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Planning Your AIA to Chicago Journey: A Complete Guide for Architects and
Design Professionals

When the AIA (American Institute of Architects) announces its annual convention in the Windy City, architects,
designers, and industry leaders from across the country start planning their travel. Chicago’s rich architectural
heritage, vibrant culture, and world class infrastructure make it an ideal destination for a professional gathering.
Whether you're flying in from a regional airport or taking a long haul flight, this guide will help you navigate every
step of your AlA to Chicagotrip — from booking flights and lodging to finding the best architectural tours,
networking spots, and local dining experiences.

Why Chicago? The City’s Architectural Appeal

Chicago is often called the birthplace of the skyscraper, boasting a skyline that includes iconic structures such as
the Willis Tower, John Hancock Center, and the historic Tribune Tower. The city’s design community has long been
a hub for innovation, hosting renowned firms and nurturing emerging talent. For AIA members, Chicago offers:

¢ Architectural landmarks that span from the early 20th century Chicago School to contemporary glass towers.

e World famous institutions like the AIA Chicago Chapter, the Chicago Architecture Center, and the Museum of
Contemporary Art.

¢ A networking ecosystem that brings together professionals, educators, and policymakers.

e Convenient transportation links — O’Hare International Airport, Midway, and a comprehensive public transit
network.

Key Benefits of Attending the AIA Chicago Convention

1. Professional Development — Workshops, panels, and keynote speeches by leading architects.
2. Business Opportunities — Meet potential clients, partners, and suppliers.

3. Community Engagement — Participate in volunteer projects and outreach programs.

4. Inspiration — Explore the city’s architecture and learn about new design trends.

Step 1: Planning Your Travel — Flights and Transportation

Choosing the Right Flight

Chicago hosts two major airports: O’Hare International Airport (ORD) and Midway International Airport (MDW). For
most AlA attendees, O’Hare offers a broader range of airlines and international connections.

¢ Direct Flights — If you're traveling from a major city, look for nonstop options to reduce travel time.

e Stopover Strategies — If a direct flight is unavailable, consider a brief layover in a city with a strong design
community (e.g., Dallas, Atlanta, or Washington, D.C.).

¢ Book early — AlA events attract thousands of participants, and flights fill up quickly.

Getting Around in Chicago

Chicago’s public transit system is one of the most efficient in the United States. The Metra commuter rail, CTA bus
and rail lines, and Uber/Lyftservices provide seamless connectivity between the airports, convention center, and



city attractions.

e O’Hare to Convention Center — Take the CTA Blue Line to the Loop, then transfer to the Green Line or walk to
the McCormick Place Convention Center.

* Midway to Convention Center — Use the CTA Blue Line or a rideshare for a direct route.

e —The Ventra card allows unlimited rides on CTA buses and trains. Consider a Chicago Transit Card for added
convenience.

Step 2: Lodging —Where to Stay During AlA to Chicago

Hotel Options Near the Convention Center

Staying close to the McCormick Place Convention Centeris ideal for minimizing commute time. Below are a few
highly rated hotels:

¢ Hyatt Regency Chicago — Modern rooms, rooftop bar, and direct access to the convention center.

 Hilton Chicago — Luxury amenities, a spa, and a prime location.

e Courtyard by Marriott Chicago Convention Center — Comfortable accommodations with a complimentary
breakfast.

* Budget options such as Hotel Indigo Chicago - The Loop offer great value while still being centrally located.

Alternative Neighborhoods for a More Local Experience
If you want to explore Chicago’s neighborhoods, consider staying in:
e The Loop — Heart of downtown, close to museums and restaurants.
¢ River North — Known for its art galleries, nightlife, and boutique hotels.

e South Loop — Near the Museum Campus and the Field Museum.
e West Loop — Trendy area with a culinary focus and stylish accommodations.

Step 3: Architectural Highlights — Must See Tours and Experiences

Iconic Skyscrapers

Take a guided tour of Chicago’s most celebrated towers:

< Willis Tower (Sears Tower) — Visit the Skydeck for panoramic views.
» John Hancock Center — Explore the 360 Chicago Observation Deck.
« Trump International Hotel & Tower — Experience the architectural juxtaposition of glass and steel.

Historic Buildings and Public Spaces

Discover Chicago’s architectural evolution by visiting:

e Chicago Board of Trade Building — Known for its distinctive spire.

* The Rookery — A masterpiece of Louis Sullivan and Dankmar Adler.

e Frank Lloyd Wright's Robie House — A National Historic Landmark.

¢ Millennium Park — Home to the Cloud Gate sculpture and the Jay Pritzker Pavilion.

Architectural Tours and Museums
Enhance your knowledge with curated experiences:
¢ Chicago Architecture Center — Offers guided walking tours and educational exhibits.

 Architectural Digest Tours — Private tours of iconic buildings.
* Chicago History Museum — Features exhibits on the city’s architectural heritage.



 Art Institute of Chicago — While primarily an art museum, its architecture and interior design are worth
exploring.

Step 4: Dining — Food That Inspires Design

Chicago’s culinary scene is as diverse as its architecture. For AIA attendees, consider these dining options that
combine great food with inspiring atmospheres:

e The Purple Pig — Mediterranean tapas in an eclectic setting.
e Girl & the Goat — Innovative small plates in a lively space.
e Au Cheval — Known for its classic American steakhouse vibe.
e Gino’s East — A Chicago staple for deep dish pizza.
e Lou Malnati’s — Another deep dish favorite.
Networking Lunches and Coffee Spots
For informal meetings, choose cafés and restaurants that foster conversation:
« Intelligentsia Coffee — Offers a relaxed environment for brainstorming.

e La Colombe — Known for its artisanal coffee and comfortable seating.
e Blackbird — A modern bistro with a creative menu.

Step 5: AIA Conference Logistics

Registration and Schedule
Before arrival, complete the AIA conference registration online. Review the schedule to identify:
* Keynote sessions relevant to your practice.
e Workshops on emerging technologies (e.g., BIM, sustainability).
¢ Panel discussions on policy, education, and community outreach.
Networking Opportunities
Maximize your professional connections by:
e Attending the AIA Chicago Chapter meet ups.
e Participating in the Design Showcase for portfolio reviews.
* Engaging with the Mentorship Program to connect with seasoned architects.
Exhibitor and Vendor Exploration
Explore the exhibitors’ hall to discover:
* New building materials and technologies.

» Software solutions for design and project management.
e Services in sustainability consulting and LEED certification.

Step 6: Packing Checklist for AIA to Chicago
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