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Description 

Understanding the principles of JEDI (justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion) is important. 
However, it’s only when you demonstrate that understanding through your actions that you can 
make a difference in the world and the industry. One crucial way is to become an ally. In this 
panel discussion, we will build on the information learned at last year’s roundtable—The 
Diversity Problem in the AEC Industry. We’ll address real actions we can take to understand 
how JEDI issues affect the AEC industry, and specific steps we can take to become allies. 
Attendees will learn from speakers' experiences about how being an ally can encourage 
inclusion that is mutually beneficial for team collaboration, diversity of ideas, and inclusivity 
through leadership. During this session we will explore what it means to be an ally specifically in 
the AEC space, look at ways panelists and attendees have seen allies help others, and discuss 
what it takes to become an ally. 

 

  

Learning Objectives 

• Discover the qualities of an ally  

• Learn ways that you can become an ally in the AEC space  

• Learn how to recognize when an ally is needed and what the appropriate actions 
are for an ally to take 

• Learn about the importance of allies in our industry specifically  
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Speaker(s) 
Purvi Gandhi Irwin, AIA, LEED AP BD+C 
Practice Manager for Architecture, CADD Microsystems 
Twitter: @BIMchiq 

As the Practice Manager for Architecture at CADD Microsystems, Purvi 
supports professionals across all disciplines with BIM technologies, 
which includes teaching Revit, developing workflows and standards, 
troubleshooting issues, and finding creative solutions to both design 
and modeling problems. She has 17+ years of experience, most spent 
as a preservation project architect, where she specialized in using 
innovative technologies to facilitate the documentation and 
rehabilitation of institutional buildings, and 12+ years of Revit 
experience working with historic buildings, from conceptual design, 

through construction administration and project close-out.  
Purvi is a registered architect with degrees in both Architecture and Historic Preservation. She 
served on the Alexandria, VA Parker Gray Board of Architectural review from 2012 until its 
consolidation in 2019, as both a board member and as Board Chair. She currently serves on the 
Alexandria Board of Architectural Review.  

In the past, Purvi was also active with both the local and national chapters of the Association for 
Preservation Technology. She has recently become more involved in equity and diversity 
conversations as they relate to both the larger AEC industry and more specifically around 
historic preservation principles. She loves to learn and teach, with a strong belief that diversity in 
all ways creates stronger and more resilient communities.  

She has presented at many conferences over the years, including BILTna conferences, 
Autodesk University, DesignDC, AIA National Conference, ArchEX conference, the APTI Annual 
Conference, and local AIA chapter events. Purvi is an Autodesk Expert Elite Member, A Revit 
Certified Professional, and a Revit Certified Instructor. 

 

Elaine Lee, AIA, LEED AP BD+C 
Senior Technical Architect, CO Architects 

Elaine follows her curiosity to learn about new concepts and processes 
and then finds ways to incorporate and share what she learned into her 
work projects as a licensed architect and project manager/project 
architect. In her current role as Senior Technical Architect at CO 
Architects, she helps team members shift to new coordination 
processes as projects moves into design-assist and design-build 
during the Construction Documentation phase.   
Before joining CO, she learned UX Design and used parts of the UX 
Design process to mentor teams about design documentation with 
Revit for different project delivery types. And then she presented about 

those project experiences at BILT conferences internationally and at Autodesk University. 
Following her curiosity about allyship in other industries, she joined Ellevate Network, and has 
served as mentor at their speed mentoring meetups for the topic, "How to Survive and Thrive in 
Male-Dominated Industries. 



 

 

Page 3 

Danielle Civitillo 
Director of Technology, KLA 

 Danielle Civitillo is a professional civil engineer turned technology 
director. Her career began typically for a recently graduated civil 
engineer with a focus in transportation. As a project engineer at VHB, 
she designed roads, sites, drainage, and railways for about eight years.  

At that point in her career, Danielle decided to pursue her excitement 
around the design technology that she used as an engineer.  For five 
years she managed the design software at VHB and developed ways to 
improve project delivery and inspire innovation. With experience in 
Autodesk and Bentley design tools, Danielle provided expert level 

support to the design teams at VHB. While in this role, and as a member of the IT team, 
Danielle learned a lot about technology in general and made it a point to explore the ways to 
make technology fun and engaging for her coworkers. Teaching, supporting, and innovating 
around technology became a passion for her.  

Now, Danielle is the Director of Technology at KLA, a sustainability firm working to solve climate 
change. She is using her years of practice getting to understand user experience and how to 
troubleshoot technology to manage the development of KLA’s Community Dashboard. Danielle 
is also leading the implementation of technology internally to assist with collaboration and 
innovation among the KLA team.   

Danielle is equally motivated by, and perhaps even more passionate about, improving diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in our workplaces and lives. Over the last seven years, she has been on a 
self-taught journey to better understand the inequities that stem from systems of oppression, 
with the intention of using that knowledge to work toward actionable and real solutions. In 2017, 
Danielle co-founded the employee resource group, VHB IDEAL (Inclusion, Diversity, and Equity 
Alliance), to bring more awareness of DEI to her colleagues and push for meaningful change in 
culture and policies at VHB. Danielle is constantly curious about ways to be a better ally and 
push for the changes we all need.   

 

Rina Sahay 
Fishbeck 
Twitter: @rinasahay 

Rina Sahay is an Autodesk Expert Elite Team member; a Revit Certified 
Professional; and a Revit and AutoCAD Subject Matter Expert.  As the 
Architectural BIM Manager at Fishbeck, she creates and maintains BIM 
standards; provides project support and troubleshooting; training and 
onboarding. Rina is an educator at Kalamazoo Valley Community 
College; provides technical support for Revit, AutoCAD, and 3DS Max 
via the Autodesk forums and Directly.com; and serves on the Kent 
Career Technical Center Advisory Board. She has presented multiple 
times at Autodesk University, in Autodesk Community Conversations, 
and for In Awe Towards Green; and is the author of the LinkedIn blog 

“Rina’s Random Revit-isms”. 
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Aaron Maller 
Director of Parallax Team 
Twitter: @twiceroadsfool 

Aaron Maller is the Director of Parallax Team, Inc, a full-service 
Technology Implementation Firm. He has been implementing Building 
Information Modeling and Practice Technology at Architectural, 
Engineering, and General Contracting Firms across the country for the 
last ten years. Specializing in streamlining workflows and maximizing 
efficiency, he has become well known for his work in elaborate content 
libraries and templates.  

While working with design professionals and construction professionals 
in unison, Aaron has focused his attentions on standardizing data 

protocols, and developing workflows around that data that allow design models to be fully 
leveraged downstream, having worked on many initiatives that were direct-to-fabrication from 
design content. 

Many of these initiatives have meant elaborate processes requiring multiple pieces of software 
to edit the design data, in efforts to maximize the efficiencies of all stakeholders in a projects 
design to operation lifecycle. To accomplish this, his efforts constantly focus on standardization 
and templating of content and managing the ability to migrate or manipulate complex content, to 
meet varying requirements between different initiatives. 

He is an avid contributor to the BIM community on the whole, volunteering at Revit Forum.org 
(as twiceroadsfool), as well as speaking at many events including Autodesk University, BILT 
Conferences (previously RTC), and various users’ groups around the world. 
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Why this topic? 
After the conversation at last year’s AU around the Diversity problem in the AEC Industry, 
moving toward solutions was the next logical step. The only way that we can increase JEDI in 
our community and specifically in the AEC realm, is to learn about Allyship and how we can all 
becomes Allies to each other. 
 

What is an Ally?  

(Definition by Natalie S. Burke, CEO of Common Health Action, www.commonhealthaction.org, 
@natalie4health) 

A person from a privileged social identity group who: 
1. Stands up in support of members of an oppressed group. Typically someone with 

privilege who stands beside someone being treated unjustly and when necessary, 
feasible, and with agreement – acts to protect an oppressed person from harm. 

2. Has a personal commitment to fight oppression and prejudice 
3. Is willing to: 

a. Educate themselves about different identities and experiences 
b. Challenge their own discomfort, prejudices, and biases 
c. Take action to create interpersonal, societal, and institutional change 
d. Speak up and engage in difficult discussions, even if they aren’t sure of the right 

language 

 
Allyship is at its heart about people. It is about being culturally aware, open to others, and open 
to receiving information. It needs to be personal, one person at a time, so that you can really 
understand where someone is coming from to help them get to where they need to be. 
 

What is Privilege? 

Privilege is circumstantial and is defined as one group having something of value that is denied 
to other simply because of the group that they belong to, not because of something that they 
have done or failed to do. In Western society, privilege often looks like white, male, 
heterosexual, under 40 years old. All of these are characteristics that you do not choose. 
 
Privilege is often based on identities most of which you cannot choose – gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, color, social status. It can also be identities that happen to you – age, 
disability. Few privileges can be earned – education, socio-economic status. 

 

What is Oppression? 

Oppression is the systematic targeting or marginalization of one group by a more powerful 
group for social, economic, and political benefit. 
 
 

 
 

http://www.commonhealthaction.org/
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At Work, Allyship Could Be … 

 

• Teaming up to prepare for meetings and workshops: Decide what to challenge, improve, 
change, and the strategy before the event. This allows everyone directly involved to be 
prepared when it is their turn to actively participate. 

 

• Encouraging teammates to partner when presenting. This is helpful during virtual 
meetings in case internet connectivity breaks down. Partnering requires planning and 
collaborating and could lead to relationship building. 
 

• Creating a Meeting Agenda - Assign team members topics and a time slot, and then 
follow the Meeting Agenda. Designate a timekeeper and empower the timekeeper to 
manage the flow of the meeting and the start/end time. 
 

• Acknowledging contributions and ideas to the individual who proposed them 
 

• Verbally support teammates in a possible adversarial situation at meetings, etc. with 
something as simple as a smile and a hello. 

 

Discussion Topics 
• What it means to be an Ally 

• Examples of Allyship in the industry 

• Advice for establishing Allyship 

• Privilege/oppression and Allyship 

• Allyship in the AEC Industry 

• Actionable items on how to reach out to others either as an Ally or when you would like 
support from an Ally 
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Survey Responses 

To prepare for this panel, a survey was created and shared through social media. Unfortunately, 
the participation was low, making the demographic data not very helpful. A few questions were 
answered by respondents that helped to provide direction for the discussion questions. Below 
are the verbatim responses to the last four questions of the survey. 
 

What does being an Ally mean to you? 
 

• Calling attention to, and advocating to correct, instances of bias, whether they pertain to 
yourself or not.  

• Loving and peaceful person 

• Listening to the communities and doing what is asked - mostly speaking up when I see 
wrongs and 'working on' those that don't see issues by slowly sharing stories, etc. 

• An ally is any person that actively promotes and aspires to advance the culture of 
inclusion through intentional, positive and conscious efforts that benefit people as a 
whole. 

• Awareness and positive move to change the bias that is our current situation  

• It means a more diverse yet inclusive workplace, enriched by a variety of cultures and 
experiences.  

• Being an ally to me means believing people's stories. It means sharing the voices and 
stories of people from communities of color, disabled folks, LGBTQIA+ people, etc. It 
means calling out white supremacy and social inequities in our systems (of government, 
work, school, etc.).  

• Someone being supportive of a cause/person 

• Helping to support everyone equally so we can all achieve together.  

• Creating a space where people feel comfortable and supported.  

• Showing up and using my privilege to enhance the life of those that are statistically 
repressed. 

• critical thinking, reexamining, it starts with me, speaking up, being brave 

• Accepting of all equally without bias 

• Be kind and respectful. Treat as you would want to be treated 
 

What examples have you seen of people being Allies, either things that you've 
done or that you've seen others do? 
 

• Normalizing ‘non-standard’ gender/sexual identification, in a professional setting.  
Advocating for more women/POC in leadership positions 

• Stepping back to let an actual community member speak up, calling out things as they 
occur, proactive support such as stopping to film police  

• Caring and showing empathy for a coworker or friend; Mentoring an individual when 
nobody is looking or expecting anything from them; Promoting or advocating for 
somebody when they are not around 

• Just treating everyone the same way. Establishing eye contact, a smile, a cheery 
greeting, all go a long way towards being an ally.  
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• Explaining performative allyship/activism to corporate communications and HR. Fighting 
to remove reference to Columbus on Indigenous People's Day. Fighting to keep anti-
racism resources available on the company's intranet and calling out the patterns of 
white fragility/supremacy that were driving their decisions. Giving credit in meetings to 
the person who brought up the idea. Calling on non-white men in the room to express 
their opinions or ideas in a situation where it's otherwise common for those voices to be 
ignored.  

• Superficial items such as LGBTQI+ LinkedIn Banners, Pride Flags, Pronouns in email 
signature. Meaningful items such as supporting and pushing for policies within the 
company that are inclusive 

• Professionals are valued and encouraged to participate in company-wide discussions. 

• Standing up against biased hiring practices, calling out upper management when 
policies adversely affect a specific group of workers,   

• calling out a co-worker on harmful speech in a public organization chatroom 

• General acceptance same treatment no matter the identity  

• My kids are constantly reminding me 
 

Do you think that Allies are needed in the AEC industry? Why or why not? 
 

• Yes. AEC is an ‘old boys’ club, that invites in similar people, and excludes (or 
segregates) the ‘other’. I see it on jobs sites, clearly, but also in client meetings (“we 
want people our clients will feel comfortable with”), and that trickles down to 
managing/staffing projects at the studio level.  

• Yes, to create better cities for inclusion  

• Yes - too much of a 'who you know' hiring process and who you know tends to be 
homogenous, so you don't get the best people for the job 

• Yes absolutely!  Allies are critical to foster a inclusive work environment 

• Yes, it's critical as I personally feel that things are getting worse instead of better.  

• Yes. To help alleviate any hesitation or timidity on the part of any disadvantaged team 
members.  

• They are needed everywhere. But yes, definitely in the AEC industry. Right now the 
industry is overwhelmingly led by cis straight white men. If we don't have allies pushing 
for diversity, for policy changes, for equitable solutions in our designs, it won't change.  

• Yes I think allies are needed to support change in the industry. People who are adverse 
to change need to see that it is not just the LBGT community that is looking for change, 
but everyone within a company 

• Yes. This is a very gender lopsided industry. Encouraging more diversity is good for 
everyone.  

• Yes! The AEC industry is notorious for hiring from the same (mostly white) colleges, and 
promoting/noticing the confident/aggressive (usually white male) employee. Also, 
women continue to drop off during child bearing ages because of lack of flexibility in the 
work place. 

• yes. we have such a long way to go. the AEC C-suite and Boardroom reflects this - it is 
still majority white male heterosexual. it shows up in our top-down decision making 
everyday. it is reflected already in AEC industry response to pandemic work from home 
(i.e. "it's time to come back to the office now", which is something that benefits the C-
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suite who have private offices and less responsibility at home, with childcare, need for 
privacy, etc.) 

• Absolutely , Much prejudice still exists against many identities 

• I suppose. It seems people need reminding 
 

Is there anything that you would like the panelists to discuss that would help you 
on your journey to becoming an Ally? 
 

• That ‘boosting up’ minorities does NOT have to mean assimilating them into the 
currently accepted typology.  Don’t support by telling people to change who they are.  

• Equal job opportunities base on capacity of companies 

• Groups to make us aware of initiatives, action items, and highlighting where to step back 

• How to recognize and stop macro and micro aggression  

• Hearing others experiences would offer valuable insights.  

• What are the ramifications if we continue with the status quo and don't have allies? 

• My CEO said something interesting to me "the employees must be willing to change 
[and accept]", just hiring a woman and placing her in a male dominated sexist work 
environment, for example, isn't going to change the work culture. You need to change 
the attitudes first. Maybe the panelist could discuss how to change attitudes of resistant 
people even. 

• As long as leadership is still majority white, male, cis-gendered, others are still putting 
their jobs/livelihood at risk when speaking up about inequality in the workplace. 
Leadership needs to speed up the process of promotion and hiring diverse 
genders/ages/ethnicities at C-suite and Board level. This means making room for 
someone else to advance.  

• Some struggles which proved worth the effort i.e. English as second language folks who 
became a valued and understood team member 
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Additional Resources 

Organizations 
 
Common Action for Health 
https://commonhealthaction.org/ 
 
Ellevate Network 
https://www.ellevatenetwork.com/ 
 
Uprooting Inequity 
https://uprootinginequity.com/ 
 
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, & Accessibility (DEIA) in the AEC Industry 
(website created from the AU 2020 roundtable discussion) 
https://sites.google.com/view/aecdiversityproblem/home 
 

Articles 
 
Want to be an anti-racist white ally? Here are six steps to follow 

https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-want-to-be-an-anti-racist-white-ally-20210412-
cqbs5l2ltjdl5dwjvcxizbs45q-story.html 
 
Companies need to think bigger than diversity training 
https://hbr.org/2020/10/companies-need-to-think-bigger-than-diversity-training 
 
Gender Parity in the Boardroom Won’t Happen on Its Own 
https://hbr.org/2020/02/gender-parity-in-the-boardroom-wont-happen-on-its-own 
 
An open source starting guide intended to change as we evolve as allies to each other 
The Guide to Allyship 
 
How to provide support from the oppressed point of view 
How to support your black employees | Culture Amp 
 
https://healthmatters.nyp.org/death-by-a-thousand-cuts-the-impact-of-microaggressions-on-the-
aapi-community/ 
 
Sharing your privilege 
https://hbr.org/2021/08/talk-about-privilege-at-
work?utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter_daily&utm_campaign=mtod_notactsubs 
 
Be an ally to yourself and others 
How to Make Your Voice Heard at Work | The Muse 
 
 
 

https://commonhealthaction.org/
https://www.ellevatenetwork.com/
https://uprootinginequity.com/
https://sites.google.com/view/aecdiversityproblem/home
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nydailynews.com%2Fopinion%2Fny-oped-want-to-be-an-anti-racist-white-ally-20210412-cqbs5l2ltjdl5dwjvcxizbs45q-story.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFGAYFHHryHHOv8ZsEm-uZo5azRvQ
https://www.google.com/url?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nydailynews.com%2Fopinion%2Fny-oped-want-to-be-an-anti-racist-white-ally-20210412-cqbs5l2ltjdl5dwjvcxizbs45q-story.html&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNFGAYFHHryHHOv8ZsEm-uZo5azRvQ
https://hbr.org/2020/10/companies-need-to-think-bigger-than-diversity-training
https://hbr.org/2020/02/gender-parity-in-the-boardroom-wont-happen-on-its-own
https://guidetoallyship.com/
https://www.cultureamp.com/blog/how-to-support-black-employees
https://healthmatters.nyp.org/death-by-a-thousand-cuts-the-impact-of-microaggressions-on-the-aapi-community/
https://healthmatters.nyp.org/death-by-a-thousand-cuts-the-impact-of-microaggressions-on-the-aapi-community/
https://hbr.org/2021/08/talk-about-privilege-at-work?utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter_daily&utm_campaign=mtod_notactsubs
https://hbr.org/2021/08/talk-about-privilege-at-work?utm_medium=email&utm_source=newsletter_daily&utm_campaign=mtod_notactsubs
https://www.themuse.com/advice/voice-heard-at-work-women-minorities?sc_src=email_979086&sc_lid=67730576&sc_uid=nbvruHCgoT&sc_llid=107329&sc_eh=b231935b6b64a7f71&utm_source=emarsys&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=daily_20210303_NoSpon_90Day_979086&utm_content=sponsored&utm_term=_&uid=709125044
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Presentations/Events 
 
Why Diversity and Inclusion in the AEC Industry are Necessary and How to Achieve them 
https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/class/Why-Diversity-and-Inclusion-AEC-Industry-
Necessary-How-Achieve-It-2019 
 
Dismantle Preservation Virtual Unconference 
https://www.sarahmarsom.com/dismantlepreservation 
 
A Discussion on the Diversity Problem in the AEC Industry 
https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/class/Discussion-Diversity-Problem-AEC-
Industry-2020 
 

https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/class/Why-Diversity-and-Inclusion-AEC-Industry-Necessary-How-Achieve-It-2019
https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/class/Why-Diversity-and-Inclusion-AEC-Industry-Necessary-How-Achieve-It-2019
https://www.sarahmarsom.com/dismantlepreservation
https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/class/Discussion-Diversity-Problem-AEC-Industry-2020
https://www.autodesk.com/autodesk-university/class/Discussion-Diversity-Problem-AEC-Industry-2020

