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The Committee on the Environment (COTE®) has created a best practices guide to help you 
develop and/or sustain a local, state, or regional AIA COTE group. COTE members have 
been establishing state and city chapters  at AIA components across the country  for most 
of COTE’s 30-year history. As COTE continues to cultivate engagement at the component 
level, it continues to provide a platform to fulfill its mission, building upon the reach of the 
national leadership group.  

 
COTE Mission 
The Committee on the Environment (COTE) is an American Institute of Architects 
Knowledge Community working for architects, allied professionals, and the public to achieve 
climate action and climate justice through design. We believe that design excellence is the 
foundation of a healthy, sustainable, and equitable future. Our work promotes design 
strategies that empower all AIA members to realize the best social and environmental 
outcomes with the clients and the communities they serve. 

 
COTE Goals  
We COLLABORATE.    
COTE will expand its partnerships, actively listen, and act collectively. 
 
We ENABLE transformation.    
COTE will help architects transform their practices for climate action and climate justice.    
 
We CHRONICLE design excellence.   
COTE will elevate stories about people, buildings, and positive change.   
 
We ADVOCATE for change.    
COTE will promote policies that advance the AIA’s mission and ours. 
 
We STRENGTHEN our network.    
COTE will connect and empower the COTE community and allies. 
 
 
 
 

https://network.aia.org/communities/kc-leadership/cote
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Design is a leadership proposition, now more than 
ever, as communities and society tackle climate, 
health, and equity issues.  
(Photo credit: Kira Gould) 

We created this guide to assist members in forming and sustaining local COTE groups 
and to strengthen the national network of these groups.    
 
The Committee on the Environment plays an important role in helping AIA meet its 
published goals for climate action, including its links to public health and social justice. We 
need committed leaders to take on this task and help lead the AIA.  For regions and chapters 
without an active COTE component there can be real challenges to getting this group off 
the ground, and once established, it requires a consistent effort and process to keep them 
going.  Before starting, it is important to clearly define goals, boundaries and expectations 
- the goal of COTE should be to provide leadership in areas that are unique to AIA, and to 
work collaboratively with other committees, partner organizations, and government entities 
in your region. The AIA 2030 Commitment and the Framework for Design Excellence offer 
primary focus areas for your COTE group. Local issues may also drive your group’s focus.  
 
 

 
 
 

https://www.aia.org/resources/6307290-climate-action-plan
https://blueprintforbetter.org/
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COTE History 
The AIA Committee on the Environment  was founded in 1990, but it rose from 
conversations and events that began in the 1970’s. Today, COTE celebrates a robust 
definition of sustainability that frames the process of sustainable design as one that 
includes the full range of human settlement and ecological issues. For a graphic and 
narrative understanding of COTE from 1990 through 2020, visit the COTE Timeline and the 
COTE history.   
 
2020 was supposed to be “a year of perfect vision” as our founding chair, Bob Berkebile, 
FAIA, had suggested. We didn’t know that 2020 would offer us a pandemic and an equity 
awakening as ways to sharpen our understanding of the climate challenge ahead. COTE 
and its leadership, with 2021 Chair Betsy del Monte, FAIA, at the helm, are starting 2021 
with a renewed commitment to accelerating the transformation of the profession as it rises 
to meet the unified challenge of climate action and climate justice. 
 
In 2020, COTE retooled its mission, promoted the AIA Framework for Design Excellence 
(adapted from the COTE Top Ten Measures), shared the Framework for Design Excellence 
Toolkit as well as the COTE Super Spreadsheet, and supported the AIA as it stepped up, 
embracing the framework principles and some metrics for the 2021 Honors & Awards; 
issuing its first ever Climate Action Plan; approving a 2021-2025 AIA Strategic Plan with a 
priority of “climate action for human and ecological health”; and debuting its Blueprint for 
Better manifesto and campaign about climate action, equity, and human health. 2020 
COTE Chair Julie Hiromoto testified at the US House Energy & Commerce Committee’s 
Energy Subcommittee (on aspects of the Energy Savings and Industrial Competitiveness 
Act). As part of the mission exercise, COTE has considered its own history of diversity. While 
it has been a positive example for gender and generational diversity at the AIA since its early 
years, and its 2020 leadership group (of 12) includes two people of color, the group is looking 
closely at how to attract more ethnic, cultural, and racial diversity. 
 
In 2019, COTE’s Resolution 19-11 at the AIA conference (for urgent and sustained climate 
action and to adopt the COTE Top Ten Measures as the AIA’s definition of design 
excellence) passed overwhelmingly by member delegates. COTE launched the Common App 
that year as way for components to adopt the Top Ten measures and metrics in their awards 
programs and to assist juries with a graphic representation of performance achievements. 

https://issuu.com/aiacote/docs/cote_30th_anniv_timeline_poster_2020
https://network.aia.org/blogs/kira-l-gould/2021/01/05/cote-history-practice-transformation-for-a-climate?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=recentcommunityblogsdashboard
https://network.aia.org/communities/kc-leadership/cote
https://network.aia.org/blogs/brian-mclaren/2017/12/31/cotes-mission-and-goals?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=recentcommunityblogsdashboard
https://www.aia.org/resources/6077668-framework-for-design-excellence
https://www.aia.org/resources/6307290-climate-action-plan
https://blueprintforbetter.org/
https://blueprintforbetter.org/
https://www.architecturalrecord.com/articles/14482-interview-with-julie-hiromoto
https://network.aia.org/communities/kc-leadership/cote
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/resolution-for-urgent-and-sustained?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home/digestviewer/viewthread?MessageKey=c076c180-4865-43bf-a0ff-b680e0eca0d8&CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=digestviewer#bmc076c180-4865-43bf-a0ff-b680e0eca0d8
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AIA Sustainability  
The COTE Knowledge Community has been elevating sustainability as part of design 
excellence since 1990. By COTE’s 30th year, 2020, this pursuit is part of a constellation of 
aligned efforts throughout the AIA, embedded in a number of groups and commitments.  
 
Starting in 2006, AIA adopted Architecture 2030’s 2030 Challenge and in 2008 AIA 
replied to the  challenge with the AIA 2030 Commitment; signatory firms have been 
reporting predicted energy use intensity of buildings in the design process since 2010. In 
fall 2018, AIA approved changes to the AIA Code of Ethics that include environmental 
stewardship and climate response. In fall 2019, AIA released a statement, Where We Stand, 
to clarify its position on climate and design leadership. In May 2019, a “big move” toward 
environmental stewardship and climate action coalesced into a Resolution that was passed, 
overwhelmingly, by members calling for urgent and sustained climate action and 
recommending the COTE Top Ten measures be adopted as an official Framework for Design 
Excellence. The AIA’s Board acted quickly and decisively following up with adoption of the 
measures as the AIA Framework on Design Excellence and creation of a Climate Action 
Plan. In 2020, the AIA Board of Directors and Strategic Council sought to highlight the 
connections between climate action, public health, and social justice, seeing the architect’s 
leadership imperative on all three at once (AIA Strategic Plan). The AIA’s Blueprint for 
Better campaign alludes to these connections. Today, AIA staff is working to refine what 
was once known as the COTE Top Ten Toolkit to be the Toolkit (and resources) that support 
the framework.  
 
AIA Sustainability and Resilience staff  

• Lindsay Brugger, AIA - Senior Manager, Resilient Communities 
• Paola Capo - Manager, Sustainability & Communities by Design  
• Rachel Minnery, FAIA – Senior Director, Resilience, Adaptation & Disaster 

Assistance 
• Melissa Morancy, Assoc. AIA - Director, Sustainable Knowledge & Engagement  
• Melissa Wackerle, LEED BC+C, ND - Senior Director, Sustainable Practice and 

Knowledge (COTE staff POC)  
• Matthew Welker, Assoc. AIA – Senior Director, Sustainable and K&P Operations 

Strategy (2030 staff POC) 

https://www.aia.org/resources/77561-sustainability
http://architecture2030.org/2030_challenges/2030-challenge/
https://www.aia.org/resources/202041-the-2030-commitment
https://www.aia.org/press-releases/212521-aia-adopts-new-rules-and-ethical-standards-
https://www.aia.org/resources/77541-where-we-stand-climate-action
https://www.aia.org/resources/6077668-framework-for-design-excellence
https://www.aia.org/resources/6307290-climate-action-plan
https://www.aia.org/resources/6307290-climate-action-plan
https://www.aia.org/resources/6307295-aia-strategic-plan
https://blueprintforbetter.org/?gclid=CjwKCAiA-_L9BRBQEiwA-bm5fi5fv9mGo-1bLk0Gor4hyd0MbueiWBkHO8198PID0gyc6KMHYxhgzBoCsokQAvD_BwE
https://blueprintforbetter.org/?gclid=CjwKCAiA-_L9BRBQEiwA-bm5fi5fv9mGo-1bLk0Gor4hyd0MbueiWBkHO8198PID0gyc6KMHYxhgzBoCsokQAvD_BwE
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AIA’s headquarters in Washington, DC, is alive with the AIA’s climate action message, unifying climate response, health, 
and equity as the central design challenges of our time. (Photo credit: Julie Hiromoto, FAIA) 

 
AIA Knowledge Communities  
The Committee on the Environment is one of AIA's 21 Knowledge Communities. Listed here 
are a few other Knowledge Communities that, like COTE, align with AIA's Sustainability 
efforts. 

• Building Performance: The goal of the Building Performance Knowledge 
Community (BPKC) is to promote architects as leaders in the application of technical 
design for building performance; in the use of high-performance design criteria, 
codes, and standards; and in programming, designing and managing building 
performance. 

• Historic Resources Committee: The mission of the Historic Resources Committee 
(HRC) Knowledge Community is to identify, understand, and preserve architectural 
heritage, both nationally and internationally. 

• Regional and Urban Design: The Regional and Urban Design Committee (RUDC) 
aims to improve the quality of the regional and urban environment by promoting 
excellence in design, planning, and public policy in the built environment. This will be 

https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef
https://network.aia.org/communities/allcommunities
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=840c9b88-08bd-4ce0-a59d-7b029b78af52
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=97be49ce-260b-4cbe-8635-511aa3e87715
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=223714bf-4a08-4c6b-9c5a-726f56b21797
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achieved through its member and public education, in concert with allied community 
and professional groups. 

 
AIA Member Groups  
AIA also offers interest-based membership groups. The groups deliver tailored online tools, 
access to forums and other significant resources. COTE works closely with the Resilience 
Network. 

• Resilience Network: The Resilience Network focuses on topics of disaster 
assistance, hazard mitigation, climate adaptation and resilience by creating a forum 
for knowledge sharing, networking, news and events and opportunities for external 
and internal project participation. Resilience is a systems-based approach to 
addressing shocks and stresses, and it requires a variety of perspectives, skills and 
experience.  

 
COTE National Leadership 
Advisory Group (AG) members comprise the national leadership group (at present there are 
12). They are appointed for an annual term, typically renewed for two additional years. The 
COTE Chair is selected annually by the AG (and immediate past chairs stay on for a fourth 
year to ensure leadership continuity and transfer of knowledge).  
 
COTE Activities and Working Groups  

• Climate Action & Climate Justice  
• COTE Top Ten Awards (flagship program) 
• COTE Top Ten Student Competition (flagship program) 
• Advise and consult on the toolkit and spreadsheet 
• AIA Awards Alignment and Component Use of the Common App  
• COTE Advocacy 
• COTE Communications 
• The COTE Network and Community 
• COTE Partnerships (to support all COTE activity and programs) 

 
 

https://www.aia.org/pages/8511-member-groups
https://www.aia.org/pages/8511-member-groups
https://network.aia.org/communities/kc-leadership/cote
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COTE in 2021 & Beyond   
In 2021, the national COTE leaders, under 2021 COTE Chair Betsy del Monte, is focusing on 
climate action and is also considering climate justice and inequities in the built environment.  
Today COTE is listening and engaging in conversation with members to uncover solutions 
for the issues at hand.  
 
In 2021, COTE continues to broaden its reach to disseminate info related to the AIA 
Framework for Design Excellence, including the Framework for Design Excellence Toolkit 
and the COTE Super Spreadsheet.  The applicability of this resource for all members is 
crucial to the success of climate action across our industry. 
 
The links between public health, social justice, and climate action have never been clearer. 
COTE’s flagship programs, the AIA COTE Top Ten Awards and the COTE Top Ten for 
Students Competition, in partnership with ACSA, will continue to emphasize these 
connections and the importance of addressing them together. This is the undercurrent of all 
that we do.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
How to Start  
a Local COTE Group  
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AIA Atlanta COTE, 2019 AIA Austin COTE, 2019 

There are many ways to develop your local COTE presence. There may be one or many 
catalysts for starting a COTE group within your local AIA Chapter. The steps listed below 
can be followed in any order and should be considered in the context of your chapter’s rules 
for committees. This is by no means a rigid process. It is likely to be organic, and many 
aspects will depend on the scale of your Chapter and City as well as local interests.  
 

    
 
 
Form an interest group.  
Assemble a core group of members and non-members (e.g., local ally groups such as 
USGBC, ILFI, CLF) who can give the process a good start. Consider bringing in members 
from other AIA committees as well. See the Directory section of this Guide. The core group 
is a source for ideas and resources for your local COTE group and provides great motivation 
to move forward. Consider the following: Why does a COTE group make sense here? What 
can COTE offer your community? If there are other groups that are doing similar activities, 
is there is a clear need for COTE? In some cases, due to scale or component makeup, there 
might be a group that is already addressing COTE topics but may not want to use the COTE 
name or organize formally in that way.  
 
Contact the leadership of your local or state AIA chapters/components.   
Each chapter has rules and guidelines about committees and their work. Coordinating with 
the chapter staff is important. They will also be vital resources for obtaining a current list of 
members and for help in publicizing meetings. State and local leadership may include 
individuals who want to take a role in organizing a local COTE group. They may also be able 
to provide a list of members who chose COTE as an interest area when submitting their 
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National dues. They will have guidance on how to communicate with local members, on 
funding, or assist you in securing sponsorships.  
 
Commit to organizing an initial meeting.  
A successful local COTE group typically begins with one interested individual taking 
ownership of the idea. While the ways to begin any endeavor are numerous, experience 
shows that two actions produce the best results: 

1. Planning regularly scheduled meetings  
2. Broadly and consistently publicizing meeting time and location 

 
Take note of any AIA policies 
All committees and activities related to the AIA should be aware of and make efforts to 
ensure adherence with federal and state antitrust laws. By complying with both the letter 
and spirit of antitrust laws, we protect the integrity of the profession and the reputation of 
the AIA. Additional guidance can be found here.  
 
If you have questions about the antitrust issues, please reach out to the AIA Office of the 
General Counsel at generalcounsel@aia.org.  
 
In addition, it may be helpful to do a general policy check starting with your related Local 
Component or State Chapter.  A directory of AIA National Public Policies and Position 
Statements may be found here. 
 
Finally, all members of committees should be aware of conflicts of interest issues.  Your 
Local Component or State Chapter may have its own guidelines and form, but if you have 
any questions about this practice, please reach out to generalcounsel@aia.org for more 
information. 
 
Select a chairperson or co-chairs.   
The local COTE chair or co-chairs are the central point of the network, connecting COTE 
members nationwide. They organize chapter meetings to provide collegial support and 
knowledge-sharing for all practitioners. The initial chair may serve temporarily until another 
member is appointed. Terms may vary. See examples of various COTE component 
organizational structures in the Examples section of this Guide.   

https://www.aia.org/pages/3316-antitrust-compliance
mailto:generalcounsel@aia.org
https://www.aia.org/resources/9156-directory-of-aia-public-policies-and-position.
mailto:generalcounsel@aia.org
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Plan the initial (organizational) meeting.  
Using your core group as a sounding board, pick a date, time, and place for the first meeting. 
The two most popular times are during an extended lunch and right after work. If hosting an 
in-person meeting, common meeting places are the local AIA office (if available), a member 
architect’s office, or a conveniently located library or coffee shop. If hosting a virtual 
meeting is better for your local chapter, consider using video conferencing software such as 
Zoom, Teams, or Skype. Check with your local Chapter to see if there is an AIA account you 
can use. When choosing between in-person and virtual, considering factors such as public 
health, accessibility, member locations, etc. 
 

 

Figure 1 AIA San Antonio COTE, 2019 (c: Kendall Claus) 

 
Publicize the initial meeting.   
Announce the meeting at a state or local AIA chapter meeting, in the state or local AIA 
chapter newsletter, on social media, and/or through e-mail notifications to local AIA 
members. Architects are known to respond positively to good graphics so consider what the 
announcement/invite looks like. Consider including useful documents such as the COTE 
history and other materials from the COTE KnowledgeNet site (including the COTE Best 
Practices folder). Consider making phone calls to or emailing potential attendees. Include 

https://network.aia.org/blogs/kira-l-gould/2021/01/05/cote-history-practice-transformation-for-a-climate?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=recentcommunityblogsdashboard
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home/librarydocuments?communitykey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&defaultview=folder&libraryfolderkey=293db5e1-eb43-4d3c-97cf-7d8330d321c4
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home/librarydocuments?communitykey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&defaultview=folder&libraryfolderkey=293db5e1-eb43-4d3c-97cf-7d8330d321c4
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an RSVP link with the invite so that you know how many to expect. Send weekly reminder 
notices, with a final notice distributed the day before the meeting.   
 
Host the initial meeting.  
Just as every building needs a plan, every meeting needs an agenda. Regardless of how 
simple it may be, an agenda lets attendees know that the group is organized, has a purpose 
and objective, and it keeps everyone focused. A sample agenda for the first meeting is 
included in the Resources section of this Guide. Take notes!  
 
Discuss who will act as chair/co-chair, and how long the term should be; however, these 
positions may be loosely defined until the group is better established.  
 
The chair/co-chairs selected from the core planning group typically conduct the initial 
meeting. After welcoming the attendees and introducing themselves, ask attendees to 
introduce themselves while passing around a sign-in sheet. Hosting virtual meetings allows 
you to ask for people to rsvp to the event, therefore acting as your sign-in sheet. It may be 
necessary to verify names and emails during the call, however.   
 
State the group’s purpose. This can often be summed up in one or two sentences, such as 
“This COTE group addresses the unique issues related to… It provides...” Incorporate this 
statement into a formal group mission statement. The COTE Mission referenced in the 
introduction of this Guide is a good place to start; indeed, many local chapters use this with 
a reference to their region. Also, state what you perceive to be the goals and outcomes of 
the meetings, and ask the attendees about their interests and expectations. This may 
actually occur at several meetings as new members join and enthusiasm builds. AIA has 
developed a membership survey that may help you determine or broaden your goals and 
agenda for the year. Reference the Resource section of this Guide to obtain this survey.  
 
Next, develop meeting norms. Discuss the frequency, format, dates, times, and location of 
future meetings. Additional norms may relate to participation (e.g., AIA members get to 
attend for free, but others pay a small fee to attend), leadership, confidentiality, and the 
inclusion of allied professionals. Still others may address amenities, like the provision of 
snacks and drinks. Food and drink always attract participation.  
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It is critical at these first one or two meetings to have a brainstorming session on the topics 
group members want to discuss, learn about, and educate others about. Also discuss 
actionable items the committee may be interested in pursuing, such as integrating 
sustainable metrics into the local awards program. The list may be extensive enough to 
require that some time be spent prioritizing. It’s always best to start with one to two agenda 
items for the first year and build from there. See the Examples section in this Guide for 
examples of what other components have focused on. Consider using the Framework for 
Design Excellence as a guideline.  
 
The group can help decide what meeting format(s) make the most sense for various topics. 
These may include workshops, presentations, roundtable or panel discussions, and/or 
casual meet and greets. Consider soliciting outside experts to present. When hosting a 
virtual meeting, you may have the opportunity to broaden your reach with outside speakers.  
 
It is very helpful to develop an outline schedule for the entire year, sometimes referred to as 
a work plan. Some Chapters may require this. If enough members attend the initial meeting, 
consider delegating organization of future meetings amongst them.  
 
Before the meeting ends, recap the norms and set the schedule and topics for the next few 
meetings. This will help members save the dates, and a published schedule is a great public 
relations tool!  
 
Present the results of the initial meeting. 
Meeting minutes are an essential component of a double-linked organization, one that 
shares information both up to the board level and back down to the individual groups acting 
on its behalf. Soon after the initial meeting, send minutes to the attendees as well as to 
people who were invited but unable to attend, and perhaps to others who might be 
interested.  
 
Also be sure to post minutes on your website if you have one. This not only serves as an 
archive for future leaders but is also a good way to inform members who might be interested 
in joining your committee what you’re all about.  
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Connect your group with AIA National COTE. 
After your organizational meeting, affiliate your group by contacting the COTE Network 
Leaders. Affiliating with AIA national COTE provides resources and learning opportunities, 
and ensures you are added to quarterly calls and an internal communication platform with 
other leaders around the country. Network leaders will provide you access to enter your 
current chair/co-chair’s contact information into the AIA COTE Chapters & Leadership 
contact sheet and invite you to the COTE Basecamp platform.  
 
Keep it going. 
To recap, remember these things:  

• Start slowly.  Start off by holding meetings, capturing interest, and adding activities 
that are most closely related to AIA initiatives.  Branch out if there is sufficient 
interest. 

• Don’t reinvent the wheel.  Find allies and complementary groups in your region to 
collaborate with rather than create a new initiative similar to others in the area. 

• Activate leaders.  Find subcommittee co-chairs to run separate initiatives - this will 
keep the activities generated in scale with the level of participation / level of interest 
of your group.  It will allow it to ebb and flow with the available bandwidth and 
hopefully minimize burnout. 

Once you get the ball rolling, momentum and interest will keep it moving, but energy and 
focus are still key. Delegating duties and sharing responsibilities help to increase leadership 
capacity, organizational learning, camaraderie, and the chances for success. Keep the core 
group members involved throughout the year and, if possible, plan an annual or bi-annual 
organizational retreat or meeting that allows the leadership to analyze, brainstorm and 
establish long range goals. Leadership communication is key, consider using a 
communication platform like Slack or Teams to maintain engagement.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com
mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com
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COTE groups are the living, breathing component of COTE's mission. They pull a lot of the 
weight to move the needle. There are several COTE and related sustainability groups across 
the AIA landscape. The COTE Community is represented by local and state chapters, as 
shown in the map.  
 

 
 

Below are a variety of COTE examples that show no group is exactly alike.  

 
AIA Philadelphia COTE 
This early-adopter group has seen new growth through a collection of active subcommittees 
and key volunteers. 
 
Chapter:  AIA Philadelphia  
Chapter Size:  1700 Members / Allied Members:  250 Companies / Staff 4 (full-time) 
2021 COTE Chairs:  David Hincher, Bunny Tucker 

http://www.aiaphila.org/
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Regular COTE Group Members: 30 
Average Event Size: 50-75 
Average Events per year (2020): 16.  1-2 per month, plus conference presentations 
Subcommittees: 

• 2030 Commitment Working Group 
• Design Awards Program 
• Zero Waste 
• Policy and Advocacy 
• Environmental Justice 

 
AIA Chattanooga COTE 
This small group operates its sustainability programming through the Advocacy and 
Programming Committee as well as via coordinating closely with partner organizations.  
 
Chapter:  AIA Chattanooga  
Chapter Size:  112 Members / Allied Members: 4 Companies /  Staff 1 (part-time) 
2021 COTE Chairs:  Michael Walton 
Regular COTE Group Members: N/A (No separate committees) 
Average Event Size: 30-40 
Average Events per year: 2-3 
 
 
AIA Austin COTE 
Originating around the same time as the local USGBC chapter, this COTE group’s strength 
comes from its collaboration with local allied groups. 
 
Chapter:  AIA Austin  
Chapter Size:  1,244 Members / Allied Members:  200 Companies / Staff 5 (full-time) 
2021 COTE Chairs:  Kendall Claus, Ashley Gryzwa 
Regular COTE Group Members: 15 
Average Event Size: 20-30 
Average Events per year (2020): 12.  1-2 per month, plus conference presentations 
Subcommittees: 

• Environmental Justice 

http://www.aiachatt.org/
https://www.aiaaustin.org/
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• AIA 2030 Working Group 
• Design Excellence  
• Energy Technology and Building Science 
• Health and Wellness 

 
AIA Atlanta COTE 
This long-standing COTE group stays focused with a large team focused on education. 
 
Chapter:  AIA Atlanta 
Chapter Size:  1,797 Members / Staff 4 (full-time) 
2021 COTE Chair:  Paul McKeever  
Regular COTE Group Members: 10 
Average Event Size: 15-20 
Average Events per year (2020): 12 
Subcommittees: 

• Sustainable Sites 
• Water 
• Energy and Atmosphere 
• Indoor Air Quality/Materials  

 
AIA San Antonio COTE 
This group maintains member engagement by providing quality programming, good food, 
and great graphics. 
 
Chapter:  AIA San Antonio  
Chapter Size:  624 Members / 96 Allied Members / Staff 3 (full-time) 
2021 COTE Chairs:  Sam Rusek and Brady Dietert 
Regular COTE Group Members: 10 
Average COTE Event Size: 20-30 
Average Events per year (2020): 4-5 
Subcommittees: N/A 
 

https://www.aiaatl.org/
https://aiasa.org/
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COTE components across the country have made significant strides for the AIA community.  
You all educate and train our members on very important topics. You keep them updated on 
developments in the industry. You advocate for climate action and important policy change. 
You help change what we award based on what we should value. You help reduce the impact 
of our industry and reach energy and carbon reduction goals. And you help build a growing 
network of change agents, among many other things. Remember, no effort is too small.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
How to Sustain  
a Local COTE Group  
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The Basics  
Goal Setting 
It’s important to set the Committee’s goals for the year early and plan ahead. The more work 
you can accomplish up front, the smoother the operation. Many COTE groups start to plan 
for the following year at the end of the year before, between October to December. Some 
Chapters may even require this of you, soliciting a work plan for the Committee. You can 
start setting goals by checking in with your membership at the end of the year. Ask them 
what they thought went well, what didn’t, and what they’d like to learn more about. See the 
“Maintain Engagement of Members” section below. Don’t set too many goals, be reasonable 
with what you think you can accomplish in one year.  
 

 

AIA Dallas COTE, 2020 

Tapping into the National COTE Network  
The local COTE components across the country are what make up the COTE Network. The 
Network’s strength and power depend on engagement and communication. At the 
beginning of the year, or at the beginning of a new term,  it is important to update your COTE 
component’s leaders’ contact information in the AIA COTE Chapters & Leadership 
Directory; you can get access to this shared doc by contacting your COTE Network Leaders. 
At the same time, you can request an invitation to Basecamp, the COTE Network 
communications platform. The Basecamp group is made up of six different sections: 
Administrative, Awards Program (local + National), In the News, Local COTE Best 

mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com
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Practices, Program and Local News, and Top Ten Toolkit. The platform provides leaders the 
opportunity to connect with other components, stay updated on programming across the 
country, share resources, and stay up to date on National and Institutional news. Leaders 
are also invited to participate in quarterly Network calls with the AIA Sustainability staff 
members, COTE Network Leaders, the national COTE Chair, and other local components.  
 
Fundraising  
While fundraising should not be the primary goal of your committee, it is a meaningful and 
necessary process to undergo in support of the committee’s agency and vitality. These funds 
support the programming efforts you envision, as well as your local chapter’s ability to 
support the committee. Depending on your AIA chapter’s fundraising guidelines or 
requirements, the specific strategies you explore to fundraise may look different. The very 
first step should be to check in with your chapter’s staff to understand committee 
opportunities and boundaries. (For example, there may be some AIA sponsors that you 
should tap into or others you need to avoid.) However, there are some general principles 
that may ease the sense of uncertainty around how to bring money into your committee.  

• Who to Ask? Whether a product manufacturer, a partner firm, or even your 
employers/companies, AEC and related businesses can avail themselves of the 
proud and visionary reputation that COTE has by aligning their own brands via 
sponsorship. Map out your network on a dry erase board. Who have you sat through 
lunch-and-learns with before? Leverage the connectedness of your COTE 
membership to find the right folks to ask to sponsor. 

• Develop A Simple, Value-Focused Pitch. It’s important to create a simple plan for 
your discussions that clearly articulates your value proposition. Essentially, why and 
how do they benefit from sponsoring the committee? This is also a good moment to 
leverage other committees and even the chapter guidelines/protocols for examples 
and precedents. Every chapter is a bit different in what they require and are willing 
to offer in exchange for sponsorship, so make sure you know the details as you 
internalize the pitch. Consider event-based sponsorship in addition to or instead of 
the typical annual sponsorship.  

• Relationships Are Everything. In our day-to-day experiences as design and 
construction professionals, we’re developing relationships with a range of potential 
sponsors for our respective committees. It is far more effective to ask for sponsorship 
from someone you know and have an existing relationship with. Of course, it’s not 

mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com


 
 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
COTE ® Chapter Guide                                                                                                          27 
April 2021   
 

off the table to cold call, but you’ll find that existing relationships yield quicker, easier, 
and more meaningful results.  

• Involve Your Sponsors. Without turning your meetings or mail outs into an 
advertising campaign for your sponsors, it’s a great idea to get them involved with 
the workings of the committee. Companies are hungry to connect with powerful 
mission-focused efforts and those who opt for sponsorship are even more likely to 
send their own representatives to meetings and help with committee related efforts. 
Leverage their investment and use that momentum to the committee’s advantage.  

• Charge for events. Although it’s not recommended to do so for every event, it may 
make sense to charge for the events that add “more value” than normal to members. 
$5-10 for a one-hour seminar is reasonable. Your Chapter’s staff should be able to 
assist with setting up a platform for selling tickets and collecting the funds.  

 
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion  
COTE’s mission includes climate action and climate justice through design. Collectively we 
work to promote design strategies that empower members to realize the best social and 
environmental outcomes.  
 
What can you do as a leader to achieve this mission? How can your committee help to 
ensure a more equitable, inclusive, and diverse future within the profession and through 
design? In 2020, the links between public health, climate, and equity became clearer than 
ever. These links have been acknowledged by the AIA Board of Directors and are reflected 
in many AIA and COTE resources.  
 
The most robust resources now available to AIA members around issues of equity, diversity, 
and inclusion are the AIA Guides for Equitable Practice. This includes best practices, 
relevant research, and tools to help members and firms address a variety of issues about 
equity, diversity, and inclusion; these issues have parallels in components and committee 
chapters, too. Recent articles have highlighted related topics: The Blueprint for Better 
published a piece on the links between sustainability in design and racial equity in outcomes.  
Architect magazine published a series on current activities under way in the field: “Be Part 
of the Change,” “NOMA Issues Statement on Racial Injustice,” and an AIA perspective, 
authored by 2020 AIA President Jane Frederick, FAIA, on the unity of “Healthy, Safe, and 
Equitable Design.” 

https://www.aia.org/resources/6246433-guides-for-equitable-practice
https://blueprintforbetter.org/articles/improving-racial-equity-through-greener-design/?utm_source=real-magnet&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=bp4b-racial-equity-all
https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/be-part-of-the-change_o
https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/be-part-of-the-change_o
https://www.architectmagazine.com/practice/noma-issues-statement-on-racial-injustice_o
https://www.architectmagazine.com/aia-architect/aiaperspective/healthy-safe-and-equitable_o
https://www.architectmagazine.com/aia-architect/aiaperspective/healthy-safe-and-equitable_o
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COTE’s national leadership has been 42 percent female (11 of 26 chairs, 1990 to 2021, have 
been women), and its overall Advisory Group percentage in recent years has been higher 
than that (in 2021, for example, 10 of 12 members are female). And in both 2020 and 2021, 
we have had three members of the group of 12 who identify as BIPOC (black, indigenous, or 
people of color). In 2020, COTE’s leadership renewed its commitment to establish 
connections to groups and individuals that will help us attract more BIPOC members or to 
our work and our community.  
 
Diversity in our Industry 
The AIA is committed to broadening equity, diversity, and inclusion to create a stronger 
profession. In order to achieve equity in the built environment, the architecture workforce 
needs to reflect the rapidly changing demographics of those people we are charged to serve. 
Consider who is at the table. Does your Chapter and your Committee membership represent 
the community you’re serving?  

• Help your Chapter facilitate anti-bias training for local membership.  
• Engage with NOMA, and consider encouraging your Chapter to ask a representative 

from the organization to serve on the component Board and provide a safe and 
inclusive space for communication. 

• Reach out to organizations such as NOMA to see how your group can support their 
efforts and collaborate.  

• Participate and bring awareness to NOMA’s 2030 Diversity Challenge. 
• Inquire and help expand youth groups such as NOMA's Project Pipeline and Michael 

Ford's Hip Hop Architecture Camp. 
• Create a subcommittee or interest group focused on equity, diversity, justice, and 

inclusion issues (these are called JED&I., DEI, EDI, or other variations) to explore 
how these issues intersect with climate action. 

 
Diversity in Design  
Our duty is to protect the health, safety, and welfare of the public—the entire public. The 
buildings that we design are meant to shelter everyone. In terms of social impact, design 
has the power to inform more equitable, resilient, sustainable, and relevant built 
environments for the increasingly multicultural population of our nation. 
How do we promote environmental justice through design? 

https://www.noma.net/news/national-organization-of-minority-architects-announces-2020-noma-foundation-fellowship-inaugural-cohort/
https://www.noma.net/project-pipeline/
http://hiphoparchitecture.com/
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AIA Seattle COTE, 2019  AIA Los Angeles COTE, 2020 
 (photo credit: Nico Marques)  

• Be inspired by Blueprint for Better’s “Improving Racial Equity Through Greener 
Design“. 

• Create collaborative spaces where everyone can actively participate in envisioning, 
design, and creation. 

• Bring in a diverse group of guest speakers to talk about various topics related to 
environmental justice, equitable communities, etc. Expand reach outside of the AEC 
industry. 

• Reach out to the community, local groups and/or stakeholders to learn how issues 
are affecting their communities at a granular level. 

• Disseminate information provided by the Framework for Design Excellence’s 
“Design for Equitable Communities” measure. Encourage members to take the AIAU 
Course, Design for Equitable Communities. AIA Framework for Design Excellence. 

 

     
 
 
 
Maintain Engagement from Members  
Survey Interests 
Listen to what your members want and need. Before you plan your programming for the 
year, survey your local AIA members of their interests. The more inclusive you can make 
your programming the better. You can find a link to a COTE Membership Survey in the 
Resources section of this Guide.  
 
 
 

https://blueprintforbetter.org/articles/improving-racial-equity-through-greener-design/?utm_source=real-magnet&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=bp4b-racial-equity-all
https://blueprintforbetter.org/articles/improving-racial-equity-through-greener-design/?utm_source=real-magnet&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=bp4b-racial-equity-all
https://aiau.aia.org/courses/design-equitable-communities-framework-design-excellence


 
 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
COTE ® Chapter Guide                                                                                                          30 
April 2021   
 

Delegate Responsibilities  
You can’t do everything on your own, nor should you have to. Don’t be afraid to delegate 
responsibilities and tasks to your members. Empower your members and provide them the 
opportunity to make the difference they want to see. Consider engaging students or young 
women and men. Tune into their interests and desires. If you’re leading a medium to large 
component consider creating sub-committees, working groups, or task forces to deliver your 
annual agenda. If you’re a smaller component, consider delegating tasks as they surface. 
Whatever organization of roles you choose to pursue, be sure to give clear direction, solicit 
feedback, and commend volunteers on their successes. 
 
Provide a Platform for Communication  
Communication is key to maintaining engagement. Social media and email are two 
consistently successful ways to communicate with members, however you may also 
consider using a platform such as Slack, Teams, or Basecamp. Share a link to the platform 
with members at the beginning of the year and engage frequently. It may take some time 
for members to catch onto. Consider making a list of engaging questions to ask and/or 
resources to share on the platform to instigate conversation.  
 
Diversify Programming  
It is crucial to a component’s success to be able to provide engaging programming for 
members. At the beginning of the year set an agenda and create a working plan. The more 
upfront planning you can achieve, the better the outcome.  Potential programming ideas 
may include presentations, seminars, roundtable discussions, panel discussions, 
workshops, and/or meet and greets. Most components find presentations and seminars to 
be their most successful, however consider your intended audience. Various events hold 
different values depending on demand. Some people need training and tools, some need 
inspiration.  
 
Take advantage of the possibilities our virtual meeting world has opened up. You now have 
the ability to bring in speakers from across the country. Distance doesn’t need to be a 
deterrent any longer. Consider collaborating with other COTE groups in and out of your 
State. Piggyback off of other relevant programming locally and nationally.  
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AIA LA, 2021 virtual event 

Keep Meetings Consistent and Frequent  
Extracurricular activities, such as volunteering with COTE, can sometimes be an 
inconvenience. Consistency leads to convenience. Make sure your component’s schedule 
for the year is well planned and shared with membership. This allows people to plan ahead 
and helps foster habit, especially regarding planning meetings. Most COTE groups meet 
once a month. Events don’t necessarily have to occur as consistently, but they should be 
frequent enough that members feel they are gaining value from your programming.   
 
It is easy for folks to feel Zoom fatigue. Consider exercises that will provide variety to 
members’ normal meeting routine. Can you use a program like Mural to conduct a 
workshop? Can your meeting include breakout sessions? Is there a game you can play at 
the beginning of the meeting to excite people? Make it interesting! 
 
Avoid Leadership Burnout  
Since we are all volunteers sometimes it’s hard to sustain a Committee. There may not be 
enough participation or you may not be able to find a new leader. Whatever the struggle, we 
don’t want to see you burn out! Take a step back and consider your options.  
 

https://www.mural.co/
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It may not always make sense to have a formal Committee. How is your time best spent? 
Would it make sense to merge COTE with another Committee? Could the Committee be 
simply an email listserv? If you’re needing to find new leadership consider either putting out 
a call for nominations or an application. Contact colleagues and talk to your Chapter’s staff 
to see if they know anyone who would qualify.  
 
Diversifying roles within the Committee can also help as it decreases the amount of work 
demanded from one person. Needing help putting together educational presentations or 
flyers? Connect with a local university and ask if any students are interested in helping. 
Lastly, tap into the COTE Network to solicit advice from other leaders. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
COTE Tools & Resources 
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We are continuing to develop tools and resources to help COTE leaders, members, and 
designers. Start with the collection below.  
 
 
 
Sample agenda (organizational meeting)  
Sample agenda (regular COTE meeting)  
 
 
 
Based on a recent survey of COTE leaders around the country, the top 10 topics of interest 
from members over the past 2 years (in order of most popular to least) are below. Of course, 
you are not limited to these topics.  

• Energy 
• AIA 2030 
• Embodied Carbon 
• Equity/Community 
• Materials 

• Advocacy 
• Resiliency 
• Well-being/Health 
• Building reuse 
• Client relations 

 
 
Leadership Survey – A survey for component leaders to provide their feedback on the 
current COTE Network and what programming they would like to see.  
Membership Survey - For components interested in surveying their COTE members, the 
COTE Network put together a sample survey. If components would like the Network to share 
a SurveyMonkey link, we are happy to administer the survey.  
 
 
 
Component leadership has access to Brandfolder, an online platform that contains all AIA 
logos, agenda and PowerPoint templates, and color scheme information that adhere to AIA 
National branding guidelines. Consult your component staff for branding assistance.  
 
 
 
Reference the resources mentioned in this guide here. Other valuable resources include: 

Meeting Tools 

Topics of Interest 

Surveys 

Branding  

Online Resources 

https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/example-meeting-agenda-and-meeting?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=120608b1-0f80-47aa-962c-67fae16ac58e&DefaultView=folder
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/sample-agenda-regular-cote-meeting?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=120608b1-0f80-47aa-962c-67fae16ac58e&DefaultView=folder
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/B6CK29H
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/survey-template-for-cote-members?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=9f7498a8-a388-49d6-be20-fc2dcee18f19&DefaultView=folder
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home/librarydocuments?communitykey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&defaultview=folder&libraryfolderkey=293db5e1-eb43-4d3c-97cf-7d8330d321c4
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• AIA COTE Knowledge Net site 
• AIA Framework for Design Excellence 
• AIA Sustainability 
• AIA 2030 Commitment 
• AIA Blueprint for Better 
• COTE Design Datamap 

 
AIA Design Awards: Recognition for what we value 
Because design awards are the vehicle that the profession uses to recognize excellence, it's 
time that the architecture profession now focus its attention on rewarding what we value 
and award only beautiful projects that perform beautifully (on the full spectrum of measures 
of sustainable design). A great deal of work has been done over the years by COTE to 
encourage submitters to reference metrics of performance, and it's time that metrics were 
required. Until we're celebrating excellence that acknowledges our era and the role of 
buildings, we are not honoring leading edge work. 
 
National Context 
COTE started the “Earth Day Top Ten” in 1997 under the leadership of COTE chair Gail 
Lindsey, FAIA, because it wanted to find a way to honor holistic design excellence that 
included energy, water, health, community, and other considerations. At the time, and for a 
number of years after, the COTE leaders felt certain that within just a few years, this awards 
program, now known as the AIA COTE Top Ten Awards, would become obsolete, as the AIA 
Architecture Awards and Interior Architecture Awards, among others, would begin to 
consider energy performance, human health considerations, and others, and to use metrics 
as part of the assessment. 2021 will be the Top Ten’s 25th year. 
 
The 2021 cycle of the AIA Architecture Award, administered by the AIA’s Honors & Awards 
staff, was the first one in which the applicants were asked to respond to the questions that 
are part of the AIA Framework of Design Excellence. Applicants were required to provide 
metrics and narratives to support their declared fulfillment of the framework principles 
(based on the COTE Top Ten Measures). The Honors & Awards staff is also working with 
other Knowledge Communities to adopt the framework as part of their awards programs. 
 
 
 

https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?communitykey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=groupdetails
https://www.aia.org/resources/6077668-cote-top-ten-toolkit
https://www.aia.org/resources/77561-sustainability
https://www.aia.org/resources/202041-the-2030-commitment
https://blueprintforbetter.org/
https://network.aia.org/blogs/april-ovens1/2020/04/15/cote-top-ten-design-datamap
https://network.aia.org/blogs/april-ovens1/2020/04/15/cote-top-ten-design-datamap
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Chapter Awards 
AIA Chapter awards programs are typically the highest profile, longest running, most 
recognized function of any chapter. They play a vital role in communication with the 
community, are revenue source for the chapter, and provide common ground for members 
of the chapter to come together and celebrate their best work. Because they are so beloved, 
they can be challenging to change. When working with the various committees to affect 
changes in your local awards, think about these themes that mutually support good design 
and performance, and keep continuous pressure on them over time. Be like a stream: if you 
cannot go through the rock, you must go around it. 
 
Start with Integration  
Design is the first measure of the framework and the heart of all the measures that follow. 
It is the integrating force and connective tissue. This is the ‘yes...and’ proposition to the 
awards committee that has historically focused on design. The framework is not asking for 
chapters to abandon their definition of good design, only expand it.  
 
Focus on Similarities: Old & New Criteria 
Award worthy projects can have a long tail. It can be up to 10 years between when a building 
is conceived to when it is considered fully operational. Introducing the framework criteria 
WILL NOT preclude these projects from an award. These metrics are universal, and will be 
familiar to a seasoned practitioner. The framework only makes them explicit in the 
submission process so they may be fairly considered and shared. The COTE Top Ten criteria 
was first introduced in 1997, it has a long history and precedent that is widely understood. 
Ask the committee responsible for running awards what the criteria is for good design is, 
and then show them how these concepts occur in the framework. 
 
Relevance  
Peer pressure is always a good motivator, and the awards programs are too important to 
chapters to rest on their laurels.  Compare your chapter to peers, provide a pathway for local 
projects to be considered for national awards, and cite publications as examples of 
organizations that are updating their standards to embrace the new paradigm.  Very soon, 
projects will simply not be recognized or publicized without addressing holistic design and 
performance metrics. 
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Mind the Gaps 
Most projects will not excel at all ten measures. The key is to highlight the areas where they 
do excel, and tell that story to a wide audience. Seek to improve holistic performance over 
time.  
 
Radical Incrementalism  
It is naive to think that one can change a chapter awards program overnight. However, focus 
on incremental change and build your coalition one person and one project at a time. Give 
leadership time to explore these principles for themselves and see how they might apply to 
their work. Consider including some of the criteria for awards or piloting an award for 
meeting the framework criteria.  
 
Personal Advocacy 
Sit down and walk through a project with a design team to show them how easy it is to apply 
the Framework for Design Excellence to any project. Implement the framework and tools in 
your own firm to quickly expand a group of advocates. Present to the chapter at its 
conventions or other meetings, and don’t forget to write about it.  
 
Subjectivity 
Awards processes are run by juries and provide a diverse perspective on what good design 
means. The inclusion of the framework only adds context to the deliberations, it does not 
fundamentally change the process. Juries are consistently encouraged to focus on what is 
relevant to them. Our projects are more than just pretty pictures, but typically awards juries 
are only given a short project brief and a few pictures to judge its merits. 
 
COTE Common App  
COTE created an Awards Common Application or “common app” based on the measures 
that make up the Framework for Design Excellence. The application standardizes 
performance metrics across awards programs and simplifies the process of multiple award 
submissions so that firms of all sizes and resources can fairly compete. Consisting of 
predominantly Yes/No questions, it takes less than an hour to complete the app for any 
project. Additionally, the Common App provides a wealth of information in a concise spider 
graph that helps give juries a visual summary of a project's strengths. It adds depth and 
richness to jury deliberations by providing information that might not have been considered 
before. This app is not a requirement nationally.  

https://www.aia.org/resources/6077668-framework-for-design-excellence
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Beta Testers: 
The Common App is being beta-tested by the following chapters and organizations: 

• AIA San Antonio 
• AIA Los Angeles 
• AIA Seattle Honor Awards 
• AIA California 
• AIA Colorado 
• AIA New York  
• Texas Society of Architects 

Resources: 

• Common App Memo 
• Common App Spreadsheet 
• Common App blog post 
• Example Training Videos: 

o AIA California 
o AIA Seattle 
o AIA San Antonio  

 
Examples: 
The Common App may not make sense for your local awards program right away and there 
are several examples of ways you can still begin to integrate sustainable metrics into the 
awards requirements. Coordination abilities with the local Design Awards program may 
differ amongst chapters.  
 
AIA Philly / AIA PA 
Resources: 2020 Form, How to fill out form 
The AIA Philly /  AIA PA spreadsheet was inspired by the Common App.  Several of the 
requirements overlap, however they added additional questions. “The added questions are 
influenced by our experience with green certifications and are still easy to answer for any 
design team.  We also allowed a few questions to be applicable for unbuilt projects that 
intend to comply once they are completed.” 

https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/about-the-common-app?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=f3ede91e-52cc-4edb-ba32-4e4fd8e77dfb&DefaultView=folder
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/2020-common-app-excel-form?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=f3ede91e-52cc-4edb-ba32-4e4fd8e77dfb&DefaultView=folder
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home/digestviewer/viewthread?MessageKey=c076c180-4865-43bf-a0ff-b680e0eca0d8&CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=digestviewer#bmc076c180-4865-43bf-a0ff-b680e0eca0d8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ukV0jYx83rI&feature=youtu.be
https://vimeo.com/451985709/5fcb36f20c
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/san-antonio-common-app-training-vid?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=f3ede91e-52cc-4edb-ba32-4e4fd8e77dfb&DefaultView=folder
https://basecamp.com/3003207/projects/10174184/messages/92660294?enlarge=413292070#attachment_413292070
https://youtu.be/rsPoBZde9Uk
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They are starting to list items they want to incorporate in the future such as window to wall 
ratio and ways of increasing the “Equitable Communities” section to enhance emphasis on 
inclusion. 
 
“It’s really important to flesh out the review process.” They have had a separate COTE jury 
reviewing the sustainability portions in years past and in 2020 they shifted to an integrated 
jury so that sustainability was a part of the overall discussion.  
 
AIA Austin 
Austin has its own green building awards program (Austin Green Awards). This was created 
for the same reasons COTE Top Ten was created, to introduce sustainable requirements 
into design awards. In 2018 COTE met with the Design Awards Committee to encourage 
the integration of similar sustainable requirements. They agreed to add a guidance sheet on 
the COTE Top Ten Measures and a 100-word explanation of the project’s sustainable 
attributes.  
 
In 2019 the word requirement was increased to allow for a broader explanation. “This wasn’t 
ideal for COTE as we know Architects are very good at post rationalizing. We wanted to see 
data, a more detailed analysis of sustainable attributes. As one of the most respected and 
prominent programs of AIA Austin, the Chapter was afraid of scaring firms from applying 
for the Design Awards and therefore losing financial gain and reputation.” 
 
In 2020 COTE was finally successful with getting more substantial sustainable design 
requirements into the awards application process. “We can really thank the adoption of the 
Framework for Design Excellence nationally for this. It showed our Chapter this wasn’t just 
something our local Committee cared about. Although we didn’t have a say in the format of 
the 2020 Form, it was a great improvement from years past.” Every award applicant had to 
fill it out. It brought value to the jury discussion and showed the Chapter it was possible for 
firms to submit additional information about their projects.  
 
“AIA Austin is now aggressively working to align with the Framework for Design Excellence 
due to our efforts and the efforts made Nationally in every aspect.” The 2021 Design Awards 
will require more data through a new Design Excellence Scorecard to align more closely with 
the Common App and will host several training events throughout the year in anticipation 
of full adoption in 2022.   

https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/aia-austin-2020-design-awards-susta?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=f3ede91e-52cc-4edb-ba32-4e4fd8e77dfb&DefaultView=folder
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AIA Wisconsin  
AIA Wisconsin adopted the framework for its design awards in 2020. It resembles the COTE 
Call for Entries in that there are mandatory metrics and encouraged metrics. This is an 
important distinction that the super spreadsheet doesn't address. This change ensures 
designers are providing fundamental information on best practices and helps prime then for 
what's next. It also makes sure not to exclude projects. Wisconsin has a well-respected 
awards program that has been run by the same dedicated volunteer committee for over 20 
years, but is resistant to change. So, the Board of Directors wrote up a proposal, voted on 
it, and brought it into being in that manner. The common app is optional, but projects who 
don’t submit it are at a disadvantage over peers that do because more information is 
available on those projects.  
 
AIA Minnesota 
Since 1954, AIA Minnesota has celebrated outstanding architecture and urban design 
through its annual Honor Awards Program. “Our Honor Awards acknowledge outstanding 
built projects by AIA Minnesota members, or firms that are owned by AIA Minnesota 
members, that practice professionally in Minnesota.” New in 2020, in alignment with AIA 
National Architecture Awards, AIA Minnesota Honor Awards submissions will be evaluated 
using the AIA Framework for Design Excellence. Design Excellence requires a holistic 
approach addressing the interdependence among people, buildings, infrastructure, and the 
environment. The Framework for Design Excellence provides the elements that support this 
vision during project evaluation. Projects should address multiple measures included in the 
framework, highlighting how they perform in this context and noting relevant narratives and 
metrics where applicable. 
 
In 2020, AIA Minnesota worked on establishing the Commendation for Framework in 
Design Excellence Achievement, which will recognize projects that excel in one particular 
AIA Framework for Design Excellence measure. The Honor Awards jury will have the 
discretion to award up to 10 total single-measure commendations but are not required to 
recognize an entry under each measure. No project shall be chosen for a commendation in 
more than one category or may receive a commendation in more than one year from the 
same category. Recipients of a commendation will be eligible to resubmit their project for 
an Honor Award in future years. 
 
 

https://www.wisconsinarchitect.org/
https://www.aia.org/resources/6077668-framework-for-design-excellence


 
 
 
 
 
FAQs 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
COTE ® Chapter Guide                                                                                                          42 
April 2021   
 

Q. What are AIA Knowledge Communities? 
A. Knowledge Communities are groups of people who share a common interest in a given 
area and who collaborate to deepen their understanding of that area through ongoing 
learning and knowledge- sharing. 
 
Q. What is the COTE Knowledge Community and what does it do? 
A. The COTE Knowledge Community working for architects, allied professionals, and the 
public to achieve climate action and climate justice through design. COTE is anchored by a 
belief that design excellence is the foundation of a healthy, sustainable, and equitable future. 
COTE’s work promotes design strategies that empower all AIA members to realize the best 
social and environmental outcomes with the clients and the communities they serve. 
 
Q. Can I be an individual member of the COTE Knowledge Community? 
A. AIA members or nonmembers can join Knowledge Communities (learn about AIA 
Knowledge Communities HERE). Simply go to the COTE Knowledge Community site and 
click on ‘Join our Community’. 
 
Q. Can I post in the COTE Knowledge Community? 
A. Yes, please do! Members are welcome to post. Here’s a guide to posting discussion posts 
and blog posts. 
 
Q. Why should I join the COTE Knowledge Community? 
A. COTE offers a unique opportunity to improve your own practice while contributing to a 
knowledge base for sustainable design. Registering with the AIA as a member of COTE 
ensures that you’ll receive all the mailings and notices sent only to members, like 
announcements and invitations for COTE events, including COTE meetings at the AIA 
National Conference. 
 
Q. What is a local COTE group? 
A. A local COTE group is a dynamic, interactive group that facilitates knowledge sharing 
between sustainable design practitioners in its geographic area and associated with a local 
or state chapter/component of AIA. 
 
Q. Why host a local COTE or sustainable design interest group? 
A. Hosting a local COTE group increases knowledge-sharing of sustainable design, and 
facilitates dialogue between architects, general interested public, owners, contractors and 

https://www.aia.org/pages/4856-aia-knowledge-communities
https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?communitykey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=groupdetails
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/posting-to-knet-instructions-tips?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=293db5e1-eb43-4d3c-97cf-7d8330d321c4&DefaultView=folder
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sustainability groups, improving the understanding of sustainable design on a local, 
community level.  
 
Q. How often should the local group meet? 
A. Monthly meetings are recommended, but a group may elect to meet more or less often, 
depending on the interest and availability of its members.  Meetings could be over a brown-
bag lunch on a designated day (say, second Friday) of every month. Some COTE chapters 
meet in the evening. To foster equitable participation and inclusion, consider a meeting time 
that works for all, so that members who are care-givers to others don’t miss out on these 
valuable learning and networking opportunities that advance their career. 
 
Q. Can meetings be virtual? 
A. Yes. The times of the pandemic have opened up opportunities to reach wider audiences 
on a regional and national scale. Any combination of in-person and virtual meetings can be 
tried, and in-person meetings can also be broadcast as webinars. 
 
Q. How can COTE spearhead or participate in advocacy efforts? 
A. Aside from being a knowledge group, COTE can also function as an interest group, and 
spearhead or participate in advocacy of environmental issues relating to architecture and 
community on a local and national level. A few pointers for members: 

• Keep a finger on the pulse of environmental policy relating to architecture and 
community that might be up for discussion in the State legislature and potentially 
get enacted on. Team up with the advocacy director of the Local or State AIA chapter 
who may have details of issues. Some AIA chapters have an annual ‘Day of 
Advocacy’ or like event where members meet their representatives - encourage 
COTE members to participate. 

• Some AIA Chapters may have Political Action Committee (PAC) funds to support 
legislators whose views align with AIA’s mission. If there are legislators who impact 
environmental policy, work with the Chapter to include them in PAC support. 

• If relevant bills are up for voting, mobilize support or opposition through writing 
letters, emailing and calling legislators. Your views will be recorded by aides, and 
though we might think a cause is futile, legislators do listen to their constituents, 
when there are adequate numbers. Make a script for members to read out or email, 
and request everyone to make those calls. You can find your local legislators here. 

 

https://openstates.org/find_your_legislator/
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Q. What is the procedure for submitting COTE seminars for AIA CEUs? 
A. Before the seminar, find out from component staff about CEU coordination; they will 
have a process to follow.  
 
Once a speaker is finalized for a seminar, they have to provide the following information: 

•  Presenter Name, Title, and Organization 
•  Presentation Title 
•  Summary Description (recommend approx. 250 words) 
•  4 Learning Objectives 

- See instructions on how to write Learning Objectives here.  
 
Send this information to your local component at least four weeks before the seminar so 
that they can send it to AIA National for approval. Distribute the AIA CES Course 
Attendance Sheet during the seminar, and send it to your local staff, who will assign 
appropriate CEU credits to AIA members. 
 
Q. How can I utilize social media to post information and issues? 
A. Here’s a guide to COTE Social Media.  
 
Q. How will local group expenses be managed and paid? 
A. Each local group is responsible for managing its own expenses. Expenses may be covered 
by the local or state component, group members, vendor sponsorships, or a combination of 
these. Reference the Fundraising section in this Guide for more information.  
 
Q. Our local component has a committee that functions with a similar purpose and 
format, but under a different name. Can our group affiliate? 
A. Absolutely. The overarching goal is to create a knowledge network for AIA members and 
allied professionals working toward climate action through design. 
 
Q. Why should we affiliate our local group with the AIA National COTE? 
A. By affiliating and communicating with COTE National, you have a direct line to the AIA, 
helping it work toward better serving its members’ needs. COTE National does not dictate 
content to local groups. Think of COTE as a peer-to-peer network. Each local group 
maintains its own integrity and the much-needed freedom to respond to the ideas and 

https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/how-to-write-aia-learning-objective?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=2cdd5bd6-0d25-4c0d-b595-4b0658ca56b0&DefaultView=folder
https://www.aia.org/pages/3276-continuing-education-provider-toolkit
https://www.aia.org/pages/3276-continuing-education-provider-toolkit
https://network.aia.org/viewdocument/cote-social-media-guide?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef&tab=librarydocuments&LibraryFolderKey=293db5e1-eb43-4d3c-97cf-7d8330d321c4&DefaultView=folder
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issues of its membership. By linking to the AIA National Knowledge COTE, you share your 
voice with groups – and hear other voices - across the country. 
 
Q. What resources are available to a local COTE Group? 
A. Resources include the AIA COTE web page, the COTE discussion group, other Knowledge 
Communities’ online discussion forums and other local allied professional groups. 
 
Q. How can local COTE group members participate with the COTE Knowledge 
Community? 
A. Individuals can author blog posts or discussion topics on the COTE Knowledge 
Community site. They can also submit comments, attend COTE events at the AIA 
Conference on Architecture or at Greenbuild, volunteer to serve a leadership role at the local 
or National level. 
 
Q. What if I have questions about COTE or about starting a local COTE group? 
A. Contact AIA National COTE. You can also contact your COTE Network Leaders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://network.aia.org/communities/community-home?CommunityKey=3b790506-aca5-4eff-aaf6-8a7b553dc0ef
mailto:cote@aia.org
mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com
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National COTE Leadership 
The National COTE Advisory Group leadership evolves every year. You can view 2021’s 
Leadership here.  
 
Local and State/Regional COTE Committees  
For a list of local COTE groups that we are aware of, see the map on page 19).  
 
We maintain a Google doc of all COTE chapters and contact information for their leaders. 
To gain access to this and be listed on it, please contact the COTE Network Leaders. 
 
If you and your co-leaders are not on the COTE Network Basecamp (and our Leadership 
Directory), please email your COTE Network Leaders to get access to resources and peer 
leaders around the country.  
 
COTE Allies & Affiliations    
AIA COTE chapters' collaboration with other groups whose values align with COTE is highly 
encouraged. It is mostly by collaboration that big issues such as climate change and 
environmental justice can be better understood in all their different facets, and common 
goals formed.  
 
Collaboration can happen in several ways: 

• Knowledge sharing: conducting seminars by speakers of different groups to get 
their perspective of current issues 

• Advocacy: join in with other groups to advocate collectively for issues that affect the 
community 

• Community involvement: Participate in another organization's community efforts 
such as building a Habitat for Humanity house, energy conservation measures at 
elderly housing, etc.  

• Publicity partnerships: for conferences and other events 
• Allyship: with social and environmental justice groups 

 
 
 

https://network.aia.org/communities/kc-leadership/cote
mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com
mailto:cote@aia.org?cc=kendall.claus@perkinswill.com;kiragould@kiragould.com;btucker@digsau.com
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Here's a representative list of potential COTE collaborators: 
● NAACP Environmental and 

Climate Justice Program 
● National Organization of Minority 

Architects 
● US Green Building Council 
● American Society of Heating, 

Refrigerating, and Air-Condition 
Engineers  

● Urban Land Institute  
● International Interior Design 

Association  
● American Society of Landscape 

Architects 

● American Planning Association  
● Passive House Institute 
● Green Building Alliance 
● Master Builders Association 
● Building Decarbonization Coalition 
● Carbon Leadership Forum 
● Building Enclosure Councils 
● City Sustainability Office 
● University Sustainability Offices 
● Conservancy Groups 
● Local Environmental non-profits 
● Corporate sustainability offices 
● Local Utility Groups 

 
Many COTE components have also found success in collaborating with other committee 
groups (such as BEC, Advocacy, Design Awards, Urban Design, among many others), AIA 
Knowledge Communities (see list), and AIA member groups (see list).  
 
Meet at the beginning of the year with other Committee leaders to discuss your associated 
agendas to see how you may align. You may consider co-hosting an event together, sharing 
resources, and/or advocating for action on a certain issue. Consider creating a Committee 
liaison role to maintain a relationship between Committees and keep tabs on potential 
collaborative opportunities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://network.aia.org/communities/allcommunities
https://www.aia.org/pages/8511-member-groups
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Do you have ideas for the next version of this Guide?  
We plan to update this Guide regularly and will be seeking input to make this more effective, 
inclusive, and relevant. If you have ideas about topics we’re missing or stories we should 
consider including, please fill out this short survey. And if you’d like to get involved directly 
in future updates or to send in photos of your chapter in action, we would welcome that. 

https://form.jotform.com/210954898792172

