Public sector retreat from diversity initiatives accelerates underrepresentation in architecture
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Diversity in architecture, once bolstered by public sector initiatives, has taken a regressive turn in recent decades, raising concerns about equality and representation within the profession. During the late 20th century, local authorities and public sector design services were instrumental in fostering environments where women and ethnic minorities could advance in architecture careers. For instance, Haringey’s building design service, a pioneering example of the New Architecture Movement, embraced participatory design by involving tenants and users in shaping their built environment. Remarkably, 30 years ago, this service featured a senior management team comprising 20% women and 20% ethnic minorities, showcasing a commitment to inclusivity at a leadership level. According to John Murray, a former borough architect for Haringey, this progressive stance was largely dismantled as the public sector underwent privatisation, a process endorsed by New Labour, which led to the abolition of council public design services and undermined employment conditions supportive of social change.
This erosion of public sector-led diversity efforts aligns with broader trends in the architectural profession, which continue to grapple with imbalances. Recent data from industry sources reveal that white men constitute about 66% of practising architects, while white women represent roughly 19%, pointing to a significant gender and racial gap. Multiple factors contribute to this disparity, including the high cost of architectural education, limited exposure to diverse role models, and a workplace culture that often remains unwelcoming to minorities. Interviews with women architects highlight ongoing challenges yet also emphasise the role these professionals are playing in reshaping the industry and their communities by advocating for greater inclusion and visibility.
The issue is not unique to architecture; it mirrors diversity struggles in other public sector professions, such as technology, where similar underrepresentation of women and ethnic minorities is evident. For example, a Capgemini report underscores that only one-fifth of public sector IT teams are women, with ethnic minorities comprising an even smaller fraction. Such underrepresentation reinforces systemic inequalities and restricts the development of inclusive design practices, which are crucial for creating accessible digital services, especially for individuals with cognitive impairments.
Experts in the field stress the importance of diversity initiatives that target education and culture within the profession. Natasha Espada, an advocate featured in Architect Magazine, points out that minority groups remain severely underrepresented in the US architectural workforce, with Latinx architects making up just 3%, Black architects 2%, and minority women forming an even smaller cohort. She calls for a stronger pipeline and cultural shifts within architectural education to foster a more inclusive profession. Meanwhile, gender diversity also remains a challenge globally; although nearly half of new registrants with the Architects Registration Board in 2021 were female, women still represent only about 31% of all registered architects, indicating persistent barriers to senior roles.
Moreover, the scarcity of minority architects, especially African American women—numbering fewer than 300 nationally—stems from limited access to early exposure and academic opportunities in design fields. Efforts led by educational pioneers aim to bridge this gap by introducing design thinking and career pathways to students from underrepresented backgrounds, exemplified by initiatives such as those at the Henry Ford Academy in Detroit.
In summary, while the early public sector framework provided a foundation for diversity in architecture, subsequent policy changes have contributed to stagnation or decline in representation. Addressing this will require concerted efforts across education, professional culture, and workplace environments to rebuild the inclusive foundations necessary for a truly representative architectural profession.
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