stated Orpilla.

Increasingly, design firms and manufacturers are 
implementing diversity initiatives, but reducing inequality 
top to bottom requires many resources, a thoughtful 
approach, and constant course correction. “Looking across 
the entire employee lifecycle is what we aspire to,” said 
Haydamack. Milliken’s own diversity program, assisted by 
data analysts and three legal firms, has a far reach, extending 
to supplier diversity programs and community giving and 
considering everything from recruitment to retirement. 
“We want to be intentional about making everyone feel 
included and valued regardless of their difference,” Ricaye 
Harris, talent acquisition specialist and diversity program 
leader, Milliken, added. Protected categories are just the 
first layer; “invisible” disabilities like mental illness are the 
next frontier. To be truly and sustainably diverse requires 
looking at everything from recruitment and hiring practices 
to mentorship and board membership. And for diversity to 
flourish, it can’t just be an HR initiative. “You have to get the 
buy-in from everyone,” said Harris.

Durst urged participants to put on their activist hats. “We are 
in a bubble, but we need to rage against the bubble because 
it keeps us warm and hazy and allows us to be complacent.” 
However, not everyone is comfortable being an agitator for 
racial equity or even a poster child. “I’ve struggled with that 
myself because I don’t want to be pointed out,” said McLean. 
Chu sympathized. “When I was young, I didn’t think of 
myself as female or Chinese or an immigrant; not until much 
later in life did that awareness come. But the older I get, the 
more I realize there are others who are struggling who do 
not have the support or fortitude I have. So we need to be 
there for them. You are in a position to fight social injustice.”

WE ARE ALL STARS, AND WE 

HAVE TO RECOGNIZE AND TAKE 

OWNERSHIP OF THAT. THERE  

ARE FORCES PUSHING AGAINST 

US. WE ARE ROLE MODELS. 
Jack Travis, FAIA,  
NOMAC
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Jon Otis, IIDA, founder and principal, Object 
Agency, professor at Pratt institute, and 
the 2017 IIDA Educator of the Year, and 
Pratt student Genia Wright, Student IIDA, 
MPA, PMP, recently founded a fledgling but 
ambitious organization (tentatively named the 
Diversity in Design Foundation) to address 
equity in the design industry in a holistic 
manner, from elementary school education to 
senior leadership. As they’ve fine-tuned their 
mission, they’ve debated whether the term 
“diversity” is even flexible and encompassing 
enough, and whether the world ultimately 
ignores the notion of economic inequality. 
“Is it too weak a term to encompass all we 
need to achieve? Is ‘inclusion’ perhaps a 
better word that could lead us to political 
ideas that will help spark change?” Otis 
wondered. The diversity definition they 
champion encompasses race but also gender, 
sexual orientation, academic background, and 
other non-protected categories, “like where 
in your career you are when you come into 
the design space,” added Wright. “We’re not 
sure the questions are being raised about the 
wholeness of the student.”

Foremost on their agenda is figuring out how 
to organize the conversation so diversity 
becomes an industry-wide value and a self-
perpetuating mechanism. “How do you 
galvanize efforts and then sustain them? If we 
nurture a pipeline but then people can’t find 
a job, or one at which they feel supported, 
we haven’t found a sustainable solution,” said 
Otis. “Our goal is to consider the entire cycle.”

Of the 109,000 registered 
architects in the U.S.,  

only about  
347 are black women.

IF YOU DON’T HAVE A DIVERSE 

INTERVIEW TEAM, YOU WILL 

NOT MAKE BALANCED  

DECISIONS AND EVALUATE 

EVERYONE APPROPRIATELY.
Craig Haydamack
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SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
Social responsibility is another hot-button topic for 
the industry. Moral fortitude and high-mindedness 
are attributes that millennials in particular prize—and 
look for in a potential employer. Companies keen on 
recruiting this generation need to flaunt (and perhaps 
bolster) their corporate values, said Haydamack. “People 
who interview with us want to know if they can be 
creative and realize their potential here”—that’s still first 
and foremost—“but they also inquire about our social 
responsibility.” (Indeed, it’s what attracts many people to 
Milliken, a fixture on the World’s Most Ethical Companies 
list.) By extension, design firms and manufacturers are 
shoring up their ethical frameworks with an eye toward 
both recruitment and the bottom line: Many clients 
prefer to retain a design firm whose values align with 
their own.

I SEE TOO FEW PEOPLE 

OF COLOR IN MY WORLD. 

I DON’T SEE BLACK AND 

BROWN IN MY CLASSROOMS 

OR ON THE FACULTY.
Genia Wright,  
Student IIDA, MPA, PMP

EVEN WITHIN THE FIELD, I 

OFTEN CONFRONT THE ‘YOU 

ARE NOT ENOUGH OF THIS OR 

THAT’ MENTALITY. WE NEED 

TO CELEBRATE DIFFERENCE. 

INTERIOR DESIGNERS ARE MEN, 

WOMEN, PEOPLE IN BETWEEN.
Amy Leigh Hufford,  
Associate IIDA
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In contemplating the profession’s future, participants unanimously agreed that it 
needs to be more diverse and interdisciplinary and that practitioners need top-tier 
people skills as well as soft skills such as empathy. What challenges do we face 
in attaining these goals, given the current state of education, the prevalent traits 
and attitudes of young Gen Z and Millennial practitioners, and the evolving project 
implementation processes? What roadmap can help us surmount these obstacles, 
and seize them as opportunities to propel the industry forward? 

WE NEED TO…
1. EXPLAIN THE PROFESSION BETTER.

2. USE ACCESSIBLE LANGUAGE.

3. BE PROACTIVE ABOUT RECRUITING FROM NEW PLACES.

4. WORK WITH (RATHER THAN RAIL AGAINST) THE GEN Z MINDSET.

5. BE TECH-FLEXIBLE.

6. EMBRACE SOFT SKILLS.

< BACK TO CONTENTS
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1. EXPLAIN THE PROFESSION BETTER.

THE OBSTACLE: WE DO A SUBPAR JOB  
OF SELLING OUR PROFESSION.

THE OPPORTUNITY: FRAMING THE PROFESSION 
BETTER WILL DRAW A MORE DIVERSE AUDIENCE 
TO THE INDUSTRY—AND ENSURE BETTER  
VALUATION OF OUR SERVICES.

How do we get smart, talented kids—in particular first-
gen college students—to go into design versus, say, pre-
med? “We all know design is not regarded as a high-net 
profession; it’s a passion profession,” said Durst. “Passion 
often loses out for this audience.” Wright described a 
fairly common scenario: “My parents were not open to a 
career conversation. The list of acceptable paths was very 
short: doctor, lawyer, vague finance person.” 

But what if her parents had known that, according to 
the IIDA Interior Design Compensation Report, entry-
level practitioners make an average of $43,000 a year, 
and senior design leaders can make well over $100,000 
a year? Educating the entire family is a start. “Design 
needs better exposure to younger children and their 
parents,” affirmed Christina Gonano, IIDA, RID, professor 
of interior design, Savannah College of Art and Design. 
IIDA International Board President James Kerrigan, IIDA, 
LEED AP ID+C, design principal of interiors, Jacobs, 
agreed. “So many people say they fell into design, often 
later in their academic career. I wonder about engaging 
people at a much younger age”—elementary school, 
even. Camps and summer programs at universities and 
even corporate campuses are great vehicles to reach 
this youthful audience.

The Interior Design profession does a subpar job selling 
itself—especially to the diverse audience we aspire to 
attract, one that may or may not know what interior 
designers do, let alone that it is a lucrative, meaningful, 
values-oriented, and exciting occupation. (HGTV does 
as much damage as good in pulling back the curtain 
on the profession, often caricaturing the vocation.) Nor 
do we convey what a big mark it leaves on the world. 
Changing this will be key to attracting more people 
to the profession. “There are opportunities to create 
exposure,” affirmed Wright. “Your average black person 
in America is not aware of design.” And even entry-
level practitioners could benefit from context: “Young 
designers are not cognizant of all we impact and how 
deep the field goes,” said Orpilla.

Painting a clearer picture about the many fruitful jobs and 
roles available to an interior design degree holder, and 
what skill set each role requires, can help firms attract, 
recruit, and ultimately retain talent. Doing so can also help 
students think about where in the field they might like to 

end up, so they can start honing their capabilities for that 
track a bit earlier. Gonano recalls her own route to becoming 
an educator at 27. “I loved building, but architecture wasn’t 
for me.” She pursued other unrelated fields initially, because 
she didn’t know that design had many facets. “It was a 
matter of people along the way telling me, ‘This is an option 
for you.’ They helped push me in a direction I might not 
have gone in otherwise.” 

Educators can and should play a major role in exposing 
students to the field’s variedness, and in better preparing 
them for a fuller spectrum of jobs—not just to be a senior 
designer at a mid-sized firm. Indeed, many are inevitably 
destined for other specialties. “We teach students about 
design, design, design, but we need to think about more 
than just what makes a good designer,” said Jeon. “Our 
industry needs good salespeople, marketers, project 
managers”—even college professors. “There are many roles 
for many types of people.”

2. USE ACCESSIBLE LANGUAGE.

OBSTACLE: PRETENTIOUS DESIGN-SPEAK 
ALIENATES A LOT OF PEOPLE—INCLUDING 
POTENTIAL PRACTITIONERS AND CLIENTS.

OPPORTUNITY: TALKING ABOUT OUR WORK IN MORE 
ACCESSIBLE LANGUAGE HELPS US CONNECT WITH 
THE WORLD AND LEADS TO MORE HUMAN-CENTERED 
DESIGN.

Two-way communication is a key ingredient of good 
design. Yet practitioners often speak in a sort of esoteric 
patois. “We use archi-speak to talk about something we 
want people to relate to,” said Otis. “That language is 
reinforced in academia.”

Using the lingua franca is OK when talking among 
ourselves, but it alienates the uninitiated when we’re out 
in the “real world” speaking about design. “As a person 
who, prior to becoming a student, was in a position to 
commission designers, I encountered plenty who tried to 
talk above me,” said Wright. “Designers need to speak in 
a more accessible way and learn to convey our thoughts 
to those who don’t have an MFA in interior design. The 
customer needs to understand what you are talking about!”

In addition, designers sometimes adopt the trade lingo 
of a certain industry they’re targeting for new business, 
and sprinkle pitches and proposals with insider-y phrases. 
It’s a way to say, “We get you and your unique design 
challenges.” But it’s essential to resist the temptation to 
use jargon when you’re selling the design profession at, say, 
your local high school career day or at a tech conference. 
There are other ways to convey expertise that don’t come 
across as pretentious. If we want the broader populace to 
understand the importance and relevance of our work to 
their daily lives, we need to choose words to reflect it.
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3. BE PROACTIVE ABOUT 
RECRUITING FROM NEW PLACES.

THE OBSTACLE: IT’S HARD TO BOOST DIVERSITY  
WHEN WE REACH OUT TO THE SAME SCHOOLS  
AND COMMUNITIES OVER AND OVER.

THE OPPORTUNITY: REACHING OUT TO 
AUDIENCES WHO TEND TO BE UNDEREXPOSED 
TO DESIGN WILL DRAW NEW PEOPLE TO THE 
FIELD AND HELP US CREATE DESIGNS THAT 
ULTIMATELY CONNECT WITH MORE PEOPLE. 

“We have a lot of international students at SCAD, which 
boosts diversity on campus, but we can be better about 
having local diversity,” said Gonano. “I’m thinking about 
where I could go to talk about the profession and let people 
know you can make a living in it.” Said Durst, “Explaining is 
a powerful voice of advocacy in our profession.” 

This is one area where the design industry could take a cue 
from politics: “Politicians are deft at micro-targeting the 
groups they need to shift, versus creating an eco chamber 
by going back to the same places,” said Seidler. “There’s a 
lesson in that.”

4. WORK WITH (RATHER THAN  
RAIL AGAINST) THE GEN Z MINDSET.

THE OBSTACLE: MILLENNIALS AND GEN Zs 
AREN’T GOOD WITH THE “GRAY AREA.” THEY 
GREW UP WITH A CLEAR PATH TO SUCCESS—
AND EXPECT THE SAME ON THE JOB.

THE OPPORTUNITY: TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THEIR NEED 
FOR VALIDATION, APPROVAL, AND A TRANSPARENT, 
CLEARLY DEFINED ROUTE TO SUCCESS. 

Kids today are constantly evaluated vis-à-vis mastery of a 
specific skill set. “It starts as early as first grade, with the 
Common Core and state academic standards—the checking 
of the boxes,” said Dr. Evans. “They have grown up being 
assessed,” and believing that success, in the form of an A, is 
simply a recipe to be followed. Many have internalized this 
valuation system, craving outside validation at the expense 
of honing self-assessment skills.

This mindset carries over to higher education. “Students are 
increasingly asking how they can earn an A,” said Seidler. 
“It’s with the best of intentions; it’s not presumptive. They 
want to understand the criteria for success before we even 
start a project.” Complaints about grades are almost always 
tied to a lack of clarity about them, he adds.

As a result, professors feel compelled to be more 
transparent about grading rubrics and to divulge the 
criteria students are being judged by. “Students expect 
[transparency] in a way that they didn’t 10 years ago,” 
said Otis. He and other academics expressed discontent 

with the prescribed nature of rubrics, particularly how the 
system doesn’t account for the subjective nature of our 
practice and discipline. “How do you quantify a creative 
endeavor?” Chu asked rhetorically.

Seidler liked a colleague’s idea for introducing “squishiness” 
into the grading rubric by adding a checkbox for risk 
taking: “So you can’t earn high marks unless you are 
willing to take risks and fail. Stuff like that needs to be part 
of evaluating someone’s performance in a practice that 
tackles deeper ideas and entails an iterative process.”

Besides, good grades only get you so far. “I talk a lot about 
how every project students do is potentially portfolio 
worthy,” said Otis. “Your portfolio is what matters. No 
one is going to ask about your grades in a job interview.” 
Kerrigan elaborated: “When I’m hiring folks, it comes 
down to personality and fit. Of course you always want to 
hire rock stars, but I never look at GPA; I’m more likely to 
critique their resume font!” Success is not about the A; it’s 
about the quality of the work. 

But it’s also about upward mobility. Millennials are having 
more conversations about salary and review than their 
predecessors were at the same age and demanding the 
existence and transparency of a clear trajectory from entry-
level to senior designer and beyond. “The magical red cloth 
has to be pulled off,” said Durst. “Designers want a defined 
path,” added Orpilla. “And you have to give employees the 
time and training [to progress down that path].”

Seasoned professionals rolled their eyes about the 
younger generation’s need for a prescribed path and clear 
criterion for success, and their inability to accept a gray 
area. But Gen X and above could benefit from their own 
shift in mindset: Don’t complain, explain. Use friction as 
an opportunity to educate and open young professionals’ 
minds. We need to get them to think, “What do I need to 
succeed here… not for myself but for the company and 
for my client?” The competitive culture of the university 
system often undermines this community-minded ethos. 
“Competing is a waste of time,” said Hufford. “Teach design 
students to care about others versus their own success.” 
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The Gen Z mindset has implications for 
the design critique. “IN A CULTURE THAT 
THRIVES ON VALIDATION, HOW DO YOU 
BALANCE AFFIRMATION-SEEKING WITH 
SOLID CRITIQUE?” Durst asked participants. 
Here were a few strategies:

“I encounter more resistance when  
I deliver a strictly negative critique, 
so I’m trying to come up with more 
positives and to say them first. I 
acknowledge the strengths before  
telling them what they can do better.”  
—Annie Chu, IIDA, FAIA, NCIDQ

“The very word ‘critique’ has a negative 
connotation, so in my intro course, we 
talk about critique as a positive thing. 
We have a lot less tears when I do that. 
It’s also important to teach students to 
disassociate themselves from their work. 
It’s a matter of saying, ‘This is not about 
you; this is going to make your project 
better.’” —Pamela Evans, Ph.D., IIDA, 
FIDEC, LEED AP

Gen Zs must learn to rely on their own 
judgment rather than outside evaluation: “I 
try to be upfront: Yes, I’m teaching you, but 
you have to try to assess yourselves,” said 
Jack Travis, FAIA, NOMAC, adjunct professor 
of interior design at The School of Visual 
Arts, New York School of Interior Design, 
Pratt Institute, and the Fashion Institute of 
Technology. That’s where true confidence lies.

5. BE TECH-FLEXIBLE.

OBSTACLE: IT’S HARD FOR SCHOOLS TO TRAIN 
STUDENTS TO BE TECH PROFICIENT WHEN THE 
SOFTWARE OF CHOICE CHANGES EVERY FEW YEARS. 

OPPORTUNITY: TEACHING THE CORE SKILLS—
SPATIAL IMAGING, 2D-TO-3D CONVERSION—
THAT THE TECHNOLOGY IS SHORTCUTTING 
WILL CREATE BETTER PRACTITIONERS 
AND ENSURE OUR ROLE IS VALUED. 

Hufford had four semesters of drafting while at 
university—“and now, a year and half into the job, I’ve never 
encountered a drafting table!” Was that precious school 
time squandered, she wondered? “I feel like I learned those 
same skills through Revit.”

Educators and experienced practitioners were quick to 
defend old-fashioned hand drawing as a means to develop 
design ideas and to understand space, proportion, and 
scale. “The hand-to-brain connection is so important for 
what we do,” said Dr. Evans. “Drafting is not obsolete!” 
Jeon agreed. “You may not be using a drafting table, but 
you are still using those visualization and ideation skills 
every day.”

Chu praised drawing and model making as practices that 
teach students how to do rapid visualization and “quick 
2D-to-3D flips in your brain. Until there’s a machine that 
can take the thought in your brain and spit it out on paper, 
you need to draw.” She appreciates what the slow labor 
of model making taught her: “All those operations that a 
computer can do in an instant, you still need to be able to 
do yourself, in your own mind.”

Ultimately, these fundamental brain skills can only be 
learned through hands-on means. There is a temptation to 
let technology do all the hard work and mental calculations 
for us, but if practitioners rely on technology at the 
expense of knowledge, we will mouse click ourselves out of 
a job, and our profession will be devalued. 

Instead, we should continue teaching drawing and model 
making, but better explain to students just how important 
and relevant those skills are. (And that some clients prefer 
hand-drawings to super-slick computer drawings, Briggs 
noted.) There is an opportunity to teach the latest apps 
and programs, but the software of choice changes all 
the time, and from firm to firm, so it’s important to not 
become beholden to any one. “I think there will soon be 
a fundamental shift in how projects are delivered and 
procured,” said Kerrigan. “Revit and Rhino, they could be 
obsolete soon. You should not be tied to one method that’s 
hyper specific to the time period,” Hufford added.
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6. EMBRACE SOFT SKILLS. 

OBSTACLE: IT’S HARD TO TEACH EMOTIONAL 
INTELLIGENCE AND PEOPLE SKILLS.

OPPORTUNITY: THOSE ATTRIBUTES ARE VITAL TO THE 
HEALTH AND LONGEVITY OF THE PROFESSION.

Key to futureproofing the profession is to hone in on what 
interior designers do that no one else does—and to own 
that. Spatial programming is one such specialized task 
that’s unique to the occupation. Another is addressing  
the senses. “We think about the multisensory perception of 
a space: tactile surfaces and sound and aromatics,”  
said Travis.

Underlying both those talents is a humanist bent. “We 
know people and are best at understanding and designing 
for people,” said Dr. Evans. “That goes beyond program; 
it’s about designing an experience.” The interior designer’s 
ultimate role is to understand the complex, multilayered 
interaction between people and space, and to then create 
spaces that address human needs holistically. 

Accordingly, we should educate, recruit, and nurture 
practitioners who have soft skills like empathy and 
emotional intelligence. “Hard” skills like CAD aptitude are 
teachable, said Hufford. “What we can’t teach designers to 
be is kind and flexible and to like other people. So we hire 
them for who they are.” But we can and should educate 
young professionals about the importance of the client, 
suggests Kerrigan.  “For me, school had an emphasis on 
thinking, but not on the fact that it’s a service industry. It 
took me a while to wrap my head around that. It’s not my 
project; I’m doing it for a fee for someone else.” 

#SQUISHINESS

THERE ARE SKILLS THAT ARE NO 

LONGER A HALLMARK OF OUR 

VALUE BECAUSE A MACHINE, 

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, CAN 

TAKE OVER. WE NEED TO IDENTIFY 

THE INTRINSICALLY HUMAN-

BASED DESIGN [SKILLS] THAT WILL 

FUTUREPROOF US.
James Kerrigan, 
IIDA, LEED AP ID+C
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IIDA STUDENT MENTORING PROGRAM
One of the most dynamic mentoring programs in the Interior 
Design industry, IIDA pairs more than 1,000 students and design 
professionals each year for a day of job shadowing. 

THE IIDA FOUNDATION DIVERSITY AWARD
A partnership between the IIDA Foundation and the IDEC 
Foundation, this $5,000 prize will recognize and honor a full-time 
educator who is representative of diversity (race, gender, etc.) and 
who has made authenticated and recognized contributions for 
advancing racial/ethnic diversity in the Interior Design industry. 

RESOURCES

IIDA STUDENT RESOURCES
www.iida.org/students

IIDA FOUNDATION
www.iida.org/foundation

MILLIKEN 
www.milliken.com
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For 150 years, Milliken has been innovating with the 
purpose to explore, discover, and create ways to  
enhance people’s lives. Our community of innovators  
has developed one of the larger collections of United 
States patents held by a private U.S. company. With 
expertise across a breadth of disciplines, including 
specialty chemical, floor covering, and performance 
materials, we work around the world every day to add  
true value to people’s lives, improve health and safety, 
and help make this world more sustainable. For more 
information, visit www.milliken.com.

INSTAGRAM /millikenfloors

TWITTER @MillikenandCo and @MillikenFloors

FACEBOOK /millikenandcompany and /millikenfloors

PINTEREST /millikenfloors

The International Interior Design Association (IIDA) is 
the Commercial Interior Design Association with global 
reach. We support design professionals,industry affiliates, 
educators, students, firms, and their clients through our 
network of 15,000+ members across 58 countries. We 
advocate for advancement in education, design excellence, 
legislation, leadership, accreditation, and community 
outreach to increase the value and understanding of 
interior design as a profession that enhances business 
value and positively impacts the health and well-being  
of people’s lives every day. For more information, please  
visit www.iida.org.

FACEBOOK /IIDAHQ

TWITTER @IIDA_HQ

INSTAGRAM /IIDA_HQ

LINKEDIN /IIDA

https://www.facebook.com/MillikenandCo
https://www.facebook.com/millikenfloors
https://www.facebook.com/IIDAHQ
https://twitter.com/IIDA_HQ
https://twitter.com/MillikenandCo
https://twitter.com/MillikenFloors
https://www.instagram.com/iida_hq
https://www.instagram.com/millikenfloors
https://www.linkedin.com/company/iida/
https://www.pinterest.com/millikenfloors/



