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With the rise of digital software and BIM work practices the architect’s office is
increasingly seen as a knowledge intensive digital workplace. Digital technologies
are blurring the line between physical and virtual work practices both within and
outside of the firm. Internally, physical and virtual workflows are now obviously
interconnected. Externally, architects are now digitally connected to various
stakeholders including clients, builders, consultants and sub-contractors. Yet, as a
digital workplace few studies have looked at the work practices that have emerged out
of this situation. An ethnographic investigation of two small architectural firms
occupying one space is presented. In this case, ethnographic methods of observation
via site visits, written and drawn notes, and noted conversations are utilised. It will be
seen how work practices within the firm can be described as a series of narrative
performances that sometimes produce design knowledge. The performance narratives
and material culture of the office indicate that the architect is a gleaner of design
knowledge. Architects perform these narratives in order to gather together disparate,
data and information from a range of information sources. This results in the creation
of design knowledge. Finally, the ethnographic methodology and methods employed
in the study are briefly evaluated in order to understand how such research methods
might be applied to other design and construction contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

To the outside observer the architect’s office or studio appears to be both glamorous
and mysterious. The sense of glamour is associated with the construction and delivery
of an iconic or high profile or luxurious building. Much has been written about the
star architects who seem to obtain prestigious commissions. Images of architecture
offices often depict bright, pristine spaces replete with minimal furnishings and well
placed physical models, maquettes and drawings in the background. However, for
many researchers, and despite the importance of design, these localities are mysterious
in the sense that few people, including contractors and associated engineering
consultants, fully understand what happens within them. As a general comparison,
more research effort has been directed to understanding the construction site and the
organisations that support construction than architect’s offices.

Nonetheless, architects remain responsible for the design of buildings and the design
practices, which enable architects to design, has been studied in the past from
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numerous perspectives. Lawson’s work exemplifies this as he has worked written
extensively on design practice, knowledge and expertise (Lawson, 1994, 2006, 2012,
2013). But, with the rise of digital work practices architectural work has been
progressively transformed. Architect’s offices are increasingly portrayed as being on
the cutting edge of the new regimes of parametric design, BIM, 3D scanning and
printing, CNC fabrication and robotic manufacturing (Mallie, 2016). Enthusiasm for
these different technologies, suggest that in the architect’s office the future is already
here and that the architect’s office is a site where these technologies are seamlessly
and easily bought together (Garber, 2016). In other words, these depictions of the
architect’s office suggest that design practices take place entirely within a contained
and holistic bubble of digital technology.

The idea that all architectural design, documentation and drawing work now takes
place in the digital realm is, at face value, obviously incorrect. Firstly, different
architectural firms have different design practices as well as different levels of digital
capability. Both technical capabilities and design practice are a function of a firm’s IT
infrastructure, software as well as the training and skills that architects bring to bear
on the work.

Given this context ethnographic research was employed as a useful way to dissect the
depiction and representation of the architect’s office as a seemingly integrated and
complete digital-technical nexus. Ethnographic research, alongside emerging trends
in digital ethnography, point to new ways of apprehending the divide between the
virtual, actual localities and physical practices. (Pink et al., 2016). As Lowstedt
(2015) notes by citing Brewer (2000): ethnography is the study of people in naturally
occurring settings or fields. By using ethnographic methods to examine the architect’s
office as a locality of design practices this research establishes that the situation is
more nuanced and complex than might be suggested by those industry players, such as
software vendors, who strongly advocate a kind of immersion in digital design
practices.

The research aimed to highlight the nuances, variations and conflicts, of the socio-
technical conditions that underpin the connection between design and digital practices
in the architectural firm. By pursuing a short ethnography of an architect’s office the
research sought to question the extent design practices were connected to both the
digital and the non-digital realm in the firm.

Previous core research

As Pink et al., (2010) argues ethnographic research is a way to understand the
different practices involved in people, creating, learning, knowing, and transmitting
knowledge. Consequently, a number of efforts have been made to examine
architectural work practices using ethnographic methods. However, these studies
have not looked at the architectural office as a situated field suitable for ethnographic
research. For example, Maciel (2015) conducted ethnographic research by only
observing design review meetings to investigate collaborative design and observed
how designers responded to design changes. Webster (2006) conducted a yearlong
ethnographic study in a British architecture school to understand design juries.
Ibrahim and Farzad (2010) used ethnographic methods to understand communication
and information synchronisation during the conceptual design phase of projects. In
other work Mewburn (2011) used ethnographic methods to examine the relationships
between architecture students and design teachers. Mewburn concluded that both
gestures and representational methods, such as drawing, situate “the bodies of teachers
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and students amongst a crowd of non-human others who participate together in design
knowledge making practices” Mewburn (2011).

In contrast, situated ethnographic research focused on construction sites has not been
as unusual as it is in architecture. For some Construction management researchers this
has been a counter too more normative, quantitative and positivist research
methodologies (Phelps and Horman, 2009). For example, Thiel’s participated over a
period of 51 weeks as a laborer on three connected building sites in London in 2003
and 2004 (Thiel 2007, 2012). Highlighting the working body in space Lyon (2013)
utilised visual modes of enquiry, using a portfolio of ethnographic techniques, but
primarily visual techniques including photography, to observe activities on a
construction site. In a short ethnographic study of a building site Lowstedt (2015) sets
out in detail how the ethnographer can understand the ‘“variations, contradictions and
tensions underlying practices” of a particular place that may not be available through
traditional research methods.

As Rooke et al., (2013) proclaim, to be an effective ethnographic researcher
ethnographer or participant observer a researcher must “produce an adequate account
only to the extent that he or she appreciates the understanding of the setting which any
other member of that setting would have.” This is the first adequacy requirement of
ethnographic research. As an architect with extensive experience in small
architectural offices I meet this criteria. The strong adequacy requirement as a
standard of ethnographic research is more problematic. As Rooke et al., (2009)
succinctly note this benchmark is a negative: “refusing the use of theory to inform the
fieldwork.” Hence, the research should not be the subject to any a priori theorising or
interpretations informed by pre-existing theories. Rooke, et al., (2009) argue, “...the
strong requirement restricts the analytical devices used in the report to those already
present in the setting.”

Ethnographic method

The initial focus of this research was to allow the artifacts that existed outside of the
computer, or realm to be represented in a way that accords them an equal autonomy
with the digital screens and machines in the office. As the observation proceeded I
employed hand notes and annotated sketches to record my observations. My aim was
as an ethnographic researcher recording was to remove any distortion from observing
the setting and translating this to paper. A mixed approach using digital means, for
example taking photographs or video recordings, might lead to overly fixed and
exacting interpretations; distorting or complicating the analysis of the locality. I felt
that by recording everything in one media using non-digital means I would ensure a
consistent analysis. By using this method the initial description of the locality and the
activities within it are recorded and translated in a way that is, in a sense, part of and
congruent with the setting itself.

The ethnography was short and comprised of 4 hours each week in the firm for a total
of 5 weeks. At the time of writing the research is ongoing. The location was visited 4
times prior to the actual visits. The work is continuing and it is intended that the work
will be conducted over 3 to 6 months. During the first phase of the research the
researcher gained access to the firm and had preliminary conversations with architects
in the office to ascertain their attitudes to the research taking place. This paper draws
material from around 100 pages of recorded and annotated notebooks.
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FINDINGS

A range of different events and things were recorded in my research notebooks. The
notes marked, described and recorded times, events, locations, positions, gestures,
words, conversations, materials and items. This included the times people entered and
left the office. Information about office conversations as well as external
conversations via phones were noted. The way people moved within and across the
office were recorded. The type of computer software people were using at particular
times was recorded. As briefly outline below physical materials and different tools in
the office were listed. This also included mapping the arrangement of materials and
tools on people’s desks. Data of conversations with myself as the embedded
researcher in the office were also noted in my notebook. There was no initial or
orthodox plan to this recording exercise and whilst the objective was to be
comprehensive I was intuitively guided by what was happening at any particular point
in time in the office.

Material culture

Interestingly, the office had just moved to this new location and I was informed that in
the physical move “about 20% of office material” had been thrown out. Overall the
desks and tabletops of the office appeared to be literally strewn with materials and
tools. This material all appeared to be arranged in different ways, and shifted from
day to day, depending on its location in relation to an architect’s workstation.
Everything, as noted below appeared to be distributed and scattered throughout the
office. There was a storage area for these samples but many of them were also
aggregated on the desktops. An extensive but by no means exhaustive list of things in
the office includes:

Furniture: The desks, trestle tables, conference table, shelves and shelving, bins (12),
IKEA filing drawers, chairs of various kinds filing trays, mouse pads,

Tools: pencils, highlighters, pens, paperclips, glue sticks, cutting board, rulers,
measuring tapes, erasing shields, erasers, elastic bands, sticky notes, tape, hole
punches, different types of folders, and archive boxes, calculators, keyboards, pens,
pencils and scissors.

Machines: computers, mobile phones, laser printer, plan printer, pencil sharpener,
phones, power cords, power adapters, as well as fridge, dishwashing machine and a
coffee machine.

Paper: paper of all different formats, printer paper, butter paper, tracing paper,
serviettes and business cards.

Models: the office also contained drawings, A2 presentation boards, and framed
awards. Various models of different scales and sizes including, physical cardboard
models of projects constructed in different materials and made at different scales.

Material: carpets, tiles and vinyl, paint and paint samples of different kinds, samples
of different types of timber and aluminium samples. Paint tins, roof deck samples,
timber samples, glass samples, paint swatches, laminate samples, trade folders and
aluminium sections.

Books and magazines: Trade folders, books and magazines, mostly about architecture
along with audio-visual materials in the office such as DVDs.

774



Researching digital practices

Performance

In the office I was witness to performances that involved and bought together people,
machines, and other various manual tools. Like the construction site the architect’s
office is a theatre of performance. Performance is defined here as the act of
presenting and should not be confused with the more positivist definition of
performance as an act that is about performing a task or an achievement. Each
performance narrative, as I have designated them, is comprised of movements in
space, gestures and vocalisation. Different props or tools may be engaged as each
narrative is constructed or enacted. Each performance narrative appeared to be
unique.

Each performance narrative appears to be constructed from a number of individual
units and a linguistic analogy appears to fit this interpretation. Each performance
narrative can be said to have both a semantic and a syntactic dimension. Meaning is
created in each narrative as the architects bring together different disparate items
available in the office’s material culture. Four narratives are described below and this
information has been directly translated from the notebooks. Each of the narratives
below was chosen to indicate the range of purpose as well as the different syntactic
elements evident within each narrative in this office.

Performance Narrative 1: The technical information performance narrative.

In this performance narrative questions to an external party and information about
technical issues is relayed across the space of the room. Vocalisation is the primary
mode of the performance and the narrative is technical. One of the architects, a
director of the firm, is on the phone talking to a building surveyor responsible for
certifying the project. Everyone in the office can hear one end of the conversation as
the architect vocalises his questions and the discussion with the building surveyor.
The discussion concerns technical arrangements and regulatory requirements to do
with exhaust venting on a project. The discussion takes place over a period of 13
minutes. At the end of the conversation the architect, without moving from his desk
relates the detailed technical information from the conversation across the room to
another architect in the space. He then moves onto another task. But, 5 minutes later
the other architect responds with a question. Jointly a decision is discussed and made.
The entire exchange takes about 15 minutes to twenty minutes to complete. Everyone
in the office can hear the information being relayed. Presumably this implies that
anyone else who may wish to contribute to the discussion can.

The entire performance appears to have an integrative function inasmuch as other
people in the office can add their knowledge, or veto aspects of the discussion.
Presumably at some point the conveyed information was translated to the computer
drawings.

Performance Narrative 2: The design detailing narrative.

In this performance narrative the placement, design and construction of solar roof
panels is discussed. Digital searching, hand gestures, sketching and vocalisation are
the primary modes of this narrative. I observed that one architect has a completed
Google image search on his keyboard. The search depicts a series of solar panels and
supporting structure on roofs. He has two screens to work with. As he looks at the
images on one screen he is also looking at the images of a plan on the other screen and
also referring to typed and printed notes on his desk. This activity takes place for
about 90 minutes. The next act in this performance involved the architect walking to
another architect desk to have a discussion about possible solutions and the
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configuration of panels. A long discussion ensued that included each architect talking,
drawing sketches on butter paper as well as using extensive hand gestures to describe
different options for the structural sections and support details for the solar panels.
The hand gestures are used to describe the placement, shape and orientation of the
supporting steel sections.

In this performance narrative the design details of a particular component of a
building is either partially or fully resolved.

Performance Narrative 3: The design charrette

In this narrative a series of drawings are place on the front conference table and three
people are having a discussion around them. The primary modes of expression in the
narrative are visual checking of the drawings, vocalisation and sketching. As one of
the architects in the office remarked to me “I just have to have a pen in my hand to
think properly about some things” The prints on the table were prints from a BIM
modal and included plans. Three architects sat around the prints and sketched and at
various times one of the architects repeatedly went to her computer to check
something and then relay some information back to the group.

In this performance narrative the layout and design of a building plan is
collaboratively explored.

Performance Narrative 4: The morning tea ritual

The morning tea ritual is a primary narrative in the office. A roster operated in the
office and different people in the office were responsible for setting up and providing
morning tea for everyone. This usually consisted of cheese and biscuits. This is
because this narrative is a central part of the day because it always occurs at the same
time each office workday. On each occasion it was observed at 11.00 am each
morning a designated person would prepare tea and coffee and snacks for the entire
office. All of the people then working in the office would gather around and then
discuss a particular topic. The topic of discussion ranged from experiences in the
profession, the problems of particular projects at hand or completely extraneous issues
such as news items and what people were doing on the weekend.

In this performance narrative personal knowledge and opinions was explored and
shared.

During all of these performance narratives most of the computers were on and the
desktop screens were on framed various software. Only on one computer did there
appear to be a predominant image of three-dimensional modeling. Mostly, the
architects using the screens were looking at plans, word documents or spreadsheets. A
lot of work appeared to be undertaken in terms of translating material or information
from papers or documents in the office into the computer. A lot of time appeared to be
consumed in this kind of data entry task.

DISCUSSION

Design practice in the small architect’s office can be likened to gleaning. This is
because the architect’s office resembled a scrap yard and the pattern of design practice
that emerges from performance narratives in the office is the idea that an architect is a
gleaner. In the Agnes Varda film The Gleaners (2000) a gleaner is a person who hunts
for food, knick-knacks, and thrown away or discarded items. Similarly an architect is
a person who searches for, collects together, or gleans, data and information from
various sources in order to create and generate design knowledge. As a participant
observer in the office this initial thought was prompted by the way in which the
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material objects in the office reminded me of the scrapyard and the waste pickers I had
previously visited in Monterrey Mexico. The concept of the architect as gleaner was
reinforced by the way the material artifacts and tools were distributed in the office and
organised across the space of the office in an ad hoc fashion. Moreover, the office
contained 12 substantial physical bins, in addition to each computer having a trash
function in the different software programs.

Design practice is more varied and in conflict with the holistic image of digital
practice. In this interpretation of the ethnographic data design knowledge becomes
present and is communicated once it is created through performance narratives. These
performance narratives are essential to the firm’s design practice.

Material Artefacts
(Including digital

Realm of artefacts) _
Available Ecosystem of Practice
Information Across Office and Site

‘ linking PN,4,7,8,9 and 10
Non verbal
Vocalisation Gestures

Office Boundary

(Theatre of Performance) ﬁ
Technology
Systems

Construction Site Boundary

PN = Performance Narrative

Figure 1. Perfomance Narative Ecosystem

The sources from which the architects glean information from are nuanced, varied and
diverse. Whilst an architect may glean information from digital models or from the
Internet; the architect will also glean information from any of the other material
artefacts in the office. The contradiction is that in terms of design practice of much
the information that is embedded and inscribed into the architects digital models in
this office comes from a diverse and wide range of non-digital sources: including
personal knowledge as expressed through hand gestures and vocalization; as well as
information gathered and gleaned via communication devices, paper documents and
all manner of physical materials as described above.

In research into a construction megaproject Harty and Whyte (2009) employ Actor
Network Theory (ANT) to identify and describe ecologies of practice that delegate
agency to both actors and nonhuman artifacts. Their work emphasises the importance
of material artefacts in the formation and emergence of different work practices. They
identify ecologies of practice that were hybrid “both in terms of their human and
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material constituents, and in terms of the incorporation of new and localized factors.”
(Harty and Whyte 2009). However, the performance narratives identified here extend
and suggest greater nuance and detail to Harty and Whyte’s notion of hybrid ecologies
of practice. This is primarily because the performance narratives constitute design
practices that do not always give the same amount of agency to different gestures or
artefacts. They are not simply the hybrid interweaving or contrasting dichotomies of
human, nonhuman, material and digital, old and new, local and non-local elements.
The performance narratives are primarily fluid, and constitute ecosystems of design
practice aggregated around projects (Figure 1). As an ecosystem comprising different
performance narratives design practice is self -adaptive depending on the
circumstances of the project. Within this ecosystem architects are gleaners shaping
the broader ecosystem as it adapts and changes to the different projects and
technology in the office. As indicated in Figure 1 the office ecosystem may also
extend outside of the office as performances take place on construction sites and also
within the virtual world via web conferencing. Single, performance narratives may
also solely take place within the computer as digital models are being developed. In
the ecosystem of design practice knowledge is shared across different performance
narratives. Design knowledge is translated from one performance to the next; each
performance contributing to the bringing together, generation and resolution of design
knowledge. For the architects as gleaners artefacts are important but so are gestures,
vocalisation and the use of various tools.

Considering architects as gleaners and the performance narratives they create has
implications for the way that technology and digital practices are introduced,
implemented and then made productive in architectural firms. Design and project
offices should be organised in a way that allows these performance narratives to be
fostered and take place. This has implications both for workplace design but also for
organisational management. Implementation of new technologies must foster these
narratives and this might avoid the “plugging’ and “patching” that Harty and Whyte
observed (2009) in their study of the megaproject. Mechanical workflows, overly
prescriptive hierarchies and transactional methods of management may inhibit the
ability of architects to glean and work together as an ensemble to generate design
knowledge. The digital-technical culture of the architect’s offices could be organised
in a way that allows its actors, or gleaners, to have immediate access to tools and
material artefacts quickly enabling them to put together performance narratives that
create design knowledge. This is at odds with a prevailing view that design
knowledge is more and more created in the digital realm.

CONCLUSIONS

The performances enacted each day in the office by the architect gleaners all appeared
to be different. Not all plays or performance narratives are successful and further
ethnographic observation and research will establish how performance narratives
constitute ecosystems of design practice, to design, construct and deliver projects. A
longer non-participant observation of the office might reveal patterns across narratives
or the recurrence of similar narratives. Even if this was the case my recorded and
annotated observations suggest that the architect’s office cannot be regarded as a site
entirely given over to predetermined BIM style production techniques or workflow
sequences. Again, further long-term observation would suggest if this was the case.
But the current observations suggest that the performance narratives in the office are
unique and stochastic and random events.
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The seemingly short and basic ethnographic methods of observation and recording
employed here suggests that these methods are extremely useful in understanding
design practices that, form the outside at least, appear blurred between the digital and
the non-digital as well as across locations. More importantly, the ethnographic
methods employed here provides a lens that helps to account for the nuances,
variations and tensions as design practices transform through technology. The
potential rise of Artificial Intelligence in the future suggests that both digital and
mobile computing will supplant design decision-making processes. Yet for Artificial
Intelligence to be intelligent, as it were, it must acknowledge the primitive elements of
design and construction decision-making. Both the material culture and the gestures
of the performance narratives described here must be accounted for in the design and
construction sector’s digital future.
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