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Q3 Influence: World Building

How must their cultures and processes change to result in transformative results? How might intelligent digital technology, artificial intelligence and machine learning inform, improve and reshape the ways in
which we work?

CONTEXT: World Building
In a time when our planet continues to experience another of its periodic
mass extinction events, namely COVID-19, those of us in the design and
construction business are faced with ever-increasing responsibilities. In
exploring our annual theme of growing the architect’s influence, this third
quarter 2022 compilation of DesignIntelligence Quarterly articles investigates
“world building”.

•

Politics. Organizationally, we would do well to explore the worlds we
build in our minds and in the minds of those who follow us. These
worlds are constituted by the belief systems and values for which we
create visions. We expect those who follow us in our firms, project teams
and social systems to believe in and shape their behavior around them.
We could call these kinds of world building leadership, vision, strategy,
influence and politics.

•

Patrons. Seen through design, ethics and morality filters, our responsibilities to create inspirational, world-class architecture for leading
patrons and institutions weighed against our duties to serve the greater
populace makes for an intriguing continuum of questions: Who should
we work for? How? Why? How might the responsibilities vary for different constituencies?

As a topic that can be interpreted in myriad ways, world building allows for
multiple paths, journeys and destinations.
•

Projects. The first avenue to explore is the world-building we do as designers and builders of our projects – conceiving and executing physical
structures – artificial, world-like ecosystems to house and enable human
habitation.

•

Planet. Next, we can consider the extrapolated impacts of the structures
we build – their effects on the larger communities, cities, regions, and
global repercussions. Environmental and urban planning concerns are at
play through this lens.

Clearly, there is no shortage of thought-provoking literary musings for us to
contemplate.

•

Planning. How can human and biocentric pedagogies connect to solve
urban design issues?

In this issue of DIQ, each of these topics is taken on by a phalanx of carefully
Richard Francis-Jonessen industry thought leaders.

•

People. Related perspectives include the associated human costs and
benefits of the universes we create for people – who we include and who
we don’t – in our design processes and outcomes. In recent years, we
have come to know these considerations as diversity, equity, inclusion
and justice.

From our regular contributors:

•

•

Perception. Beyond inclusion, we can embrace the worlds that reside in
the minds and bodies of our building’s users and those who experience
them – something we now refer to as well-being and enhancing human
experience.
Practice and Education. As leaders of the built environment industry,
our duties to create worlds of future designers and builders comes into
focus. How should we educate them? How should they practice? Are
new business and project delivery models required for them to survive?

•

Paul Hyett takes us Beyond Buildings … to Well Being in a personal investigation of the power of design to influence human development and
experience.

•

In his review of the newly published book, Truth and Lies in Architecture
by Richard Francis-Jones, Paul Finch opines on the veracity of world
building in another of his Letters From London.

•

In his essay, How Do You Spell Architecture? Scott Simpson posits the
need for a global language.

•

My own musings in When Worlds Collide remind us of our burdens as
leaders to construct worlds that prepare us to lead during the inevitable
times of conflict we’ll face.
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In addition, our invited guest authors give us an enticing collection of additional viewpoints and subjects to ponder:
•

Amale Andraos, dean emerita of Columbia University’s School of Architecture, in her essay, Impact (In Partnership) considers the potential of
integrating practice and the academy.

•

For the uninitiated, our conversation with Yale Associate Dean Phil
Bernstein delves into his new book: Machine Learning: Architecture
in the Age of Artificial Intelligence. Our discussion dives headfirst into
potentially frightening topics for practitioners: artificial intelligence (AI)
and machine learning (ML), and their power to leverage our skills – or
threaten our existence. We’ve titled our talk: In A World (Built by Machines) A Discussion with Phil Bernstein. Read on to discover how these
forces might reshape practice as we know it.

•

HKS’s Erin Peavey delights clients and community with her case study in
Creating a Catalyst for Health.

•

A candid and thought-provoking interview with Wight & Company
CEO Mark Wight titled Rebuilding the Profession shares deeply-held
convictions about how the profession of architecture must transform to
regain authority, responsibility and accountability – three qualities he
declares lost via currently accepted contractual models.

•

From Terreform ONE, Mitchell Joachim and Melanie Fessel share an
alternative pedagogical model for urban design in their piece titled,
Unlimited Pedagogy.

•

Finally, in perhaps our most important mission, AIA 2021 Gold Medalist and DI Lifetime Achievement Award Winner Edward Mazria offers
hope. In his essay, We Can Do This! he presents a litany of actions for
saving our planet.

We hope you will enjoy these contributions, and that you will do something
different - and better - as the result of having read them. As designers and
builders, we are seers and shamans. Let’s come together to demonstrate positive ways to build new worlds.

2022 EDITORIAL ROADMAP

IMPACT

STEWARDSHIP

Exerting power, leverage and force multipliers
to recognize, measure and achieve true impact
at all scales.

Conserving the resources and values we hold
closely that connect us all.

WORLD BUILDING

RESPONSIBILITY

Applying these principles to inspire leaders,
action and inßuence to create a better world.

Our duty and commitment to own and solve
these problems.

To continue the discussion about World Building, please contact us at
mlefevre@di.net
Michael LeFevre, FAIA Emeritus
Managing Editor, DI Media Publications
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When Worlds Collide
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As world-builders — creators of real and
imaginary environments — are we prepared
to lead when conflict occurs?
Sci-FI Influences

When Worlds Collide
Michael LeFevre
Managing Editor, DesignIntelligence

In the Cold War era of my childhood, cinematic and literary
themes were dominated by the inescapable fear of the unknown.
Much of this artistic angst stemmed from the ever-present
threat of nuclear war. After all, the world as we knew it in the
1950s and ‘60s was only a decade and a half removed from the
horrors of the first deployment of nuclear weaponry at Hiroshima and Nagasaki in World War II. The use of such radical measures was rationalized to stop the spread of totalitarian regimes
that threatened American security, ideals and life as we knew it.
Beyond real wars, the era’s storytellers were obsessed with
scenarios such as gargantuan ants resulting from nuclear fallout
and alien invasions — outcomes extrapolated by visionaries
from the U.S.-Russia conflicts and space race. “The Andromeda
Strain,” “Them,” “Failsafe” and “The Day the Earth Stood Still”
are quintessential examples of such films of the day. Each featured ray-gun-zapping spacemen or monstrous mutants resulting from radiation exposure. Each represented the zeitgeist in
its own sci-fi interpretation. Even the weekly network series that
played to first-generation TV watchers included sci-fi stalwarts
such as “The Twilight Zone,” with it’s ironic 30-minute morality
tales. “The Outer Limits” and “One Step Beyond” were followed
by “Star Trek” and its leadership lessons for legions of devout
followers.
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These Days
These days we use ray guns of a different kind. Through tweets,
Dick Tracy wristwatch cell phones, the internet, glowing screens
and an untold multiverse of media sources, we emit signals at
unimaginable, indigestible levels. Some are for good; some are
for evil. All have an impact on shaping new worlds of belief,
right and wrong.
In our design firms, we’ve abandoned pencils and hand drawing
in favor of digital models, handheld devices, augmented reality,
artificial intelligence, virtual reality, laser scanners and drones.
Like spacemen and giant ants, it’s enough to frighten timid
souls. But despite the self-fulfilling sci-fi prophecy of space age
tools coming into everyday life and practice, leaders are still
required.
And what a relief it has been in my six decades of life since the
1960s to see the apparent dissolution of the Cold War and the
failure of even a single alien or gigantic ant to wreak havoc on
our planet. But in place of these worries have come a new raft

of concerns. Terrorism is a peripatetic threat. Vladimir Putin’s
March 2022 invasion of Ukraine strikes a familiar chord, even to
the point of threatening nuclear action. The COVID-19 pandemic, economic and environmental crises and still-rampant
inequity in social diversity fill the minds of design and other
industry leaders these days. As global citizens, we are aware of
and care about worldwide geopolitical issues, but most of us are
fortunate enough to have to cope only with smaller-scale issues.
At least, we think that’s the case. Could we be wrong?
Nonetheless, we are world builders each and all. In our everyday machinations among our new digital design tools and
complex global contexts, we are asked to draw upon new levels
of composure and leadership to guide our teams and followers.
Acknowledging this yoke of responsibility, how can we leverage
it to exert ever-greater influence and impact on those we serve?
Certainly not by constructing pseudo, house-of-cards worlds
based on flawed values. Rather, it will demand our waking up to
a larger view that transcends the myopic singular perspectives of
ego, aesthetics, profit or other self-focused pursuits.
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Fabrications
In his epic book, “Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind,” Yuval Noah Harari explains the fabricated constructs we rely upon
each day of our lives. He calls them imagined orders. Taken
for granted are world-building constructs such as money and
currency exchange, clothing, religion and countless other widely
accepted cultural systems that are little more than structures
we’ve agreed to accept we’ve built in our quests to create civilization and social order. Christianity, democracy, capitalism?
Fabricated. Consumerism, a prevailing belief system of modern
life, tells us that to feel good we must consume things. We made
it up. A related industry, tourism, has convinced us that we must
acquire experiences to make ourselves better, richer or more
fulfilled.
Per Harari, we’ve simply agreed that these things are helpful
to preserve the status quo of the other belief systems we hold
dearly — to keep our “worlds” going. To maintain these orders,
we must never admit they are imagined. Centuries before, the
agreements were markedly different. Back then, folks agreed
that a cowboy could shoot anyone stealing his cattle. Thankfully,
we’ve evolved. Things are a bit less life-or-death for most of us
now, but still critical in different ways.

Moon Shots and World Builders
What’s the point? As inhabitants and creators of different kinds
of worlds, we have duties and responsibilities to uphold them
and to continue to curate them. As leaders of design change, we
are challenged to transform them for the better. As design leaders in current practice, we would do well to survey the poise and
wisdom of those who led their tribes out of the troubled times
of those early nuclear- and science-fiction-influenced eras.
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JFK and the Cuban Missile Crisis come to mind. So does America’s rallying around his challenge to leverage our national hubris
and technology in executing our moon shot to explore a new
world. Whether we agree that space travel is required or appropriate is not the point. Our ability to come together at a national
level to achieve a bold common goal is.
Even if we may not be individually responsible for a moon shot
or dealing with Vladimir Putin (and other malevolent world
forces), as leaders of our own self-shaped worlds, we are expected to prepare and lead our constituencies out of trouble in our
own ways and scales, as the 1951 film “When Worlds Collide”
warned us.

As global citizens, we are aware of and
care about the worldwide geopolitical
issues, but most of us most are
fortunate enough to have to cope only
with smaller-scale issues. At least,
we think that’s the case. Could we be
wrong?

We all have moon shots in our own ways. In a design firm, this
may mean taking a leadership position on diversity issues. It
may dictate adopting a radical stance on environmental responsibility. In a business, it may suggest a product line pivot from
greater profitability toward greater moral responsibility.
Why? Because we are world builders.

Subjects and Objects
For whom do we build these worlds? Ourselves, our teams, our
firms or our clients? For our design or construction projects?
Are these worlds real or imagined? It matters little because all
physical manifestations begin with thought and are realized
through cultural constructs. They are simply different kinds of
created worlds. For larger contexts, consider the communities in
which our works reside or the planet our projects impact.
Analysis may help us grasp the nature of the worlds we build.
While world-building involves a noun and a verb — an action
— peripheral adjectives and objects give each action phrase
meaning. For whom? What kind? How? For how long over
which time horizon? In creating any world, consider what might
be thought of as “information geometry”: its width, or audience.
It’s depth, or design life. It’s height, or quality expectations. Is
it suitable for its purpose? And finally, the fourth dimension,
time. How long will your world exist? Should it be impenetrably
designed for longevity or for adaption over time?
In building design, team leaders and members bear great responsibility to contribute to the synergy and engagement of
their inhabitants with the world they are creating, be it a project
or a firm. Without vision and purpose, the project or world in
question is doomed to mediocrity. With it, a clear concept and a
strong leader, the collective can fabricate a world in which many
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are willing to forgo personal gains or short-term career advancement in support of the collective cause. In building their common world, one that will eventually result in a real-world building, they believe and commit to inspiring extents. In businesses
outside design and construction, firm leaders carry similar mantles. While their worlds may not result in buildings, they enable
those facilities with networks of goods, services and systems —
worlds that support the buildings we design and build.

Our Questions
Know this: In your days as a leader, worlds will collide. With
active anticipation and preparation — and a little bit of luck —
you’ll be prepared for whatever ensues, even if that collision is
merely a difference of opinion, a project over budget or a rift
in political belief systems. Whether real or imaginary, small or
large, we build worlds every minute of every day. Who will we
take with us into the new lands and places we create? Do we
have the skills to persuade them to join us? Are we building our
worlds in the correct ways for the right reasons?

A Personal Coda
In 1971, as a freshman at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, I had the great good fortune to see the legendary R. Buckminster Fuller speak at the university’s Future Worlds Lecture
Series. Seated three rows from the front alongside colleagues
and mentors Tivadar Balogh and Terry Sargent, I listened with
rapt attention. Absorbing likely no more than 10% of what the
man said, after he finished, I exited through the front left door
of stately Hill Auditorium. There, as we shuffled past in the
corridor, sat Mr. Fuller on a tiny black stool, a diminutive, curious, child-like figure in black glasses, humbly awaiting his next
instruction, likely a car to his hotel.

As leaders, those are our questions as we boldly go.
When worlds collide — as they inevitably will — we can only
hope we’ve answered these questions thoroughly. Only then will
we be prepared for the future worlds we are destined to create.
If we are practiced in our deployment of wisdom, listening and
perspective, we will succeed. If we have developed our abilities
to discern between real and imagined worlds — the spectrum
between skepticism and leadership — we will grow and prosper.
Left: Future Worlds Lecture Series Poster, Author photo
Right: R. Buckminster Fuller
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Serendipitously thrust into this behind-the-scenes world to
experience the reality and humility of such a legend, I struggled
to comprehend the mental capacity, courage and experience he
summoned to create his many worlds. Despite the respect he
garnered and the admiration we gave, Mr. Fuller was, simply,
a man. No more, no less. At that moment, a seemingly small,
humble one. Was he that much different from the rest of us?
From other leaders and followers? I doubt it. It struck me in that
moment that even we listeners filing out of the auditorium possessed world-building potential. Newly buoyed by Buckminster
Fuller’s theories, we now had more of it.
No matter the magnitude of our capabilities or differences, let’s
try to build great worlds — together.
We owe it to one another. It’s a responsibility we bear.

Michael LeFevre, FAIA emeritus is managing editor, DI Media
Group Publications, principal, DesignIntelligence Strategic
Advisory, and author of the Amazon #1 best-selling new release,
“Managing Design: Conversations, Project Controls and Best
Practices for Commercial Design and Construction” (Wiley, 2019)
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How Do You Spell “Architecture”?
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The case for an emerging global language
of design

How Do You Spell
“Architecture”?
Scott Simpson
Senior Fellow, Design Futures Council

T

here are just 88 keys on a piano, but there is no limit to
the variety of music a skilled musician can play using
those keys, from classical to country and everything in
between. The alphabet has just 26 letters, yet it can be
used to compose poetry and prose in multiple languages and
styles, constrained only by the imagination of the writer. Perhaps most astonishing, the DNA code consists of just four basic
instructions, A, C, G and T, which are the building blocks of all
human life. Used in different combinations, just like the letters
in the alphabet, those instructions are responsible for the “design and construction” of every human being who has ever lived
— each of them made of identical ingredients, yet, at the same
time, entirely unique.
And what about architecture? It has been around for thousands
of years and is the primary language we use to tell stories about
our collective past and future aspirations. Is there an “alphabet”
or a “DNA code” for design? Should there be?
As people exert ever more influence over the natural environment, they have created a secondary “nesting” universe — the
built environment — that has become ubiquitous in our lives.
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The overwhelming majority of people spend far more time
indoors than outdoors. It is primarily indoors where people are
sheltered, fed, educated, do their work, sleep and reproduce.
Every element of the built environment has been designed,
manufactured and assembled in specific ways, and this includes

materials we may think of as “natural,” such as structural timber
or bricks. This leads to an interesting question. We know the
notes in the musical scale, and we know the letters of the alphabet, but are there “notes” that comprise a universal language of
design? Does architecture have an inherent grammar or syntax?
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Music is a universal language —
understood by everyone everywhere.
Could the same be said of architecture?

As the world becomes increasingly urbanized, these are important questions. In ancient times, the design and construction
of buildings was heavily dependent on localized conditions.
People who lived near forests built with wood. Those who lived
near quarries built with stone. In either case, the result of their
labors reflected how they lived their lives and what their political, social and religious beliefs were. A Japanese shrine carefully
crafted out of interlocking wood pieces would not have been
possible in ancient Egypt; the materials, tools and technologies
simply did not exist there.
Today’s designers have the benefit of a much larger palette.
Sophisticated supply chains make materials available on a global

scale. Technologies such as elevators and air conditioning have
become universal. The result is that an office building in Shanghai looks and functions very much like one in San Francisco,
and they could very well have been designed by the same architect using materials from the very same factories. Thus, while
we are seeing a great deal of creative form-making, the nuts and
bolts of construction projects all over the world have become
largely homogenous. Have we reached a point where a language
of “world architecture” already exists?
That depends. The alphabet in France is the same as the one
used in New Zealand, yet French literature has a distinctly
recognizable artistic expression. The musical scale used by a
blues guitarist is identical to that of a classical violinist, but the
music could not be more different. Yet, it is often said that music
is a universal language — understood by everyone everywhere.
Could the same be said of architecture?
The world we live in is so interconnected that news from New
Delhi seems as local to us as news from New York. Yes, there are
still differences of culture, but an increasingly large percentage
of design and construction projects (such as airports, hotels, office buildings and schools) employ materials, layout, functionality and craft that are essentially the same everywhere. Taking the
music analogy a step further, have we reached the point where
design can (or should) be “synthesized” using certain preset
algorithms, similar to some modern music?
Looking at long-term trends, this seems increasingly likely.
Consider the collective and cumulative effects of BIM modeling,
3D printing, prefabrication (both on and off the construction
site), integrated project delivery, robotics, optimized site logistics and waste management, and the need for sustainability, and
it’s clear that there are powerful, unifying forces at work.
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A good analogy is the automobile industry. All cars have the
same basic components (engines, tires, seats, windows, taillights, etc.) and the industry is heavily regulated (just like design
and construction), but there is still an astonishing array of styles
and functions of motorized vehicles. The irony is that while
becoming increasingly commoditized, the automobile industry
has also become increasingly creative. If such customization
and creativity are where the built environment is headed, future
practice will impose new demands but also open new doors for
the next generation of architects — all of whom will need to be
fluent in the language of design.

Scott Simpson, FAIA, is a senior fellow of the Design Futures
Council and a regular contributor to DesignIntelligence Quarterly.
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Beyond Buildings … to Well-Being
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Paul Hyett examines the responsibilities
of place-making and world building on
human development — at two scales
Governmental Leadership

Beyond Buildings …
to Well-Being
Paul Hyett
Past President, RIBA, Hon FAIA
Vickery Hyett Architects, Founder—Partner

In the post-World War II United Kingdom, a combination of
overcrowding, damage from the bombing raids and decades of
inadequate maintenance generated dreadful problems of dilapidation and distress within the poor-quality Victorian housing
and tenements. An ambitious Labour government thus embarked on a major programme of slum clearance and municipal home building as part of an overall vision. Drawing on the
Beveridge Report of 1942, it planned a welfare state that would
“insure people from cradle to grave.” This blueprint for the
creation of a New Jerusalem became a national phenomenon:
Following the brutality and destruction of war, here was world
building at its most benign and generous — a prosperous yet
egalitarian society for all.
Much of the heavy demand for those new municipal homes
would be met through prefabrication. The factories that had
been heavily engaged in armament and ammunition production were thus turned over to the systemised manufacture of
buildings, marking a purposeful transition from destruction to
construction. Sadly, this transition also marked the beginning of
another major assault on traditional trade and craft skills within
the building industry, but that is another story.
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The so-called Cornish Unit (named after its supplier) was one of
the most common of the “pre-fabs” of the era. It was available in
two basic designs. Type 2 offered white precast concrete panels
for the entirety of its external walling. That was radical enough.
But Type 1, with its combination of concrete panelling and a
mansard roof that covered the upper floor, offered a completely
new and distinctive appearance that broke with all traditional
housing aesthetics.
However, modern as they may have looked, and exceptionally
generous as their space standards were, poor thermal insulation and problems such as condensation led to the widespread
condemnation and frequent demolition of Cornish Units during
the ‘80s. But many units survived to be sold off by the municipalities to private homeowners.

spaces, but the accommodation we have created through this expansion is intentionally non-orthogonally arranged. This is also
notable within the section of the new living room, which has a
mono-pitch roof and sloping ceiling. I am curious to know how
this unusual ordering of space will impact our five year, two year
and six week old grandchildren as they develop. Beyond curiosity, how can any such impact be recognised, let alone measured?
For example, will their creative play — so important in learning
— be influenced by the angular geometries? Will their sensory
responses to space and space-making be heightened? Will they
be more demanding — or more tolerant - of the unusual in
place-making and design?

Family Matters
My son and daughter-in-law recently purchased a Type 1 unit,
and I was “appointed” architect for its renovation and extension.
Because their site was unusually large, we were able to create an
extension that almost doubled the ground floor living area. I am
intrigued about the effect that this project will have on “world
building” at a completely different scale from that of the New
Jerusalem Movement in the aftermath of the Second World War
— that is, the world building of our three grandchildren as they
grow up in their “new” home. As the plans below show, their
sensory spatial experiences in these formative years will likely
be transformed as a result.
Obvious, in this respect, is the generosity of space and the engagement with the garden. Of more interest to me is the potential impact of the irregular geometry of the newly created living
areas. Most of us in the western world grow up in orthogonal

The Type 1 Cornish Unit, courtesy of Paul Hyett

21

Q3 Influence: World Building

How space impacts mood, behaviour and performance was my
main reason for choosing Canterbury School of Architecture as
my initial place of study: the course included a module on architectural psychology. Under that programme, I was fascinated to
learn ways in which people are emotionally and psychologically
affected by their environments. Not only by the furniture arrangements, but also by the decorations, room sizes and shapes,
inter-relationships, décor and colour.
In our own personal ‘world building’, how much have the
physical arrangements around us shaped our personalities? As
a child, my contextual experience was totally different from that
of today’s primary school children. Our Victorian school was a
grim, forboding place: high windowsills offered some daylight
yet no views out. Our desks were placed in traditionally regimented rows, one behind the other. The teacher’s desk was set
on an intimidating raised platform. In contrast, our grandchildren share a large working table with other pupils in a classroom with low windows, all offering views to the playground. A
teacher’s table sits quietly amidst the grouping.

Ground Floor Plan before alteration

Does my experience make me more receptive to hierarchical
management structures? Will theirs accelerate development of
teamwork skills?

Placemaking Precedents
Understanding complex spatial arrangements, both within
buildings and across cities, has become a science. Scholars such
as Kevin Lynch in the USA and Gordon Cullen in the UK have
led the way. Their books Image of the City and Concise Landscape explore and seek to explain how we perceive the spaces
that make up our public realm. Here in the UK, Alice Coleman’s
treatise ‘Utopia on Trial’ has built on Jane Jacobs’ great work
‘The Death and Life of Great American Cities’.

Ground Floor Plan after alteration
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Regrettably, despite the presence of these classic place-making
references, we still understand little of how our personal environments and development influence the way we perceive space,
and how we negotiate the public realm outside our front doors.
Even trained architects seem largely ill-equipped to understand
these psychological and social aspects of world building. That
said, through spatial convention and acquired social norms,
an acceptable understanding and set of behavioural traits are
somehow instilled within us as from a young age to guide us as
we make our way in the world.

For example, if a young man climbs aboard a ‘double-decker’
bus late at night and finds just one lady passenger sitting on the
top deck, his choice of seats is influenced by ‘norms’ of behaviour: to sit next to, or immediately behind the woman would
be threatening; two seats back would be intimidating. Three
ahead or way back and across the aisle would be fine. But these
variables are in a constant state of flux: it would be different if
the bus was full save for the seat next to her which could then be
used; different again if half full; different according to the time
of day or night, and so on.

Traditional classroom set-up (source: Architectural Psychology, RIBA Publications 1970)
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Similarly, the very shape, size and character of a room affects
our sense of comfort, as does our position within it. I don’t like
sitting with my back to a door in a restaurant; some spaces feel
cosy and comfortable, others hostile. The two diagrams below
taken from the book Architectural Psychology by David Canter
(who taught me back in that first year and who told the double-decker bus story) illustrate the point well:

Most friendly room

Least friendly room

As illustrated, desk and chair groupings formalise or de-formalise the nature of human interaction. Windowless walls, high
windows and sloping ceilings likewise all influence a room’s
character and may support or detract in encouraging various
types of exchange. So, if the living space we have created for
our grandchildren to grow up in has a mono-pitched sloping
ceiling, good light and free access to a protected and secure garden, how might this influence their development and character
against the alternative of an early childhood spent on the 14th
floor of an orthogonally planned block of flats with no external
balcony or garden?

for Torture Victims in north London. At the time of its construction, it was the only building of its kind in the world. To
accomplish our design goals, we used curves, light and water
features to produce an ambience of calm and security within
the busy and noisy city. The curves were in the floor plan, as
opposed to in the vertical cross-sectional configuration, because we had been forewarned: Vaulted ceilings in windowless
rooms could be reminiscent of the cellars or dungeons in which
the patients had been incarcerated, often as hostages under
constant threat of death.
Architects recognise the power of the plan in encouraging social
interaction, although it seems we have much more to do to
understand how world building, in developing our children’s
formative perceptions of the built environment around them,
can be positively supported. A point of beginning in this respect
would be a better appreciation of how space, light, furniture
arrangements, scale and the interrelationship of spaces — one
to another and inside to outside — might affect experience and
exchange, mood and performance.

One of my early architectural projects produced severe challenges in this respect, and I drew heavily on those architectural
psychology lessons when designing the new Treatment Centre
Concept Sketch for the Treatment Centre for Victims of Torture
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Cross-Generational Principles
Winston Churchill famously remarked, “First we shape our
buildings; thereafter they shape us.” To be more broadly leveraged and understood, the principles in this insight should be
considered across generations:
•

Yes, we do indeed shape our buildings (sometimes, sadly,
with widely varying degrees of care and thought).

•

That shaping significantly affects the world building skills of
our children — the world they build around themselves for
understanding and interaction.

•

That shaping moulds their interpretation of the physical,
manmade environment they must navigate daily — the settings for most of their relationships, exchanges and experiences.

And so, at a time when so many new agendas are emerging for
architecture, it seems to me we should revisit some of the basic
issues of space-making. Buildings provide the context within
which we grow. Spaces matter because of the people who use
them. We will learn better, perform better and enjoy life with
others better within architectures that lift the spirit, stimulate
our senses, and enrich our encounters.
As architecture’s wealth of responsibilities continue its shift
from simply making beautiful places, spaces and buildings to
enabling human development and well-being, we would do well
to realize:
World building matters as much as the world’s buildings do.
Paul Hyett is co-founder of Vickery Hyett Architects, past
president of RIBA and a regular contributor to DesignIntelligence.
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A REVIEW:
“Truth and Lies in Architecture”
by Richard Francis-Jones
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Letters from London:
Paul Finch shares an examination of the
veracity of world building
Can We Recover What We Have Lost?

A REVIEW:
“Truth and Lies in
Architecture”
by Richard Francis-Jones
Paul Finch
Programme Director, World Architecture Festival

A cry of pain might be the best description of the most thoughtful book by an architect I have read for many years. Richard
Francis-Jones’ “Truth and Lies in Architecture” (Oro Editions)
is beautifully illustrated and produced; the quality of production
is a counterpoint to the analysis of the dystopias we have created across the globe since the dawn of the Enlightenment. Our
attacks on nature as a result of industrial production and carbon
generation; our attacks on Indigenous communities as the inevitable consequence of colonialism; the development of regulation-free communications systems, which become complicit
in the erosion of individual responsibility and local democracy;
these are just a few of the frameworks within which the world of
architecture operates — becoming either resistant or complicit.
The former prompts Francis-Jones’ call to arms:
Architecture is at the heart of humanity’s attempts to
physically order the world to support our idealised life,
in resistance to the overriding natural slide to entropy. In
accordance with the second law of thermodynamics, this
essential natural process runs only in one direction,
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towards entropy, and is not reversible. Gradual and inevitable decay, decline and a return to earth is the destiny for
us all. Architecture is an essential ally in our fight against
this inevitable law of nature, the irreversibility of natural
processes, and the asymmetry between the future and the
past.
This should not, he suggests, “deter the project of architecture.
After all, it is how you lose, how gallant the search for the grail,
how glorious the ultimate failure of our quest, that is the true
source of our success.” Beneath the tone of appalled cynicism,
you detect in this the heart and mind of a Romantic. If only we
could ...
In fact, this author offers means by which architects can, as it
were, fight their corner in a story that can only end in ruins.
One “resistance” proposition is the idea of permanence as result
of “impregnable materials and everlasting form” — platforms
of rock; trabeated forms based on post and lintel; use of stone,
concrete and bronze. From the Parthenon to the Seagram building, the ambition is similar, though the suggestion that this form
of architecture is “bulletproof and impregnable” looks unconvincing in the light of destruction efficiency as practiced by the
Taliban or by Russia in Ukraine.
A very different form of resistance is described as “acquiescence
and embrace” — comprising “a temporal architecture, wistfully
accepting that nothing lasts and will be returned to nature,” or,
alternatively, the world of the avant-garde, forever challenging
latest orthodoxy (or fashion), whose inevitable end is “premature death because its very success depends on glorious early
demise.”
Cover image courtesy of Oro Editions. Book design by Alicia McCarthy.
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comprise the outward appearance of a shell “in all its illusory
completeness”? No, but the general principle of layered reuse
and transformation over time finds support from Francis-Jones
— continuity outgunning the idea of permanence, “a respectful
acceptance of change rather than frozen preservation or perennial reconstruction.”

This broader content is all about
responsibility and environmental and
social issues but occurs at a time when
the authority and status of architects
and architecture are themselves under
increasing pressure, either to do more
and do more quickly, or to do it in less
time and with less consideration for
sustainability factors.

Another approach to immunize architecture against time is
endless reconstruction, preservation, freezing buildings in
time. The problem here is that the “true purpose and meaning
slipped through our fingers long ago.” Can identity ever simply

An excellent architect in his own right, he is well aware of the
increasing challenges faced by architects on a daily basis as
they try to cope with the demands of clients, particularly of the
speculative real estate variety, the immense amount of data that
design and construction now involve, increasingly complex
(though not necessarily effective) regulation bureaucracies, the
insistence that designers work at speed and the inevitably slow
process of obtaining permissions and actually building.
That is just the start of it, as architects try to address problems of
climate change and inequalities in respect to class, race and gender. This broader content is all about responsibility and environmental and social issues but occurs at a time when the authority
and status of architects and architecture are themselves under
increasing pressure, either to do more and do more quickly, or
to do it in less time and with less consideration for sustainability
factors.
This leads Francis-Jones to a point where the possibility of architecture, as opposed to mere development or building, becomes
increasingly difficult. Although he has personally designed firstclass commercial buildings, he condemns the “tragic, ubiquitous, mechanically serviced glass office boxes of the 20th century” as not being architecture at all, deeming them incapable of
being so because even if ticking every environmental standards
box, they lack any poetic dimension and offer no “meaningful
symbiosis.”
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So, we are presented with a very well-written and well-argued
polemic about the situation in which architecture, and indeed
the world, finds itself. It sometimes reads as quasi post-Marxist
rhetoric, conscious of the failures of totalitarian regimes, but
worried that the apparent freedoms of “western” democracy are
all too fragile — structures just as likely to be subverted, consciously or not, by the mega-media empires streaming their own
versions of truth. (There is a good section on Orwell’s “1984.”)
The book was written before the invasion of Ukraine by a
regime that not only lies as a matter of regular practice but
controls its own media in a way that is unthinkable in the West.
Such policy is possible because it is a state monopoly, with
anyone trying to utter a contrary view, or simply report what is
really happening, likely to be arrested and imprisoned.
For this reviewer, at least, there is no equivalence between that
real version of “1984” and what the readers of this book can expect to be able to do: make up their own minds. World building
on the basis of deliberate lies and the suppression of free spirits
is being attempted by the two major dictatorships in the world,
Russia and China. The half-suggestion of Francis-Jones, that we
are no different in our illusory democracies, can be tested by
viewing what is happening in Ukraine right now. Whose values
do we support?
In reading the book, you might think it the manifesto of a pessimist. In a sense, that would be difficult to dispute. On the other
hand, the author’s ongoing creative architectural work suggests
that he not only believes in the redemptive potential of architecture, but is prepared to lead by example.

Paul Finch is Programme Director of the World Architecture
Festival (WAF). As a journalist since the early 1970s he has
edited Building Design, Architects’ Journal and Architectural
Review, where he launched WAF in 2008. He has been coeditor of Planning in London since 1994. He was a foundercommissioner and later chair at the UK government’s Commission
for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) where he
chaired its design review programme, and its London Olympics
design panel from 2005 to 2012. He holds an honorary doctorate
from the University of Westminster and honorary fellowships
from University College London and the Royal Institute of British
Architects. He is an honorary member of the British Council for
Offices and the Architectural Association. He was awarded an
OBE for services to architecture in 2002.
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Unlimited Pedagogy
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Urban design in the expanded field

W
Unlimited Pedagogy
Left:
Melanie Fessel
Principal, TerreformX
Right:
Mitchell Joachim
Co-Founder, Terreform ONE

e are experiencing turbulent times. World building
in this context calls for “action thinking” — specifically, action-based thinking — of novel strategies to address the global challenges caused by
socio-environmental instability. The urban condition is complex
and requires solid research, tangible solutions and new ways of
approaching solutions to systems-based problems. In the design
disciplines, this urgent realm presents distinctive challenges
and opportunities to contribute to positive transformation in
society. In academia, innovative pedagogies have the power to
bring discipline-centered and methodological skills side by side,
making the classroom a platform to create new agencies and
urban design applications for use in real-life applications. It also
poses an intriguing question:

How does urban design education engage
with the real world?
Hybridity Required
To answer that question, a hybridity of teaching, research and
practice is required to develop a framework that brings design
into the urban dominion. Emerging urban projects demand
multi-scalar, circular, regenerative, resilient and interdependent orientations, deriving design tendencies in all scales from
multiple sources that include science, technology and policy.
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Siloed perspectives clearly won’t do. A new world building
curriculum seeks to engage urban designers with the realities of
everyday life in urbanized environments across the globe. The
concept of the Anthropocene current geological age, a period
during which human activity has been the dominant influence
on climate and the environment, captures the unprecedented
impact of human activity on our environment. Our current
actions have placed us in the middle of what climate experts
have called the sixth mass extinction.1 The most recent United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report,
from August 2021, also provides essential climate lessons and
proclaims a “code red for humanity.”2 Since contemporary
urbanization is driven predominantly by an economic mentality
founded upon fast growth and short-term interests, it has, as a
result, concurrently contributed to long-term debt for successive
generations in many negative ways.

A cognitive design agenda grounded
in biocentric parameters connects all
disciplines and schools of thought. It also
mediates between environment, climate
and species diversity by rethinking and

A Biocentric Approach
Our human impact has been at the foreground of the climate
change debate. But a rethinking of Western environmentalism
has expanded to consider more than the human aspects of this
question.3 This alternate approach considers the relationship
between all species sharing this Earth. This biocentric, holistic
perspective of the Earth is deeply rooted in Indigenous communities’ viewpoints, ones long aimed at protecting the Earth’s
ecosystem and biodiversity, because climate change affects all
forms of life on the planet. Society could adjust its reality in significant, effective ways by assuming a biocentric rather than an
anthropocentric perspective of people’s actions. Such a broader
view can establish and strengthen an interdependent community between all species through the collective imagining of ideas,
tools and design strategies.

redesigning the Earth.

1

Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (New York: Henry Holt,
2014).
2
Valérie Masson-Delmotte, Panmao Zhai, et al., eds., Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Sixth Assessment Report of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2021).
3
David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-ThanHuman World (New York: C. Pantheon Books, 1996).
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A cognitive design agenda grounded in biocentric parameters
connects all disciplines and schools of thought. It also mediates between environment, climate and species diversity by
rethinking and redesigning the Earth. This agenda, as we have
imagined it, is shaped by design at the core and is considered on
multiple scales. Recent examples of contemporary approaches to
size have migrated to multi-scalar methods. Examining urban
design education from this broader perspective allows a new design research agenda to be generated. This agenda is further improved through use of the principles of collaboration and — as
an important byproduct — allows for an open-ended approach

to engaging with real-world problems, a necessary capability in
the contexts of adaptation and evolution.

Building New Worlds: Next Generation Urban Design Professionals
Beyond embracing a broader biocentric paradigm, pedagogy,
research and practice — the synergistic systems of urban design — are fundamental in addressing the vulnerabilities of the
planet’s ever-urbanizing environment. It is time to advocate for
the education and development of the next generation of professionals.

Urbaneering Brooklyn, image courtesy Terreform ONE
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Productive Green 42nd Street NY for Post Carbon City, image courtesy Terreform ONE
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Alternative teaching practices have the potential to ensure that
academia engages in critical discourse and expands its vision
to connect local and global realities. Based on this belief, we
propose to adapt urban design education to build an agency that
allows society to invent design tools that fit the 21st century. In
this context, the reemergence of the socioecological framework
is a catalyst for the urban design pedagogy and the inclusion of
interspecies dependencies in design solutions (Abram 1996).4

Concurrent Complimentary Actions?
As educators and practitioners, we have taken a bold and comprehensive point of view to exploring, teaching and deploying
an alternative model to urban design solutions. We seek to connect urban design — historically, an often-theoretical discipline
— to real-life issues in the real world. Why not? Traditional
approaches, paradigms and modalities have contributed to our
current reality. We can’t possibly have any more to lose than the
current trend is demonstrating. Our final question is this:

What are you doing within your class, your
mindsets, your actions, your firms, your
clients, consultants and communities to
join us in seeking and finding more effective
actions and solutions?
Join us.

4

Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous.

Melanie Fessel, Dipl.-Ing., M.Arch., Ph.D. candidate,
Melanie Fessel is an architect and urban designer. She is a lecturer,
academic coordinator and doctoral researcher at the ETH Zurich
Department of Architecture. Melanie is principal of TerreformX
and director of design at Terreform ONE, nonprofit architecture
and urban design research group. Previously, she was head of
design development for Alice Aycock Ltd., founding member at
ONE LAB and managing editor of Ecogram. Melanie is a former
associate fellow with the Cooper Union Institute for Sustainable
Design. Her work has been exhibited at White Box Gallery in New
York, DOX Center for Contemporary Art in Prague, MASS MoCA
in North Adams, the Building Centre in London, DAZ in Berlin,
OCAD in Toronto, NAI in Rotterdam and the Venice Biennale.
Melanie received her M.Arch. from the Cooper Union for the
Advancement of Science and Art, Dipl.-Ing. from the Technical
University of Berlin, Germany, and the Universitat Politècnica de
Catalunya in Barcelona, Spain.
Mitchell Joachim, Ph.D., Assoc. AIA
Mitchell Joachim is the co-founder of Terreform ONE and associate professor of practice at NYU. Mitchell upholds noteworthy
leadership roles as a university senator and co-chair of Global
Design NYU. Formerly, he worked as an architect at the professional of offices of Frank Gehry in Los Angeles, Moshe Safdie in
Massachusetts and I.M. Pei in New York. His design work has
been exhibited at MoMA in New York, DOX Center for Contemporary Art in Prague, MASS MoCA in North Adams, the Building
Centre in London, DAZ in Berlin, OCAD in Toronto, NAI in Rotterdam, Seoul Biennale and Venice Biennale. Previously, he was
the Frank Gehry Chair at the University of Toronto and faculty
at Pratt, Columbia, Syracuse, Rensselaer, Washington (St. Louis),
Cornell, Parsons and EGS. He earned a Ph.D. at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a MAUD at Harvard University and
a M.Arch. at Columbia University with honors.
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Creating a Catalyst for Health
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HKS’ Erin Peavey shares a story of
transformation

T

he sun beat down on our stiff black suits in the blistering midday Texas summer. Heat radiated from the sea
of asphalt that surrounded us.

Creating a Catalyst for
Health
Erin Peavey
Architect and Design Researcher, HKS

“Where is the entry?” John wondered aloud, shading his
eyes with his hand. I looked out and saw a mother walking slowly across the sweltering blacktop through the sea of cars. She
was graciously leading her small child with bags in both hands,
walking past us with a stoic smile and nod.
In that moment, our team shared a singular thought: “We’ve got
to do better for them.”
We were called to interview for the new Waco Family Medicine
clinic, a clinic that encapsulates the best and hardest parts of
the Texas city. Inside were some of the smartest, most dedicated
and compassionate clinicians and administrators I’ve ever met.
Awaiting these experts was a patient population full of life and
vibrancy but mentally and physically overwhelmed from the
realities of their lives, some experiencing the lowest end of the
socioeconomic ladder.
Life is hard on these members of our communities. I had come
to appreciate this through seeing my father’s work as a doctor
working at a clinic for people without insurance and my mother’s work as a counselor for children harmed by abuse, addiction
and systems structured against them. I had been spared these
hardships most of my life. In their practices, almost everyone
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mom and dad served had comorbidities, a word we in the clinical realm use to describe the many chronic diseases, conditions
and contexts working against them within their own bodies.
Each of these visitors had to struggle to make their journey to
the clinic on this sweltering summer day. Many took the bus,
having to take a day off from manual labor jobs and lost wages
just to fit in a visit for their asthma or diabetes medications or
join other young mothers for their monthly checkups.
What we know about health grows daily. Health is not just
clinical care. Rather, it includes all the social determinants of
well-being — things like physical activity, education and access
to nutritious foods that shape health. As architects, we also

know that the places we shape, inside and out, citywide and
room-deep, impact individual access to healthy lifestyles.
One of the many things that attracted me to Waco Family Medicine as a client and project was their commitment to using this
once-in-a-lifetime investment in their infrastructure to have a
lasting transformational impact on the equity and health of their
community.
In the months that followed, as we began to envision the new
facility, we met not only with the senior administrators who
dedicated their lives to this community, but also with the patients who frequented its doctors and the community members
who attended its health fairs.

Photo Credit: HKS, Inc. Waco Family Medicine. Waco, Texas.
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What we discovered was a resounding collective desire: They
all wanted a catalyst for creating a culture of health, one that
provided and transcended basic clinical care. What they wanted was a place of community, a place for children to play, pick
vegetables and take yoga classes with their friends — and, yes, to
also get their vaccinations and prescriptions.
When our design team was finished, what our clients got was a
vibrant health hub on park grounds. Beginning with a simple
“what if ” question, our team of world builders transformed the
sea of concrete into a welcoming green space that could host
community events, a place that offered a safe space to play for
local kids, all while modeling health through culinary demonstrations, vegetable gardens and workout classes. Through simple dialogue and our empathic listening, our clients got integrated medicine, mental health and more.
Perhaps the most important lesson of this short story is as an
example to all of us of how we can use the built environments
we design and build to create cultures of health. Waco Family
Medicine’s vision called for a greater health impact in their community, and we listened.
What is one thing you could integrate into your designs today
to support health for every person that walks into the buildings
you design?
Design is never neutral. It either harms or helps health.
What legacy and influence will your designs have in the worlds
you build?

Erin Peavey, AIA, WELL AP, LSSYB, EDAC, LEED AP BD+C
is an architect and design researcher at HKS. Erin’s passion for
creating environments that support health, happiness and wellbeing drives her evidence-based, user-centered approach to design.
In her leadership role at HKS, she helps integrate research and
practice to advance design for health, combat loneliness and
foster resilience across the globe. Erin is an industry scholar with
the Cornell Institute for Healthy Futures and is a widely soughtafter author, speaker and facilitator. Her podcast, Shared Space,
explores how architecture and design can help us live healthier,
happier and more connected lives.
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Wight & Company’s chairman and
CEO discusses the firm’s culture of
collaboration and how its integrated
design led-design build model challenges
the profession

Rebuilding the
Profession
Mark Wight
Chairman and CEO, Wight & Company

DesignIntelligence (DI): We’re talking with Mark Wight, the
chairman and CEO of Wight & Company, an 80-year-old,
Chicago-based architecture, engineering and construction
firm with 200 employees working around the world.
Our editorial theme for 2022 at DesignIntelligence is influence. For this quarter, our theme is world building. The first
question is: How can architects create more influence?
Mark Wight (MW): For starters, architects can be more influential by breaking out of the traditional roles established by
architecture schools and the AIA standard form agreements.
I’ve been lucky enough to lecture at the Notre Dame School of
Architecture for many years. In my class, I pose the question of
how architects went from being master builders to commoditized service providers in just three generations, yet the profession is thousands of years old.
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From my point of view, it was AIA’s decision to try to mitigate
designers’ risk by publishing standard form agreements that essentially divorce design from construction. Although the AIA is
a valuable organization, they did a tremendous disservice to their
members by creating standards that put architects in a restrictive
design box. Within this framework, architects only interact with
builders in systematic and contractually dictated ways. How can
architects exert more influence? By getting out of that box. At
Wight & Company, that’s exactly what we’re trying to do.
DI: You’ve made a conscious effort to build a firm that’s very
different from the traditional architectural office. How have
you gone about that? You’re practicing traditional architecture and engineering, but a major part of what you’ve done is
design led-design build project delivery. When, how and why
did that start?
MW: It started more than 20 years ago. In my Notre Dame class,
I walk students through an example of a $10 million project. In
that project, a typical architect’s fee is about 6%, or $600,000.
They probably give $200,000 of that to HVAC, structural
and other specialty consultants. They have a net fee of about
$400,000. If the firm is well run, they make about 10%. So, the
architect’s profit on a $10 million project is about $40,000.
Then, I walk students through the same project from the contractor’s side. The profit margin declines from about 10% to 4%,
but the contractor is making its 4% on $10 million, whereas the
architect’s 10% is on $400,000. The builder makes $400,000 while
the architect makes $40,000. The builder earns 10 times more
money than the designer. There’s something wrong with that
picture. A hundred years ago, the architects were on both sides of
that equation. It was the architecture schools and the industry’s
own professional organization that took authority, control, and
profitability away from the architect.

Architects went from being master
builders to commoditized service
providers in just three generations, yet
the profession is thousands of years
old.
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The driving force behind publishing the standard form agreements was to mitigate designers’ risk, which it achieves in Contract. But the problem is that architects are almost always sued
in Tort for negligence. The contract becomes irrelevant once a
designer is sued under a standard of care argument.
Ironically, architects need authority, control and profitability to
stay out of trouble, which is precisely what they gave up in the
name of mitigating their risk. That’s why at Wight & Company,
with the design led-design build model, our builders and designers work together on projects from beginning to end.
With this integrated approach, designers are not on the defensive as soon as the drawings are finished because the process
remains fluid throughout. In a traditional design build model
or with a design-bid-build approach, the first order of business
is for the two different organizations to protect themselves.
The drawings become fixed. Any time something veers from
the drawings, a change order request is made and every meeting becomes a prolonged discussion about who’s to blame. This
is a fatally flawed system. With the design led-design build
model, the drawings aren’t fixed. When you see a solution that’s
better, it can be implemented without the finger-pointing and
time-wasting. The owner is part of the decisions. You implement
the changes and carry on.
DI: You framed the problem clearly: authority, control and
profitability. You’ve made a conscious effort to create an
organization that behaves in a different way. What’s different
in how you built your organization in contrast to an architecture-only firm?
MW: Changing the mindset of people who are used to working
in a construction company or a design-only firm is hard, but
once they experience the benefits of design led-design build,
Images Courtesy, Wight & Company
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they don’t want to go back. At Wight & Company, our projects
typically save our clients 20% in cost and 20% in time. Plus, it’s
way more fun when the tension between designer and builder is
eliminated.

Ironically, architects need authority,
control and profitability to stay out of
trouble, which is precisely what they
gave up in the name of mitigating their
risk.

For example, recently, Downers Grove High School District 99
chose us to design and execute a massive renovation of its two
large high schools. While other construction firms were unable
to guarantee a price below $144 million, we guaranteed a cost
of $122 million. We won the work and ultimately delivered the
project for $109 million. By coming in under budget and a full
year ahead of schedule, District 99 was able to add scope and
extra technology. Our structural engineer told me, “We would
never have been able to build the auditorium if an outside
construction firm had been involved.” It’s remarkable to hear
team members providing these kinds of testaments to the design
led-design build delivery system.
Once you get there, it’s spectacular; but it’s hard to break the
cycle. Architecture schools do not talk about architects doing construction. The industry belief that architects can’t talk
about safety on a job site because of what their contracts say is
outrageous. As I tell my students, the business of design and
construction isn’t about contracts, it’s about relationships and
communication.
DI: You talked about the culture challenge of changing
long-standing biases. As your firm’s visionary, cultural and
strategic leader, I’m sure you’ve spent a lot of time working
on that. In attempting to build a different company, have you
done anything different in structure or systems? McKinsey
& Company’s 7-S diagram talks about how structure, staff,
skills, style, strategy, systems and shared values are related
when you try to change an organization. What’s your model?
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MW: McKinsey’s 7-S diagram is well taken, but for me, it’s about
one “C”: character. Years ago, your founder, Jim Cramer, told me
about Peter Drucker’s philosophy that “culture trumps strategy.”
Similarly, my assertion is that “character trumps talent.” The
most important thing a CEO can do to break out of the box is to
focus on hiring people who are not only talented, but are honest,
trustworthy, transparent, communicative and participatory.
Early on, I learned that if I only hired people with Type A personalities, it created a dysfunctional workplace. Everyone was
smart, but they didn’t work well together. To help me harness
the right culture, I hired a recruitment expert who specializes
in aligning the values of the company with the character of the
candidate. For the past 30 years, no one has been hired at Wight
& Company without first talking to this trusted professional.
Culture is even more important when selecting the core leadership team. Every year, we have a leadership retreat where we
create a strategic plan. Although strategy is important, it’s not
nearly important as the team’s cultural dynamic. For a design
led-design build project, the cultural dynamic of the team is
integral to its success. How well do they communicate and get
along? How committed are they to the project and process?
Talent is essential, but culture, character and shared values are
nonnegotiable.
DI: So, success starts with values and character because you
can teach skills, capabilities and processes. But without those
other things first, you’re not going to get there.
You mentioned architectural education. You’re coming at
that as someone who did not go through typical architectural
education, but we agree that much of what’s being taught is
misdirected in traditional architectural education. The debate

has raged among academics for years. “All those business and
communication skills … you can get those somewhere else,”
they say. “What you need to learn here is design — the classical craft of architecture.” But when we get out, we don’t know
how to manage risk or interact with clients. We’re missing
skills everybody tells us we need. If there is no room to teach
all those things in classical architectural curricula, where can
we get them?
MW: In my judgment, the biggest issue isn’t the curriculum
itself, but the culture surrounding the curriculum. At Notre
Dame, I have observed the way conversations, even those outside of the classroom, support the AIA’s interpretation of how
design should be. Even though the curriculum is tied to the AIA
documents, it would be nice to teach future architects to look
outside of the processes dictated by those standard form agreements.
When a student graduates from architecture school, of course
it’s important they know how to put a set of documents together.
But they also need to learn how to reclaim ownership of their
own processes so they can fully exercise their potential and
create real design impact. It’s not the coursework that needs to
change, it’s the culture that reinforces the autonomy of the AIA
documents.
DI: That’s evidence of a desire by the younger set to see design
and construction delivery in new ways. That’s encouraging
and optimistic. And sustainability is a given. You’ve been at
the helm for 35 years; you’ve got an 80-year-old company,
successful, and working on projects across the world. What
is the future telling you? Both the future of your firm and the
future of the profession. Can architecture rebuild itself to
have more influence, impact and value?
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MW: Over the last few years, we’ve finally gotten better at telling
our story, collecting the data and teeing up the references about
the advantages of design led-design build. Our consistency in
showing savings of about 20% in time and money has resulted
in doing a lot of large programs, particularly in educational
markets.
The University of Chicago wanted to consolidate much of their
healthcare into one building, and they wanted it done quickly.
Wight & Company shaved two years off the timeline and $1.5
million off the budget. Their building and grounds director,
who manages all of their construction, said he would stand on
a mountaintop to tell the world about the success of the project.
Testimonials like that are beyond meaningful. We can start to
convince clients who have $100 million projects that we can give
them dramatically more scope than what an outside construction manager could provide. That’s powerful.
Wight & Company has a strong leadership team with shared
values. We all believe in the design led-design build model, and
we have the data that supports the benefits it affords. Incrementally, relationship by relationship, we will continue to grow that
side of the business. That’s the future of Wight & Company.
As to the industry, I think architecture is in a bit of trouble. It’s
important to build relationships and try to hold onto clients,
especially those that have the potential for future projects. That’s
one reason we’ve focused on school districts. But it’s a hard
model in an industry that’s progressively becoming more commoditized.
Part of the reason the future of architecture is in trouble is because today, property managers are jumping into the mix. They
make way more profit than architects do and have very sophis-

ticated sales and marketing forces. Since they manage the lease
negotiations, they establish a relationship with the client before
the designer does. They’re now telling clients that they’re better
equipped to do the program than the architect, and then they’ll
manage the architect selection.
That’s a terribly flawed way to go about designing and building.
An architect that is handed a program won’t perform as well as
one who was able to create the program and build the relationship required to be successful with the owner.
I still believe our industry is relationship driven. When people
ask me about Wight & Company, I say, “We are in a relentless
pursuit of long-term relationships.” That’s the foundation of the
company and of our future.
The other thing that worries me is the construction community.
Remember, contractors make 10 times more profit than
designers. They have a lot of money, and they’re often involved
with clients before the architects. The clients start to build a
relationship with the contractor and then rely on them to help
choose the architect. They continue to rely on the contractor
throughout the process instead of building a relationship with
the designer, who ultimately is the essence of a successful project.
Design led-design build is going to grow, but I’m concerned it
will be dominated by the construction community rather than
the design community, and a lot of architects are going to end
up working for construction managers and contractors.
DI: Your message is compelling: Tell a story, collect the data,
share the references, to demonstrate your own value and
differentiate yourselves. Many firms don’t do that. That bodes
well for your future. I agree with your industry outlook.
Things are changing. We can suggest that firms be conscious
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about trying to create their own futures. They can no longer
sit in their offices and hope clients will come to their doors.
MW: When I start my class, I always ask students a few questions. First, I ask, “How many of you want your own practice?”
All the hands go up. These students all intend to go out and
have their own businesses. Most of them won’t, but even if they
do, they’ll be challenged to be successful because architecture is
such a bad business model.
When it comes to giving future architects advice, the message is:
If you’re an architect and you want to start your own business,
your best partner is not another architect. Change the model.
Build a different kind of world. That’s what we’ve done. That’s
what it takes.

Mark Wight is the chairman and chief executive officer of Wight
& Company, a top-tier architecture, engineering and construction
firm headquartered in Chicago. His pioneering vision to offer
design led-design build services for the public sector has grown the
company’s construction value to exceed US $1 billion annually.
His passion for enriching the human experience through
world-class design has distinguished Wight & Company as
an innovator of ideas, technologies and responsible solutions.
Under his more than 30 years of leadership, the firm has grown
to become a vibrant and visionary family of more than 200
design, engineering and construction specialists, each dedicated
to creating meaningful impact in the world. While Wight &
Company receives many prestigious awards, Mark’s greatest
reward is witnessing how their work elevates the spirit of the
people and communities they touch. Mark’s lifelong dedication to
quality and excellence extends beyond the built environment to
serving the greater community. He is a trustee and past chairman
of Glenwood Academy, a board member of the University of Notre
Dame School of Architecture, and a member of several corporate
boards. As a founder and former chairman of the YPO Gold
EuroChapter and a member of the Chief Executives Organization,
Mark actively shares his passion for leadership with professional
enrichment organizations. In addition to having written and
published numerous articles, he is a regular lecturer at business
and educational forums throughout the country. He is honored to
be a senior fellow of the Design Futures Council. Mark received a
Bachelor of Arts from Reed College and a Juris Doctor from the
University of Notre Dame.
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Amale Andraos considers the potential of
integrating practice and the academy

I
Impact
(In Partnership)
Amale Andraos
Principal and Co-Founder, WORKac
Professor and Dean Emerita, Columbia University

t must have been fall 2019, at our first annual architecture
faculty meeting when Bernard Tschumi, professor and former
dean (1988-2003) of Columbia’s Graduate School of Architecture Planning and Preservation (GSAPP) shared a familiar insight he holds about the relationship between the academic and
professional worlds of architecture: “Sometimes, it is the schools
that lead the profession, and sometimes it is practice that leads
academia.” Indeed, Tschumi’s time as dean ushered in the digital
revolution in architecture with Columbia’s mythical Paperless
Studio, introducing new theoretical frameworks, as well as
formal explorations for the discipline. Within a decade, these
modes of thinking transitioned from academic experiments to
mainstream architectural production to become a new kind of
international style in their global deployment of homogenous,
easily recognizable iconicity.
My own time as a student, and then as a young faculty member
teaching in various architecture schools in the Northeast starting in 2003, was quite the opposite. While schools were still obsessed with ideas about “disciplinary autonomy,” “expertise” and
other endlessly self-referential discussions about architecture’s
boundaries and definitions, it was practice that seemed most
relevant in shaping and advancing the field in a time of intensifying social and environmental concerns for the inequities produced and supported by production of the built environment.
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Of specific note were those architects committed to theorizing
from a position of “engagement” with the conditions of practice
across wildly diverse global contexts. It was also through the
theorizing of practice that architects slowly but surely abandoned their willful naivete vis-a-vis neoliberal policies. Most of
us knew these were gutting the collective infrastructures needed
to undergird the possibility of more equitable and sustainable
societies. They did so in favor of a global landscape of exclusive,
exclusionary, glossy shells and enclaves, increasingly disconnected from the social and built fabrics they were meant to be
part of and support.
Today, I believe things are different. We now have the greatest
possible potential to advance architecture as a broad field, a discipline and a multifaceted practice, one that aspires toward more
meaningful engagement and action to counter the multilayered,
complex urgencies being faced across scales and contexts — social, environmental and others. Moving away from the notion
that in the relationship between academia and practice, one is
always pulling the other, it is my belief that both academia and
practice are leading in impactful ways to transform architecture’s capacities and realms of responsibility, yet with radically
different focus sets.
On the academic side, the past decade has seen an inspiring
level of engagement from students, driving educational focus
and concerns toward architecture’s social and environmental
responsibilities and situating its practice at the many crucial
intersections of social and climate justice. On the professional
side, the acceleration in commitments to address operational
and embodied energies in buildings and the intensifying drive
toward greater innovation in sustainable materials and technologies is unmistakable.

M.Arch II students (second year)

M.Arch I students (first year)
Documentation of a virtual Environmental Justice Workshop led by Assistant Professor
Lola Ben-Alon for Master of Architecture students in the Fall 2021 Architectural Technology I
and Architectural Technology IV courses. Miro board Images courtesy Columbia GSAPP.
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While both the academic and the professional can sometimes
seem caricatures of one tendency or another (the former equating architecture to everything and the latter reducing architecture to a mere technocratic service), placing these tendencies in
opposition represents an unfortunate missed opportunity to advance the field with more power, meaning and impact than ever
before — an opportunity with the undeniable urgency necessary
to simultaneously reduce the built environment’s carbon emissions and reclaim its capacity to produce greater social equity.
Today represents a unique opportunity for academics and
professionals to partner in unprecedented ways, leveraging each
sphere’s focus, influence and passionate imaginations for action.
We must address the crucial emergencies of our time together,
with the complexity, humility and multifactored approach required if architecture is to matter again.

Reception to celebrate the tenure of Dean Amale Andraos on November 22, 2021
at Columbia University. Photo by Sam Hollenshead, courtesy Columbia GSAPP.

Amale Andraos, FRAIC, is a principal of WORKac which she
co-founded with her partner Dan Wood in 2003. Andraos is
also professor and dean emerita at Columbia University, where
she recently served as a special advisor to the Climate School.
Andraos is recognized as an architecture thought leader and has
lectured and taught widely. Her publications include “The Arab
City: Architecture and Representation”, “We’ll Get There When
We Cross That Bridge”, “49 Cities” and “Above the Pavement the
Farm.”
An award-winning architecture and design practice, WORKac is
committed to creating architecture that engages environmental
and social concerns with a particular emphasis on public, cultural
and civic projects. The practice has achieved international
acclaim for projects such as the Edible Schoolyards in Brooklyn
and Harlem, the Kew Gardens Hills Public Library, the Miami
Museum Garage, the Rhode Island School of Design Student
Success Center and the Adams Street Public Library in Brooklyn.
Current projects include two community centers in Mexico City,
the North Boulder Public Library, the Beirut Museum of Art and
a new space for the People’s Theatre Project in New York.
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The 2021 AIA Gold Medal winner calls for
transforming the architectural sector

We Can Do This!
Ed Mazria
Architect, Author and Educator

DesignIntelligence (DI): Let’s talk about world building in
the sense of building a movement. You, your organization,
and your work are an inspiring example of having built a
world from an important mission — likely our most important mission. Starting with a belief and desire to bring about
change, through plenty of hard work and many years of dedication, you have parlayed that into an organization (Architecture 2030), recognition by the AIA as last year’s Gold Medalist and by DesignIntelligence as a Lifetime Achievement
Award winner, not to mention acclaim from countless other
groups. You’ve built momentum. How did you do it?
Ed Mazria (EM): Like many beginnings, it was not intentional.
One discovery led to another and an understanding that our
sector, those of us responsible for the built environment — architects, planners, design and building professionals and policymakers — had an obligation and opportunity to address our
pressing and the most important global crisis: climate change. I
realized that to effectively address a crisis of this magnitude, it
would be critical to work closely with sector leaders, firms and
organizations, and foster collaborations to motivate industrywide action.
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In new building design, we can reduce
operating energy by 50% to 85%
compared to the average consumption
of similar existing buildings, just through
low/no-cost design strategies.

From Architecture 2030’s inception, we developed strategies and
tools for decarbonizing the built environment, disseminated
information through collaborative organizations, social media,
bulletins and articles in industry journals and magazines, and
educated and inspired our colleagues through keynotes and
presentations at national and international conferences and
meetings. These messages have been amplified by our collaborators, and collectively we’ve motivated and empowered the global
building sector to drive climate solutions.
DI: Fittingly, your mission is focused on changing behavior among designers, builders and users to make necessary
corrections for environmental decision-making and behavior.
Your recent essay, The Renewables Gambit: Putin Loses, the
West Unites, and the Gambit Pays Off, ¹ published in Architectural Record and Common Edge cited some amazing metrics:
•

Worldwide solar electricity generation has doubled between 2016 and 2019.

•

Wind electricity generation has doubled between 2016
and 2021.

•

Similar growth has been witnessed in the United States
alone.

In my 50 years of architectural practice,
I’ve never heard a client say they
wanted an inefficient building that costs
more to operate and damages the
environment.

1

Our lack of understanding of exponential growth hits home.
How can we get this idea to sink into the minds of government officials, business leaders, and, of course, designers, all
of whom are making decisions daily under the wrong (linear)
paradigm?

https://commonedge.org/the-renewables-gambit-putin-loses-the-west-unites-and-the-gambit-pays-off/
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EM: With the environmental impacts associated with climate
change increasing daily and the catastrophic security and
humanitarian costs of fossil fuel dependency witnessed during
the Ukraine war, I now believe the world has reached a point
where the continued exponential growth of renewable energy
is inescapable. The recent dramatic increase in the demand for
solar and wind power is leading to lower prices, which in turn
is driving technological advances, increases in efficiency, and
new applications such as solar glass, ultracapacitors and floating solar and wind farms, to name just a few. By advocating for
building reuse and low- to zero-carbon buildings, infrastructure
and materials, our industry can accelerate emissions reductions
and the demand for renewable energy.
DI: In the article, you suggest adoption and enactment of
existing and new policies in support of renewable energy and
reduction of embodied carbon.

We must now look to the immediate
future where we, as practitioners, act
boldly to confront and prioritize design,
planning and construction practices
that use no on/off-site fossil fuels,

EM: Yes, to support the growth of renewables, we’ve developed
and promoted adopting zero-carbon building codes, standards and policies to ensure that all new buildings are designed
all-electric and generate or procure enough renewable energy to
meet building demand.

reuse and repurpose existing buildings

To transform our existing building stock to zero-carbon, government policies and incentives work best by tying them to
when construction normally takes place — at point-of-sale,
building upgrades, system and equipment replacement, zoning
or use changes, and life-safety and resiliency upgrades. In this
way, disruption associated with building renovation work is
mitigated and opportunities for financing to overcome any cost
barriers are increased.

materials and sitework. It portends

and infrastructure, and incorporate
low-carbon to carbon-sequestering
an industry that dramatically expands
its scope, advocates for change and
embraces its unique role in the world.
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have almost total design flexibility as long as a client’s programmatic requirements are met and a project is brought in on-budget.

Accelerating the transformation of our
sector may very well determine the
sustainability of the planet.

To reduce embodied carbon in the built environment, we
advocate for three strategies — reuse, reduce and sequester.
This translates into design and planning strategies, policies and
incentives to reuse and renovate existing buildings and developments; accelerate urban infill and densification; design for material efficiency, deconstruction and the reuse of building materials; use local, recycled and low-carbon or carbon-sequestering
materials; and design carbon-sequestering sites and landscapes.
DI: What are the obstacles and where is the leverage? Will
widespread adoption of these better technologies come from
government mandates or from capitalism, entrepreneurs and
the private sector? Or are there other options and scenarios?
EM: I sometimes get the question, “But what if my client doesn’t
want to spend the money for additional costs, solar energy systems or designing beyond code?” My answer is: We know there
are no “additional costs” to designing responsibly. Architects

From project inception to construction, architects and designers
influence and make hundreds of decisions — building reuse,
building siting and landscapes, building shape, color, orientation, location and size of fenestrations, shading, spatial configurations, circulation patterns, structural and enclosure materials,
and finishes and systems, to name just a few — and each has environmental and cost implications. We control and are continually trading off design and cost options. In new building design,
we can reduce operating energy by 50% to 85% compared to the
average consumption of similar existing buildings, just through
low/no-cost design strategies.
Clients, developers and building owners want well-designed
projects that meet their program requirements within their construction budget. In my 50 years of architectural practice, I’ve
never heard a client say they wanted an inefficient building that
costs more to operate and damages the environment.
DI: So much discussion describes our problems as structural
and systematic. They are built into the tenets of government
and capitalism to incentivize incorrect behavior. Do you
agree? If yes, who is working at that level to change those
systems and values? The grow-or-die, win/lose, consumptive
mentalities?
EM: No, I don’t agree. That is what the fossil fuel industry would
like us to believe. The thinking that growth, energy consumption and emissions in the built environment all increase in
concert was recently put to rest.

57

Q3 Influence: World Building

Since the Industrial Revolution, as the U.S. building stock
grew each year, energy consumption and CO2 emissions also
increased. However, in 2005, all that changed. Since 2005, we
have added over 50 billion square feet to our building stock, but
energy consumption in the entire building sector has remained
relatively flat and emissions have gone down significantly; in
2020, building sector energy consumption was down 5.1% and
CO2 emissions down 30% from 2005 levels. And U.S. consumers have saved billions of dollars in projected energy costs since
2005.
Why? Architects and building sector professionals were alerted
to their responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions in late 2003,
and in 2005 the “2030 Challenge” was issued and immediately
adopted by the AIA and other professional and building sector
organizations. With 74% of all the electricity produced in the
U.S. going just to operate buildings, by advancing energy efficiency, energy consumption in the sector is not going up and
each renewable energy system added to a project, or to the grid,
reduces U.S. CO2 emissions. The formula for advancing building operations’ decarbonization is straightforward:

Efficiency
+
Electrification (No On-Site Fossil Fuels)
+
On/Off-Site Renewable Energy

With building operations emissions going down, we are expanding our efforts and changing the conversation to similarly
reduce the embodied carbon emissions of buildings, infrastructure and construction through new design strategies, technologies and incorporating zero-carbon to carbon-sequestering
materials.
DI: Let’s go back to world building. Few design practitioners
will devote their entire careers to this cause as you have over
the last half of yours. But I’m guessing your goal is to get
them to embrace the evidence you’re sharing and use it some
way to transform their practices and, in turn, improve our
impacts on the planet. What advice would you give firms
about how to go about trying to rebuild their worlds — their
cultures, practices, even their supply networks? Not just to
differentiate themselves so they can survive and prosper, but
to truly become more influential, respected — choose the
word — to add more value to constituents and communities?
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EM: These are extraordinary times.
We must now look to the immediate future where we, as practitioners, act boldly to confront and prioritize design, planning
and construction practices that use no on/off-site fossil fuels,
reuse and repurpose existing buildings and infrastructure, and
incorporate low-carbon to carbon-sequestering materials and
sitework. It portends an industry that dramatically expands its
scope, advocates for change, and embraces its unique role in the
world.
Accelerating the transformation of our sector may very well
determine the sustainability of the planet.

Edward Mazria, FAIA is an internationally recognized architect,
author, educator and visionary with a long and distinguished
career. Winner of the American Institute of Architects 2021 Gold
Medal award, his award-winning architecture and planning
projects span over a 35-year period. Each employs a cutting-edge
environmental approach to design. He is the author of numerous
published works, including the “Bible” of solar design, “The Passive
Solar Energy Book,” currently in use worldwide.
Most recently, Mr. Mazria has reshaped the national and
international dialogue on climate change to incorporate building
design and the building sector. He is the founder of Architecture
2030, an innovative and flexible research organization focused
on protecting our global environment. He developed and issued
the 2030 Challenge, a measured and achievable strategy to
dramatically reduce global greenhouse gas emissions and fossil
fuel consumption by the year 2030. He speaks nationally and
internationally on architecture, design, energy and climate change
and has taught architecture at several universities, including the
University of New Mexico, University of Oregon and UCLA. His
numerous awards include AIA Design Awards, the AIA Design
Innovation Award, the American Planning Association Award,
Department of Energy Awards, the “Pioneer Award” from the
American Solar Energy Society, the first recipient of the Equinox
Award presented on the 50th anniversary of construction of the
world’s first commercial solar building, and, most recently, a 2008
National Conservation Achievement Award from the National
Wildlife Federation. He is a senior fellow of the Design Futures
Council and the most recent winner of its Lifetime Achievement
Award.
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A DesignIntelligence conversation with
Phil Bernstein about his new book,
“Machine Learning: Architecture in the
Age of Artificial Intelligence”

In a World
(Built by Machines)
Phil Bernstein
Associate Dean and Professor Adjunct, Yale University

DesignIntelligence (DI): We’re here to talk about your new
book, “Machine Learning: Architecture in the Age of Artificial Intelligence,” just published by RIBA. First off, I have to
say, I love this book. It’s scholarly, well researched, thoughtfully organized, concisely written and beautifully designed
into three clear sections plus a conclusion. I very much like
the “matrix” table of contents diagram, the use of color
throughout — and a stellar set of clarifying diagrams. Truth
be told, I read it in one sitting and filled the pages with marginalia. It was a delight. But enough gushing and congratulations.
Phil Bernstein (PB): Thanks, Michael — glad it was both pleasurable and short! As you know, I’m a fan of direct clarity, so I’m
happy that’s how you saw the project.
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DI: I chose this book and a discussion with you for several
reasons. First, your book is timely and necessary as architecture seeks to redefine itself in a post-COVID-19 world that is
more technology-enabled, more inclusive and more sustainable, and do it in ways that offer more value to customers and
more influence by design professionals. The second reason
is that your book fits perfectly with our editorial roadmap
for this quarter: world building. And third, because not only
have you been a leading voice for digital practice and change
in the design and construction industry for decades, but
you’re always fun to talk to. I know you’ll shoot straight and
won’t be timid about being provocative. Let’s talk about this
new book. What sparked it?
PB: I was initially contacted by the Royal Institute of British Architects, where I’ve been a longtime member, to see if I
might have some thoughts on the topic. The request made me
remember I had started working on artificial intelligence (AI)
in college, where I studied with one of the founders of natural
language processing theory, a then-young professor named
Roger Schanck. In my first job out of grad school, I did some
brief research on the potential for what were then called “expert
systems,” but on the cusp of the first so-called “AI Winter,” there
wasn’t much “there” there. It’s only been in the last few years that
the technology has matured to the point of being of interest to
architects. Today, we have both the hardware (super-fast GPUs,
the cloud, the internet) and the software (neural networks) to
make some interesting things possible. Back then, when I was
coding LISP on a PDP-11, not so much.

Cover image, courtesy of Phil Bernstein.
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My proposal is that AI will not just
create autonomous functionality,
but also platforms for organizing,
integrating, accessing and reasoning
about all that information.

DI: I’m guessing most of our readers at DesignIntelligence,
many of whom are boomers, won’t know much about AI or
machine learning (ML). I know I don’t. For those who haven’t read your book yet, can you give us an overview baseline
definition or some applied examples of how it might be used
in a design effort?

PB: Let’s start with a distinction I make in the book between
computation that automates processes versus those that are
autonomous. An algorithm that’s automated might insert a door
object into a wall object where you tell it in a building information model (BIM), so you don’t have to take all the steps,
even though they are digital, to make that happen. AI-based
algorithms are based on logic that allows them to “understand”
(within limits) the context in which they are operating and
make “decisions” autonomously within that context. When you
place that door in your BIM, that’s automation. When the machine decides where the door might best be placed and recommends three options, that’s autonomous computation.
When that program learns your preferences for door locations
(or learns them from many other doors it might find in digital
form), that’s a subset of artificial intelligence called machine
learning. The AI world is further divided into the so-called
“symbolists,” who think that insight needs to be encoded explicitly by rules, and the “connectionists” who believe that if
you build a system that can learn about the world by absorbing
massive information about it, you don’t need rules. The connectionists have led the machine learning efforts overall.
DI: Thank you for exposing me to a new expression, what
you’ve termed the “computational interregnum,” a gap between eras of technology dominance for the building industry. It seems we might be experiencing a series of interregna.
In practice we are searching for direction amid increasing
pressures you cite in the book: a pandemic, social, economic
and certainly environmental pressures. Life in every aspect
seems to be about uncertainty these days. How is this digital
interruption different what we’ve experienced over the last 40
years?
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PB: You’re waxing more political and philosophical than my
observation, which was about the fact that AEC technology
has, until recently, been largely dominated by “hero solutions,”
beginning with the early days of AutoCAD through the BIM
era. But as the industry has been more broadly digitized, we’re
now reliant on a whole range of digital tools, very few of which
are related; neither can they work together. That explosion of
applications and their data will continue, and the interregnum is
the period during which the breadth of digital data far exceeds
our ability to make complete sense of it, but it will end with
the advent of widespread machine autonomy. My proposal is
that AI will not just create autonomous functionality, but also
platforms for organizing, integrating, accessing, and reasoning
about all that information. It may be easier for an AI to figure
out that a door object in a BIM, an entry in a door schedule,
that same door on a shop drawing and again on an invoice are
related phenomena than trying to build some sort of intergalactic interoperability schema to do so.
As for “uncertainty” writ large, I’ll leave those existential questions to others, but I’ve been around long enough to have seen
this condition in the architecture profession since I started my
career. Whether it’s risk, span of control, economic uncertainty,
climate change or digital replacement, it’s always something. Yet
the profession continues to thrive, and there is a steady stream
of talented students who wish to join it. So, maybe things aren’t
so uncertain after all, and that uneasiness is a more fundamental
characteristic of our profession.
DI: You acknowledge that the advent and acceptance of
technology in architecture has been reluctant at best. We’ve
had 30 or 40 years of gestation in CAD, BIM and now the
earliest emergence of AI/ML you write about. Quoting you,

“the age-old pathologies persist.” As you assert (in addition to
your references to the Susskinds’ work), “it is highly unlikely
that AI will supplant the practice of architecture in the near
future.”
You suggest a task-based focus rather than a wholesale replacement of architects. I have a few challenges to some of the
use cases for automated tasks you list in Chapter 3.3., specifically, market conditions, costs, supply chain conditions, construction scheduling and build strategy. Having lived inside a
national construction management firm for 22 years, I know
how trade-contractor and company-specific each of these
knowledge sets are. Each is different. I’m skeptical they can
be generated by data and machines across the industry. They
are proprietary and localized. Company A has two years’
backlog. Company B needs work. Their outlooks on these
potential AI use cases are radically different. Ditto with costs;
it’s always contextual. Automated industry cost data like RS
Means is generic (read: useless). If I’m right, it doesn’t seem
to leave many potential avenues open, at least in the shortterm, for AI uses in AE firms. Convince me.
PB: For your first inquiry about the Susskinds, remember that
Daniel (the son of Richard) Susskind wrote a second book, “A
World Without Work,” where his thinking evolved from the
first book (“The Future of the Professions”). The original thesis — that professionals will be replaced by the capabilities of
the internet and AI — was succeeded by the idea that it’s not
specific jobs that will disappear, especially at the high end of
employment like architects, but rather individual tasks that will
be replaced, until eventually, broad swathes of jobs will be gone
and universal basic income will become a necessity.
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My book argues that we should guide the technology toward the
most important tasks that can augment — rather than replace —
architects, and there are plenty of interesting opportunities to do
that.

AI systems are infiltrating a lot of
business and other processes, and
those same clients may soon be asking
what we’re doing on that same front.
… The building professions need to
start thinking about, and generating
together, a strategic direction for AI/
ML technologies or we will lose our
agency in their development — and, by
implication, our own destiny.

Some of those opportunities will eventually reach your friends
the subcontractors when and if, during the interregnum, the
industry — not individual companies — can figure out a way
to compile, curate, anonymize and access a compilation of
industry-wide data. That’s what it will take to make that data
rich enough to train the AIs and interesting enough to these
companies, who don’t have enough data within their own shops
anyway. So, I agree the short-term uses are probably augmenting
current processes (much the same way your phone guesses what
you’re typing), but the longer-term possibilities are more interesting.
In any event, AI technologies are accelerating so fast that it’s
hard to know what the “short-term” is, exactly. Those same natural language AIs that currently empower your Alexa or write
weird poetry have also been trained to write semi-decent Python code. Suddenly, your subs are programmers! Where might
that lead?
DI: That’s fascinating to contemplate subcontractors who
can write code. I’m guessing some already are. Based on our
40-year backstory of slow technology growth in architecture,
why should practitioners care about AI/ML if it’s another 30
years out, to use a Tom Friedman acronym, “IBG/YBG,” or
“I’ll be gone/you’ll be gone”? Obviously, as an evangelist and
tech seer, you’re suggesting it as a strategy for the leading
adopters — those who will lead the charge in adapting.
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PB: There are two issues here. First, like most AI books, mine
was moving toward obsolescence by the time I wrote it, especially regarding the combination of natural language and
image generation. Unlike the CAD-to-BIM transition, which
in hindsight turned out — to my great disappointment — to
be just another swap of one digital tool for drawing (CAD) to
another (BIM), AI technology can learn to do stuff. It’s not a
static tool. Further, today’s clients in many industries — health
care, finance, real estate, manufacturing, marketing, even law —
are starting to use AI to augment and underpin their processes
and will ask architects and engineers to do the same. IBG/YBG
might apply for you and me, my fellow Boomer, but not for my
students or, frankly, even midcareer professionals.
DI: As longtime technology supporters, you and I understand
all too well the litany of limitations on broader, faster technology adaptation in architecture. Low profitability (versus
other industries), cultural taboos, “we don’t like numbers,” a
bias against “numeracy” as Z. Smith at EskewDumas Ripple
called it. We architects generally don’t like and aren’t good at
quantifying things or proving performance metrics. I loved
your benchmarking us to law and medicine, both of which
have long-standing central shared databases. But architecture? Nada. You outline what it will take to get us over these
humps in the book’s conclusion. Why is this so important?
What will it take to get us there?
PB: There is a difference between “not liking to quantify things”
and “not converting the value of doing so” in current delivery
and business models. Maybe a certain generation of architects
“don’t like to do it,” but that’s fading with the current, numerate,
digitally-enabled generation, and the social operating context — which is increasingly dependent on digital analysis and

validation — that’s changing, as I mentioned above. In the book,
I describe a strategy for a national AEC data trust curated by
a third party, which would allow us to compile and access our
data collectively, much like Westlaw (for the lawyers) or the
FDA’s DailyMed drug interaction database (for doctors). Further, the demands of current, relevant design that responds to
the big issues of climate change, embodied carbon or even social
justice (how a building affects the community it inhabits) are
analytical problems that can’t be solved with pencil sketches. As
the market has taught us repeatedly, if architects won’t do something that really needs to be done, someone else will certainly
step up.
DI: Let’s get practical and tactical. I’ll put you on the spot.
What should or could a midsize firm do? They’ve read your
book. They’re inspired. They’ve got a few young enough folks
with the right amount of juice, passion, political capital and
time left in their careers to begin such a strategic differentiating change. And let’s assume they are profitable enough to
have some R&D money.
What could they do to have some kind of transformation in
place by your target year of 2030? Only eight years off now, 10
from when you were writing the book. And I picked the midsize firm because it’s always toughest for them. The big firms
have resources, people, funding, history and inertia. The
boutique firms can pivot, get venture capital and stay agile
and nimble. They’ve shown themselves to be tech leaders. But
what do the folks in the middle do if they’re moved to act by
your book? The skeptics, the majority, even the laggards … or
are they simply doomed?
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PB: If I were running a midsize firm, I’d do three things: First,
make sure one of my younger, digitally savvy architects is keeping up with what’s happening in the field. Things are moving
fast. New capabilities emerge every day and the early birds must
be opportunistic about what might work with their current
design culture. Second, there are plenty of “user accessible” AI
platforms out there to play with, from prototype projects like
DALL-E Mini to mainstream infrastructure like GoogleAI or
Microsoft Azure. In between are the accessible tools like CreatML (from Apple) or RunwayML (that does image capture and
other visual things). I would make sure someone in my shop
was playing with these tools and looking for chances to deploy
them. Finally, I would listen carefully to what my clients are
doing these days to run their own enterprises. AI systems are
infiltrating a lot of business and other processes, and those same
clients may soon be asking what we’re doing on that same front.
DI: What have I not asked that you’d like to say? The book is
done, it’s out. What’s your message to generate momentum?
PB: The last chapter offers the message: The building professions
need to start thinking about, and generating together, a strategic
direction for AI/ML technologies or we will lose our agency in
their development — and, by implication, our own destiny. I
know from my time as a vendor that they much prefer coherent,
multi-customer declarations of requirements and use cases to
their own attempts to define same; it is both more efficient and
less risk for them to do so. This approach makes it more likely
that architects, engineers and builders will get what they need,
rather than what is most opportunistically profitable, in their
toolsets.
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DI: Phil, thank you for another fun, provocative conversation. You’ve earned your spot as architecture’s technology
prophet for good reason. I hope you, and the book, continue
to do well. And I hope plenty of energetic architects read it
and do something to change our collective lot in the design
and construction supply network — by using machines to
help us get smarter, better and more valuable as we do what
we love.
PB: Thanks, Michael. Always a pleasure to compare notes with
you on these sorts of issues!
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OBSERVATIONS

Let us throw all fear and anxiety overboard for the dreams that’ll
determine our destiny. Let us trample every foul desire for luxury and
treat the hard problem of inhumanity.”
- Abhijit Naskar

Imagine a world of nine billion people with clean water, nutritious food, affordable
housing, personalized education, top-tier medical care, and nonpolluting, ubiquitous
energy. Building this better world is humanity’s grandest challenge.”

When you are unselfish, you are the maker of
civilization, when selfish, you are the breaker.”

- Peter Diamandis
- Abhijit Naskar

I think we have put property ahead of people, we
have put competition ahead of cooperation, and I
don’t think the balance can ever be back in line.”
- George Carlin

We are placed here in this world to manage a project that is
equivalent to building a new universe every day. Creating
yourself is not just a full-time job, it is a staggering one.”
- Deepak Chopra

All of us will ultimately be judged on the effort we
have contributed to building a new world order.”
- Robert Kennedy

We are not creatures, we are creators.”
- Abhijit Naskar
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