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In this continued series, we speak to some of the architects in the region about their
passion for the field, and the challenges and opportunities that inspire them
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Rebecca Barry, AIA, NCARB

Director of Architecture | Ghafari Associates
Dearborn, Michigan

o Rebecca Barry, AIA, NCARB, Direc-

I tor of Architecture at Ghafari Associates
headquartered in Dearborn, Michigan,

every built space has a story behind it. It is a
story that can speak to the people, the culture,
and the context around it, the mission and
programmatic goals of an organization, and a
celebration of ingenuity, creative problem solv-
ing, and the history and lessons learned in an
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ever-evolving dynamic field. There is a social
responsibility in the crafting of it, and for Barry,
it is a rewarding experience to be able to help
play a role in shaping it and in inspiring future
generations of creatives to dream up of what is
possible for the built landscape.

“I think it is important and necessary to
consider where we have been when it comes to
architecture, because understanding the history

makes designing for the future possible. There
are a lot of lessons learned. Architecture is very
dynamic, it is ever-evolving and we've proven
an ability to push the boundaries in everything
that surrounds us. It exemplifies the values and
the culture of a society; it has proven to identify
different artistic styles and really the advance-
ment of us as people,” Barry said.

“To me, we have to keep pushing boundar-
ies though. People change, influences change,
lifestyles are changing, and we have to constant-
ly evolve and explore new ways to transcend
that. We have to look for ways to inspire the
next generation of whatever their built environ-
ment wants to be,” Barry added.

Barry, who leads the Dearborn-based archi-
tectural team in her current role as Director of
Architecture, providing project coordination,
production oversight, quality assurance, and
mentorship—a priority she wholeheartedly
believes in—has spent nearly 25 years building
a professional career in the field, and related
fields, of architecture. Initially foraying into the
mechanical and electrical engineering industry
as a draftsman at BST Associates in Bingham
Farms, Michigan, Barry then took on multifac-
eted project manager roles at architectural de-
sign and planning firms, like GAV & Associates
Inc. and Nudell Architects in Farmington Hills,
Michigan. Over the years, she worked with cli-
ents across industrial, commercial, retail, and
healthcare sectors, and oversaw project design,
construction documentation, client relations,
project coordination, and construction admin-
istration. It was experience she felt equipped
her well for moving into a project architect role
with Ghafari roughly 13 years ago.

“I realized pretty quickly what those small-
er firms were able to offer me and the expe-
rience was great. I think working for smaller
organizations allowed me to wear many hats
that I probably would not have worn other-
wise, so I felt like I was really equipped and
well-rounded to take a leap further, which
is why I decided to move on to Ghafari. The
draw to Ghafari, specifically, was the size of the
company, the type of projects that they were
focused on, and it is a global organization. It is
more of a corporate environment, which I felt
I would thrive in,” Barry said.

“I'm a very structured person and I just
thought this would offer me more of an oppor-
tunity to grow and to be involved. Ghafari is
also known for its diversification and our out-
reach to several different markets in the archi-
tectural industry, so it keeps me on my toes, and
that was kind of the initial draw. It still keeps me
entertained today,” Barry added.

While Barry said her academic study was
more technical in nature, which led her down
this more technical pathway, it is her love of
the arts that initially drew her to the field.
She has fostered an ability to balance distinct
technical and functional requirements with

beautiful utility and thoughtful aesthetics, a
passion for prioritizing the user, the environ-
ment and the cultural context, and an affinity
for seeing architecture through the eyes of the
architectural team she oversees. Barry noted
that when she was first hired in as project ar-
chitect, her responsibilities included running
projects every day and as she has taken on new
and different roles at the firm, it has become
more about the people and the human element
that inspires her each day.

“My design philosophy, especially today,
really involves prioritizing environmentally
friendly and energy-efficient design with a fo-
cus on minimizing the impact on the environ-
ment, and responding to and respecting the
surrounding cultural context is key. My belief
is that design should be influenced not only by
the site, but the cultural aspects as well, and pri-
oritizing the needs of the users is essential. In
my opinion, when properly designed, the built
environment should enhance the wellbeing of
those who inhabit it. Overall designing for the
quality of life and wellness seems absolutely
critical to me these days,” Barry said.

“I have a lot of architects who are on my
team and I love having the ability to work
with younger professionals, bringing them up
through the ranks like I was brought up. I pride
myself on mentorship, leading this team of peo-
ple through their professional growth and just
given the nature of my role now, it’s more cen-
tralized around people and that is where I enjoy
the job in comparison to even when I stepped
foot in the door at Ghafari 13 years ago. It’s just
more people-focused and I love that, because
I'm really able to see architecture through their
eyes,” Barry added.

In her professional career, Barry has worked
in building programming and planning, con-
struction document coordination and pro-
duction, code review and analysis, and client
relations across commercial hospitality, retail,
government, and industrial markets—includ-
ing leading the architectural component for all
Ford Land work that would come through the
firm. And credits a desire for the arts, a means
of self-artistic expression, as the inspiration that
drew her to architecture from a young age.

“I was probably in middle school and just
really had a desire for the arts. As I grew old-
er, I tried to understand where life would take
me with having this natural draw to art, and
as I got into high school and really needed to
get serious about a career, I just had this vi-
sion of architecture and that would somehow
relate to my willingness or desire to incorpo-
rate art somehow in my life,” Barry said. “My
family’s background is also in construction
and it just sort of made sense that I would
mesh the two together”

Driven by her desire to stay in an artistic
field, Barry started taking mechanical draft-
ing classes in high school, which served as her

introduction to the field, and then went on to
study architecture at Lawrence Technological
University in Southfield, Michigan. While en-
rolled there, Barry earned a Bachelor of Science
in Architecture and a Master of Architecture.

“There are other colleges that provide
architectural degrees that are more theo-
ry-based, but for me, I somehow managed
to route myself down a more technical path.
I was in school for about five years, received
my undergraduate degree and then I decided
it was really important for me to become a li-
censed architect—not that it is a requirement
to practice architecture necessarily—but it was
something I strived for so I moved on to my
master’s program, Barry said. “I ended up
getting my master’s degree and after that I was
really focused on obtaining my architectural
license. I was at the point in my life where I got
married, I was getting close to starting my own
family, but it was really important to me to fin-
ish up my studies and reach that final destina-
tion, which was architectural licensure”

Today, Barry holds architectural licensure
in more than 15 states, is NCARB certified,and
a member of the AIA. She was also recognized
as a Crain’s Detroit Business Notable Women in
Design. For Barry, who considers architecture
a driver for many things in life, how architects
respond to principles like function, aesthetics,
culture, and the environment, has the power—
and potential—to shape how individuals inter-
act and what people are influenced by in life.

“As architects, we are responsible for envi-
sioning and further executing the creation of
everything that surrounds us and, in my opin-
ion, we have a social responsibility to advocate
and contribute to our built environment in a
positive way. There has to be an emphasis spent
on the environmental impact and it has to be
more of a human-centric experience. I think we
need to be innovative, but continue to embrace
these types of principles,” Barry said.

“Maybe I am more sensitive to this now,
because of the role I am in and how much of
my job is dealing with people, but people are
sensitive and the requirements of people today
are different. To me, good mental health, good
physical health, is super important. Given the
nature of how people are today and the things
that we just know more about in terms of health
and wellness, we have to design spaces and
buildings to be more focused on this. I just don’t
think it is something that we can push aside any
longer,” Barry added.

Some of the other unique challenges facing
the industry—which she considers an equally
unique set of opportunities for the creative,
problem-solving process—is the implementa-
tion of sustainable and energy-efficient design,
the pace of technology, and a noticeable shift
in recruiting and retaining talent. While she
noted there seems to be an increasing pressure
to incorporate sustainable principles in every

project as architects strive to mitigate the ef-
fects of climate change, the pain point can be
in educating or influencing a client to also see
the value in investing in it. And, as a profes-
sional who has watched the industry evolve
and adapt rapidly since the turn of the 21st
century, Barry said one of her biggest ques-
tions as time moves forward is how architec-
ture will grapple with the rapid advancement
of technology and what project execution will
actually look like in the future.

“As architects,
we are responsible for
envisioning and further
executing the creation of
everything that surrounds
us and, in my opinion, we
have a social responsibility
to advocate and contribute
to our built environment in
a positive way. There has
to be an emphasis spent on
the environmental impact
and it has to be more of a
human-centric experience.”
— Rebecca Barry, AIA, NCARB

“It used to all be about augmented reality,
virtual reality, and now it is about artificial in-
telligence. How do we find a way as architects to
keep up with and find creative ways to integrate
those technologies?” Barry said.

“I'm still young, I still have many years of
career left in me, and I'm anxious, nervous, and
excited to see where this industry is going. It is
so different than when I started 25 years ago, I
can't even imagine what it is going to look like
moving forward. It is going to be interesting to
see where the industry goes and what our com-
petition is doing, what is going to set us apart
from other architectural firms, how are we de-
signing our buildings, why are we designing
our buildings, and how are we actually execut-
ing the project work,” Barry added.
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