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Abstract

Purpose – This study aims to uncover managerial representations of achieving competitive advantage in
architectural practices operating within the United Kingdom (UK).
Design/methodology/approach – A sequential qualitative methodology is applied, underpinned by nine
managerial interviews in five architectural practices, which are analysed using computer-assisted qualitative
data analysis software.
Findings – In all, 108 representations are identified, with highly rated concepts including reputation, client
satisfaction, fees and staff resources discussed in detail. The need for architectural practices to develop a
competitive advantage within their sector is increasingly apparent, particularly during times of market
turbulence. A total of 20 themes identified are clustered into four main groups focused on People (including
Calibre of Staff, Attract Graduates; Qualified Staff); Product (including Emphasis on design, Specialisation,
Competitive Fees): Process (including Low Overheads, Office Efficiency) and Potential (Reputation, Ability to
Undertake Large Projects, Repeat clients, Ability to expand, Parent Company, Market Understanding andNew
Offices).
Originality/value – Despite numerous studies conducted on this subject, there has been no research to date
documenting managerial representation on achieving competitive advantage in the context of architectural
practices in the UK. This paper closes this gap in knowledge by contributing to underlying research on
competitive advantage, focusing on the managerial representations within UK architectural practices.
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Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Management decision making is at the core of any business activity and is one of the most
important activities engaged by management professionals (Straub and Welke, 1998). This
premise applies regardless of the level at which the practice operates, its size and position
occupied within its respective sector. The significance of management decision making
cannot be underestimated, as it has both positive and negative connotations, which can
reverberate throughout a business (Schwarz, 2000). This process can therefore have far
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reaching implications for an organisation, impacting for example on issues such as, strategy
formulation, competitiveness, profit margins, survival and expansion, among others
(O’ Regan et al., 2005; Olszak and Ziemba, 2006). This also includes small to medium
enterprises that are also faced with difficulties (Stals et al., 2018). Kolkman et al. (2005) outline
that as part of the decision-making process, managers create mental models to simplify the
complex environment within which they operate, to aid the decision-making process.
Managerial representations or cognitions help form these mental models and they can be
influenced by several factors such as, managerial bias (Lyon et al., 2000), experience of the
decision maker (Perkins and Rao, 1990) and company environment (Trim and Lee, 2008).

The aim of this study is to formulate within the sample organisations, managerial
representations for achieving competitive advantage in relation to other architectural
practices within their market environment. Various authors have written on the subject,
paying attention to management decision making (Chau et al., 2003), cognition in relation to
competitive advantage (Fahy, 2002), strategy in widespread business and sociology journals
(Davis et al., 2000; Ray et al., 2003; Barney and Hesterly, 2008) and Corporate Social
Responsibility aspects (Othman andHafez, 2019). Furthermore, studies byOthman andHafez
(2019) and Epead and Othman (2014), provide a strategic context in architectural firms, but
from amarketing perspective. The work of Othman and Sorial (2017) focus on the integration
of disabled architects for the purposes of achieving competitive advantage in architectural
firms in Egypt. However, much of this research onmanagerial representations of competitive
advantage have focused primarily on corporate/commercial business founded on profit as the
main driving force, with no evidence ofmanagerial decisionmaking and strategy formulation
in relation to the architecture profession in the UK (Day and Nedungadi, 1994; Hoffman, 2000;
Tzokas and Saren, 2004). Where such studies are undertaken on a competitive advantage in
architectural firms, focus is on quality management (Shouman and Othman, 2014) and
innovation and sustainability (Othman, 2010), and not architects as managers within their
respective architectural practice. To bridge this gap, this study looks at architects as
managers of architectural practices, and how they think, in relation to achieving a
competitive advantage over their rivals within their market. In doing so, this study looks
beyond the managerial decision-making process and factors in other elements which
corporate managers in other sectors would not have been exposed to, nor must deal with,
which are specific to the architectural profession. These factors include the meaning of a
profession, development of the architectural profession in the United Kingdom (UK), the
profession versus business challenge, the construction market, architectural education and
architects as managers.

Initially, an extensive literature review is undertaken, to gain a detailed insight into
managerial cognitions and decisionmaking, as well as knowledge specific to the architectural
profession and the built environment. Primary data collection and analysis is undertaken
through nine in-depth semi-structured interviews with managers of five architectural
practices, varying in size and workload. Given the small sample size, this paper provides a
pilot to the development of a broader study on the subject. In doing so, this study is used as a
validation for further research in the area, developing on the qualitative method applied
herein. Using computer assisted qualitative data analysis software, 108 representations are
identified. The results are of interest to architects and built environment professionals in the
UK and further afield. This research also provides a basis on which to develop the subject of
managerial representations within architectural and other practices, to identify and
catalogue the various factors on which competitive advantage is achieved within the
sector. Prior to doing so and to provide context, it is necessary to review managerial decision
making and also competitive advantage, in addition to the associated literature.
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Managerial decision making
Decision making is inherent in, and underpins all human interactions (Hastie and Dawes,
2009). This premise is founded on the ability of individuals and their distinctive capacity to
make decisions, all of which, is an essential part of achieving goals and desired outcomes
(Hastie and Dawes, 2001). Harrison (1999) defines a decision as “a moment in an ongoing
process of evaluating alternatives for meeting an objective, at which expectations about a
particular course of action, impel the decisionmaker to select that course of action most likely
to result in attaining the objective”. Various authors have considered how decision makers
conclude and arrive at their decisions (Einhorn, 1970; Shanteau, 1988; Lavis et al., 2003).
Hastie and Dawes (2009) summaries the numerous theories on decisionmaking, by indicating
that it is based on rationality, probability, maximisation of utility, explicit or tacit
assumptions, all of which is based on rational or irrational reasoning.

Human performance in decision making has been the topic of research from several
different perspectives (Wickens, 1992; Busemeyer and Myung, 1992). It is a complex process
that involves taking information and assigning meaning to it from how it relates to other
knowledge or experience. From a psychological standpoint, it is necessary to examine
individual decisions in the context of a set of needs, preferences an individual has and values
they seek (Miner and Petocz, 2003). From a cognitive perspective, the decision-making
process must be regarded as a continuous process integrated in the interaction with the
environment (Schwenk, 1988). From a normative perspective, the analysis of individual
decisions is concerned with the logic of decision making and rationality and the invariant
choice it leads to (Kahneman and Tversky, 2000). The human decision-making process can
also be affected by cognitive or personal biases, that is, wishful thinking, framing, outcome
bias, among others (Chang et al., 2009). Cognitive biases are instances of evolved mental
behaviour (Aycan, 2002). Some are most likely adaptive, because they lead to more effective
actions or enable faster decisions. Others are due to a lack of appropriate mental mechanisms,
or from the misapplication of a mechanism that is adaptive under different circumstances.

In the context of modern business, the impact of big data cannot be overlooked, since
every business now has access to a flow of data that is becoming richer andmore voluminous.
Rather than making decision-making better, this increase in information may in fact cause
problems, because interpreting the information and using it to make decisions is far more
complex than just acquiring the information (Lebiere et al., 2016). This means that there is a
need for the development of so-called cognitive models of prediction to assist in decision-
making, especially as the decisions faced in an architecture practice are usually multi-
attribute, multi-alternative, value-based decisions (Busemeyer et al., 2019).

Architects, as designers, make numerous work-related decisions on a daily basis. The
process of designing a building, public space, lighting, human interactions and so on,
involves many decisions to be taken on many levels. Cuff (1991) outlines, on a very simple
level, a typical design process involving three main stages; initial concept stage, design
development and working drawing or implementation phase. As every project is unique, and
architecture highly contingent (Till, 2008) these three basic stages vary from project to
project.

Logical decision making is an important part of all science-based professions, where
specialists apply their knowledge in a given area, to making informed decisions (Rao, 2008;
Verma, 2009). Professional decision making is often seen as being the skilful application of
technical knowledge within ethical limitations (Bruen et al., 2013). Different professions
refer to decision making differently, that is, architecture may refer to decision making as
design (Simon, 1977) and business professions may refer to it as strategy formulation
(Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004). Architects face a somewhat unique challenge in relation to the
decision-making process within their everyday work. Architecture as a profession, is
struggling to maintain its status as a profession and is being challenged by other
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professions, emerging professions, new procurement techniques andwith the advancement
of Building Information Modelling (Dorta et al., 2008; Brown et al., 2010; Dare-Abel et al.,
2015). This is also compounded by the ever-running debate on whether the profession is a
scientific or creative/artistic based profession, or both (Myerson, 1998; Dorta et al., 2008;
Doucet and Janssens, 2010; Goulding and Rahimian, 2015). Architecture is considered by
many as a scientific profession, whereas others consider it a creative or artistic profession
(Anthony, 2002). This can be down to the lack of a concrete agreed body of knowledge
underpinning the profession, which many other professions possess, such as medicine,
dentistry, law and so on, and which their decisions are based (Anthony, 2002; McNeill,
2006). The subjective nature of an architect’s work, the creative mind-set of many of its
members, lack of specialised knowledge, as well as the many external factors, such as
financial, social, economic, all have an influence on the decision-making process of an
architect (Volker, 2010; Ker�sulien _e and Turskis, 2011).

Competitive advantage
As Porter (1985) argues, competitive advantage is at the heart of a practice’s performance in
competitive markets and architectural practices are no different. Competitive advantage is
essential to all forms of business to ensure long-term survival and prosperity (Schuler and
MacMillan, 1984). Porter (1980) postulates that competitive strategy is at the core of overall
business strategy and that sustaining a competitive advantage should be central to an
organisation’s competitive strategy.

Differing interpretations and definitions exist for the term in recent literature, much of
which focuses on business strategy. Hunt (2000) states that modern business strategy
maintains that the strategic imperative of a practice is superior financial performance and
that this goal can be achieved through a sustainable competitive advantage in the
marketplace. Barney (1991) argues that ‘a practice is said to have a competitive advantage
when it is implementing a value creating strategy not simultaneously being implemented by
current or potential competitors.

Central to a practice achieving a strategic competitive advantage are its competencies.
The resource-based view proposes that a practice’s internal process creates a “resource
bundle” which can become the means of attaining and sustaining a competitive advantage
(Bates and Flynn, 1995). Barney (1991) states that a practice’s “resource bundle” related to all
assets, capabilities, organisational process, information knowledge, among others, that are
controlled by the practice and enable it to create and pursue effective strategies and
competitive advantages. These resources included physical capital resources (physical
technology, plant and equipment, geographic locations, access to raw materials), human
capital resources (training, experience, knowledge, judgement, intelligence, relationships,
among others) and organisational capital resources (formal systems and structures as well as
informal relationships among groups). Ibrahim et al. (2007) also notes that technology
advancements can also provide a competitive advantage to respective practices, while the
need to consider smart city and information communication technologies is also worthy for
consideration (Riganti, 2017). As architecture is a knowledge-based profession human capital
resources, that is, intangible resources, play a large part of a practice’s achieving a
competitive advantage and effectively executing strategy. Human Resources within a
practice should be seen as central to the resource-based theory of competitive advantage. The
people working within the practice must have the competencies to address and overcome
challenges and take advantage of opportunities presented to them (Davis, 2017). Retention
and development of the best employees with the most extensive and applicable experience,
knowledge and networks allows competitive advantage to be developed and appropriately
leveraged by the practice.
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Research design
The purpose of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of managerial representations of
competitive advantage, in relation to UK architects as managers of their practices. To do so,
architects’ perspectives in this area are probed. Prior to, and to complement this process, an
extensive literature review is undertaken, to affirm the gap in knowledge, while also
developing the researcher’s knowledge of the subject. Next, the method of data collection and
analysis is outlined. Quantitative research involves scientific research that is usually
concerned with numbers, mathematical models and statistics, which is often used to test a
theory or hypotheses with measurement central to its approach of data collection (Black,
1999). Qualitative research is more subjective in nature and aims to provide a more in-depth
understanding of the subject matter, that is, the why and how of a decision, as opposed to just
the what, where and when (Flick, 2009). It is non-directional, and any questions posed should
be open-ended, rather than “yes or no” (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2006), to elicit the necessary
information.

Based on this, a qualitative research approach is adopted, as the objective is to reproduce a
comprehensive overview, based on the viewpoints of those who manage architectural
practices; an approach advocated by Bruscaglioni et al. (2015) and Llor�ens-Montes et al.
(2004), among others. With this subject being unexplored within the context of UK
architectural professionals, an exploitative qualitative research approach is applied, as this is
deemed to be the most appropriate, where there is a lack of existing literature (Chew and
Osborne, 2009). Existing contextual research from the business andmanufacturing sectors is
considered, reviewed and interpreted. Qualitative research is also applied where there is a
comprehensive analysis of a small sample size, as in this case. To complement this approach
and supporting methodology, an in-depth interview process is applied, as it is appropriate in
obtaining detailed information from architects as experienced decision makers within their
respective architectural practice. The identification and selection of practices to act as case
studies is of critical importance. A sequential, two-tiered approach is adopted, similar to that
applied by both Spillane and Oyedele (2013) and Murphy et al. (2014), where criterion
sampling is first employed in the identification of potential case studies. The criteria
employed includes the following: An architectural practice operating within the UK (as the
study relates to architectural practices whiten the UK); organisation structure encompassing
clear hierarchy with management positions clearly defined (to aids in the identification and
discussion of managerial hierarchies which drive strategic decision making within the
respective architectural practices); operating with three or more staff (to ensure that there is
an element of internal management within the organisation); the architectural practice can be
categorised based on organisational size (to aid in discussions on organisation structure, be it
matrix, divisional, linear, functional, etc.) and finally, willing to participate in the research
proposed. To provide context, the Architects Council of Europe (2019) reports that, at the time
of writing, there are 7,515 architectural practices operating in the UK, of which 4,407 are sole
practitioners, 981 have just two staff and the remainder, of which are included the target of
this study, 2,127 firms employ three or more. Initially, eight practices are identified from this
above population of 2,127 firms, but random sampling is applied to shortlist five, to remove
researcher bias, given that all participants are known. Given that just a small percentage of
the overall architectural practices which operate within the UK, contribute to this study, the
experimental nature of this paper must be noted and acknowledged. However, to gain a
varied response, a variety of types of architectural practices are identified and included in the
study, as follows.

The first architectural practice, has been established for over 40 years and employs 40
staff members, working on projects spanning healthcare, education, leisure, residential,
commercial, ecclesiastical, conservation and arts/theatre sectors. In total, three
architectural managers are interviewed in this practice: all three being partners with 12,
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14 and 16 years’ experience respectively. Each of the respective interviewees manage their
associated sector in which the architectural practice operates, be it public and private
(residential, industrial, commercial) sectors. The second architectural practice, employing
12 personnel, is established for three years and works predominately within residential,
interior design and small commercial projects, with two management staff participating in
the research. Both participants in this instance have overarching managerial responsibility
for the architectural practice and engage in both the day-to-day operation but also, long-
term decisions within the practice. The third organisation is a large practice which employs
270 people across seven offices. They are established for ten years, working across
numerous sectors. Two participants are interviewed, both of whom are senior staff
members and are responsible for the management of two separate offices within the firm.
The fourth case study is with a practice established for just two years, a solo practitioner
who set up his own business and works alone, primarily on residential and small
commercial projects. The fifth and final case study architectural practice was established
fifteen years ago and employs 18 staff members, operating across healthcare, education,
leisure, residential, commercial, ecclesiastical andmaster planning sectors. One interviewee
participates in this instance, who is the office manager, responsible for both the daily and
long-term decision-making for the firm. In the context of the number of years in which the
respective participant architectural practices are in operation, it is the intention of the
researchers to obtain a wide and varied range, to provide sufficient scope for considering
both new and well-established architectural practices in the study. Although some
architectural practices are relatively new, those who participate in the interviews, have
extensive experience and in the case of the practice established two years previously, they
have managed and operated other architectural practices, prior to establishing the target
organisation. Given the ethical considerations that are taken into account in this study,
participants agree to contribute under the agreement that identifying characteristics such
as geographical location, etc. would not be documented, to assure anonymity while also
maintaining confidentiality of both the participants and their respective architectural
practice.

As the interviews conducted are semi-structured in nature, no direct questioning is
undertaken. Topics and associated questions are presented around the various themes
identified in the literature. The interviews are undertaken over a three-month period, from
May to July. Each interviewee is questioned individually, on site within their respective
organisation, with shorthand annotations taken at the time of the interview.Wheremore than
one interviewee is undertaken per case study (case study 1, 2 and 3), the resulting cognitive
mindmaps are combined and analysed collectively; thus, portraying the results regarding the
architectural practice surveyed. Finally, all five cognitive mind maps are combined, to
produce one large cohesive output, depicting managerial representations of achieving
competitive advantage in architectural practices within the UK. In doing so, this provides the
opportunity, not to generalise the findings across various firms and their associated diverse
structures, but to gain a holistic insight into the plethora of factors that emerge, regardless of
the size, complexity and/or the sectors in which the respective organisations work. This,
therefore, provides the reader with a viewpoint of managerial representations of achieving a
competitive advantage in architectural practices, regardless of organisational size,
complexity, sectors operated, among other factors.

Qualitative analysis
For this study, cognitive mind mapping analysis is undertaken on both the maps for each
case study and also the overall combined mind map produced. In facilitating this, Banxia’s™
Decision Explorer™ is selected as the software of choice, due to its ability to graphically
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portray an extensive amount of textual information, in a concise manner, while also
facilitating various qualitative analysis techniques. To extract the core data, domain and
central analysis is employed. This approach is undertaken to aid in identifying the most
important concepts for further scrutiny. Domain analysis is used to identify those concepts
that have numerous links indicating that the concepts have been discussed extensively
throughout the interview (Banxia™, 2002). Central analysis is used to identify the importance
of each concept in relation to the wider group of concepts (Banxia™, 2002). Both methods are
undertaken for each architectural practice and for the overall map that encompasses all
practices. On completion, a list of concepts common to both the central and domain analyses
is compiled for each architectural practice interviewed and for the overall composite cognitive
map. Subsequently, a comprehensive list of factors is formed, which represents the most
widespread concepts identified.

The overall composite map, covering all the architectural practices interviewed, is
subjected to further analysis in the form of a “Hieset” (hierarchical) domain and central
analysis, as per the individual practice maps. The Hieset analysis investigates all the root
concepts in a set specified, and traces all the explanations of each concept until either a tail or
another concept in the Set is reached (Banxia™, 2002). The most important concepts
identified by the “Domain” and “Central” analysis are investigated through four “Hieset”
maps. Figure 1 graphically illustrates themethods employed in the context of each of the case
studies outlined.

Case study comparison
Through Hieset analysis, it is possible to consolidate all the highly ranked concepts for each
architectural practice, to compare the most important factors that the practices feel help them
achieve a competitive advantage. Table 1 documents these concepts and the associated
architectural practices that relate to these factors.

Figure 1.
Methods employed in

the research
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Competency Case study 1 Case study 2 Case study 3 Case study 4 Case study 5

Calibre of staff High calibre of
staff

Experience of
partners

Overall quality
of staff

Experience
gained in
previous practice

Overall
quality of
staff is high

Reputation Practice
reputation

Good/growing
reputation

Reputation of
overall
practice

Good reputation
in local market

Excellent
reputation in
Northern
Ireland

Undertake
large projects

Ability to
undertake large
projects

Ability to
undertake
large projects

(Inter)National
awards

Numerous
national and
international
awards

Good win rate Good
competitionwin
rate

Diverse
workload

Diverse
workload

Client
satisfaction

Very high client
satisfaction rate

Client
satisfaction,
service and
referrals

Continuous client
satisfaction

Client
satisfaction
high

Attract
graduates

Ability to
attract top
graduates

Qualified staff Highly
qualified staff

Competitive
fees

Competitive
fees

Ability to be
competitive on
fees

Repeat clients Repeat clients Repeat clients
Low overheads Low

overheads
Ability to
expand

Ability to
expand

Parent
company

Benefits of
parent
company
experience and
resources

Emphasis on
design

Emphasis on
design in all
work

Office
efficiency

Office efficiency

Market
understanding

Understanding of
local market

Specialisation Specialisation on
domestic design

New offices Opening of
new offices

Ambition to
expand

Ambition of
practice to
expand

Table 1.
Comparison of means
of achieving
competitive advantage
between case studies
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Discussion
The list of 108 concepts are documented in Appendix to the paper according to the results of
which, using Hieset analysis, 20 themes emerge (Table 1) and are discussed as follows.

High Calibre of staff
The importance of the overall quality of staff reverberates throughout each of the interviews.
This includes the ability to attract top staff and graduates, continuous training of staff,
experience of staff, staff commitment, creativity, technological expertise of staff, etc.
Depending on the type of practice, the staff can help a practice obtain a distinct competence
and hence a competitive advantage in a particular area. For example, experienced staff may
contribute to a reputation of reliability and consistency of projects for the practice (Sarbeng,
2014), which may attract a specific client base. Highly creative staff may contribute to a
reputation of a creative practice, with strong ideas which benefit the client. Technically
strong staff may contribute to a practice’s reputation of reliable delivery of projects. Ideally,
every practice would have aspects of all three competencies (Winch and Schneider, 1993), but
many practices recognise that they are particularly strong in one area and concentrate on that
particular competence, as a means of achieving a competitive advantage. Practices may
change from one type of main competence naturally as the practice grows and ages, for
example, creative to more experience based. Regardless of what competency an architectural
practice claims to possess, it can be sourced back to the practice’s staff in some form, as it is
from the quality and ability of the staff that contribute and ultimately form these
competencies and enable the practice to achieve a competitive advantage. This premise
reverberates throughout each of the interviewees and associated practices that participated
in this study; further emphasising the importance of high-calibre staff to gaining and
maintaining a competitive advantage. Khalil et al. (2017) echoes this sentiment, arguing the
importance of talent management being a fundamental aspect. It should be noted that the
quality of the staff be judged not only on their technical ability, something that scientific and
technical companies can focus in on to the exclusion of other skills, especially the so-called
“soft” skills. There need to be people in the practice who are highly skilled in the formation
and maintenance of relationships, of being able to communicate and coordinate across the
range of personnel involved in projects and to do “business” tasks such as accounts and
running the social media aspect of the practice. The skills matrix required to run a successful
practice must be understood and resourced so that the skillset to facilitate competitive
advantage is not only available but continuously developed, kept relevant and promoted to
the market segments in which the practice is active.

Reputation
All five practices recognise reputation as a means of gaining a competitive advantage. The
importance of reputation to an architectural practice cannot be over emphasised, as it cannot
be bought and can take many years to build (Sussangkarn and Vichyanond, 2005). It can be
very difficult to measure this intangible asset, but its effects on a company’s performance can
be significant (Eberl and Schwaiger, 2005). The reputation of a professional service business,
in this context, an architectural practice, is built on factors such as quality of service,
reliability, professional conduct/ethics, practice ethos, honesty and value formoney. Practices
2 and 4 are at a relatively early stage of their development and have recognised the need to
establish a good reputation as amajor priority in their early years. They perceive that this can
be done by starting out on smaller projects and gradually moving onto larger work as their
name and reputation grows. Practice 2 undertakes the approach of rejecting unsuitable work
that would compromise their principles andwould be to the detriment of what theywant their
practice’s reputation to be. This is an indication of howhigh the practice rank the premise that
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a good reputation is fundamental to their future success and the lengths they are willing to go
to achieve it. Practices 1, 3 and 5 all recognise that they have an established reputation and try
to exploit its potential to maximise the potential benefit derived. This established reputation
enables the practices to be invited to selected competitions and competitive interviews;
factorswhich formmuch of the practice’swork, particularly in the case of Practice 1. This also
benefits Practices 1 and 3 when tendering for large projects or government frameworks. The
reputation also attracts top construction practices when they are looking for design
consultants to partner with for design and build projects. Practices 1 and 3 have established
strong reputations in a number of different sectors and this has contributed to both practice’s
growth in the recent years. The importance of reputation was given even greater importance
when considering the recovery from the last economic recession, where many new practices
emerged. Although newly developed practices can be very competitive on fees, they lack the
reputation of established practices and find this a considerable weakness in gaining
commission for projects. Reputation is very hard to imitate, unlike pricing or fee structures
which can be imitated by a keystroke on a spreadsheet.

The ability to leverage reputation can also be linked directly to the network of the
individuals in the practice. If the practice has staff that bring with them a large network of
clients, this is of significant value to a firm when considering competitive advantage. If there
is access to a highly experienced network of other professional services firms then this can
also add to competitive advantage as such a networkmaywell be a validation of the standard
of work delivered by the practice, as well as giving them access to the high value clients of
other professional firms that work together to deliver value for the client. The social network
of senior management can also have an effect on how they “see” decisions as they are
influenced by the social network, and this can in turn affect the entrepreneurial decision
making that can impact on the overall competitive strategy of the practice (Fernandez-Perez
et al., 2016).

Ability to undertake large projects
Practices 1 and 3 state the experience and ability to undertake large projects as a means of
obtaining competitive advantage over many of their competitors. This affirms the premise
that there are only a limited number of practices who have the resources to undertake work
over a certain size; an idea reiterated by Cheung et al. (2002). In this respect, practices 1 and 3
have access to a lucrative market with limited competition from local practices. These
projects include large-scale government projects such as prisons, school public-private
packages, healthcare, transport and government frameworks work, as well as large-scale
private developments. However, it is noted that in the current economic climate, more
competition is coming from offices outside of the UK. Practice 1 has, on a number of occasions,
created joint ventures with large practices external to the UK, to tender for substantial work;
an approach which has proven successful. The practices’ local knowledge, expertise and
reputation, coupled with the additional resources of the partner practices, have opened up
new markets for the practice. The ability to undertake large projects is also linked with the
formal quality management and resources of the practice, that is, quality accreditations,
financial stability, sufficient turnover, as well as the staff resources with the relevant
experience.

To ensure that competitive advantage is maintained there is a need to ensure that the
capabilities within the practice (technical competencies, i.e. what the practice can do well) are
alignedwith the capacity of the practice (howmuch ofwork can they handle). The easiest way
to increase capacity (and perhaps capability) is to form strategic alliances, whether for
specific project types or specific client types, and so be able to tender for projects that would
otherwise be beyond the practice’s reach.
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Numerous national/international awards and good competition win-rate
Practice 1 states that gaining recognition through awards results in a competitive advantage
over their rivals. Mayo (1996) suggests that winning awards gives a practice a distinct
competence or competitive advantage; thus, enhancing a practice’s reputation. A track record
of award achievement and good competition win rate suggests that a practice is design led
with a high level of creativity. This would also tie in with Practice 3’s “emphasis on design in
all work”, as a means of obtaining a competitive advantage. Receipt of awards, particularly
fromprofessional bodies such as the RIBA, RSUA, RIAI andRICS, can be seen as professional
acclaim from an architectural practice’s peers. This is often the main motivation to practice,
and it often has a positive result for the practice as a business. While this may not be of
fundamental importance to some clients, it may make a difference in gaining access to clients
who wish to commission a prestigious building and rely on reputation and professional
acclaim in their selection process. It may also benefit practices being shortlisted for
competitions. As a result, a practice’s creativity, and external recognition for this, can be seen
as a distinct competence in obtaining a competitive advantage and differentiating it from
other practices.

Diverse workload; Specialisation in Domestic Design (Niche Markets); Ambition/Ability of
Practice to Expand/Open New Offices; Local Knowledge
A diverse workload is highly rated by Practice 1, in gaining a competitive advantage over its
rivals, while Practice 3 cites that it is a factor. Practice 4 considered its specialisation on
domestic design, a niche market, as a competency that enables it to achieve a competitive
advantage. Although directedmore atmanufacturing industries, Michael Porter, in his model
of generic strategies (Porter, 1980, 1985), argues that practices can operate in two different
dimensions. Porter concludes that, firstly, one can gain a competitive advantage by
competing as “cost leaders” (the easiest competitive advantage to copy as mentioned above)
or manage to “differentiate” their product from their competitors and secondly gain a
competitive advantage through “competitive scope” by competing across a full range of
products (sectors in architectural practice’s cases) or alternatively focus on a narrow niche (as
a specialist practice). Porter (1980, 1985) argues that practices that fail to choose, are likely to
perform poorly, due to being in a point of transition or indeterminate state. Practices 1 and 3
operate over a diverse range of sectors including ecclesiastical, health, transport, education,
leisure, arts and historic. Both practices, due to their size, have the ability to have dedicated
teams of architects that specialise in each particular area, and as such, can be seen to have
identified a number of niche markets and directed the development of their respective
practices to capitalise in these areas. Therefore, each of these markets offer the practices an
area inwhich they have developed a strong competence and reputation, subsequently leading
to obtaining a competitive advantage. Practice 5 identifies an ambition to open new offices as
a means of achieving a competitive advantage. This is a clear indication that the practice
wishes to grow, as part of its overall strategy and has the energy, initiative and ambition to do
so. This drive and ambition is perceived as an integral element of the overall strategy inwhich
they ultimately want to gain a competitive advantage over their rivals. This is a common trait
in many newly founded or relatively young architectural practices, who work for reduced
fees, enter numerous competitions or gain other sources of income, as indicated by Practice 2.

High client satisfaction rate; strong project delivery; repeat clients; client referrals
Practice 1, 2, 4 and 5 all rate high client satisfaction as a means of achieving a competitive
advantage. Achieving a high rate of client satisfaction is essential for a practice if it is to
prosper and it is generally achieved through the delivery of a quality service. The provision of
architectural services is somewhat unique, as the client interacts with the architect during the
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provision of the service and as such the market transaction is relational rather than junctural
(Winch and Schneider, 1993). The client appoints an architect to provide a creative and
innovative solution to satisfy their requirements and meet their aspirations. Client
satisfaction is subjective (Auchterlounie, 2009), and can lead to client loyalty, repeat
business, client referrals and enhancement of the practice’s reputation (Smyth and Kioussi,
2011). This is essential in any form of business, as it offers the practices further business
opportunities. In some cases, particularly smaller practices, such as Practice 4, it canmake up
the majority of a practice’s workload and therefore is crucial to their success. The level of
repeat clients and referrals is a good indicator of a practice’s reputation and success. It is also
a good indicator of the ability of the practice staff to develop and maintain excellent
relationships with clients to become a preferred provider /partner thereby eliminating some
of the market pressure when tendering for new jobs. Once again, the quality of such
relationships is heavily dependent upon the quality, ability and capacity of the staff and their
ability to build trust through the delivery of projects that satisfy their clients.

Competitive fees, low overheads, office efficiency
Practices 2 and 4 state that competitive fees are a main source of achieving a competitive
advantage and Practices 1, 3 and 5 also reference this aspect, but to a lesser extent. Since the
abolition of mandatory fee scales by the Monopolies and Mergers Commission and Office of
Fair Trade in the 1980s, the need to think competitively for architects has grown immensely.
Very few projects are now procured without some form of fee tendering or negotiation. Public
projects in particular, must be tendered, in order to ensure “value formoney”. Prior to this, the
mandatory fee scales enabled all architects to undertake work with no competition on fees;
practices were selected purely on their reputation and quality of their work. It is therefore
imperative that the practice fully understands the value drivers for the client and shows how
they can meet them. This is especially valuable if they can uncover value drivers that the
client had not previously thought of – especially in the non-commercial sector where clients
are perhaps naive.

In the previous economic recessionary market in the period 2007–2010, rivalry and
competition between architectural practices was intense, and has not abated since. In this
context, the ability to offer clients a service at a lower price is an obvious means of an
architectural practice gaining an advantage over its rivals, but it is the least sustainable and
easiest copied strategy. Interestingly, Practices 2 and 4 highlight this aspect when attracting
clients and establishing a reputation and client base, in order to enable company growth. The
ability of any practice to be competitive on fees also depends on issues such as keeping office
overheads low and efficient management of the design process and office. There is a need for
the practice management to keep a close eye on the mundane activities such as costs
including software licences (particularly yearly subscription services), office rental etc. to
ensure that they are managed properly and the maximum return on investment is achieved
for the money spent running the practice.

Furthermore, the high influx of new entrants into themarket has intensified competition; a
factor exacerbated by economic trends and the ease of access with regard to practices outside
of the UK tendering for work. The previous recession had increased the bargaining power of
clients who were aware of the amount of competition for limited work, thereby setting a low-
cost expectation that may now be no longer tenable as the quantity of work is increasing and
Practices can be slightly more selective regarding the jobs that they tender for. These factors
have contributed to the requirement to achieve fee competitiveness being considered ameans
of obtaining potential, through perhaps short lived, competitive advantage over market
competition.
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Benefits of parent company experience and resources
Practice 3 outlines their parent company experience and available resources as a means of
obtaining a competitive advantage over its competitors. This would appear to give the
practice a clear advantage over its competitors, as the parent company has an established
reputation and many resources at their disposal. These resources include different types of
expertise in a variety of sectors in conjunctionwith a large quantity of staff. This is of value to
Practice 3 in their establishment in other offices, both in Northern Ireland, but also in the
Middle East.

Modern forms of communication and coordination allowmembers of any divisional office
to work on a project from their own base; thus, further facilitating the development and
subsidiary branches. As knowledge is key to any successful profession, it is also key to
individual architectural practices. Practice 3 facilitates and encourages employees to
undertake research into a particular building types or design developed within their parent
company, using the array of resources available, to develop their knowledge further. It is a
strong belief of Practice 3 that all areas are thoroughly researched, and the shared knowledge
enables the designer to be informed through access to additional knowledge and experience
that is held within the main office Also, Practice 3 benefits from other aspects of having
access to the “mothership” or head practice, such as marketing, publications, quality
accreditations and financial stability. With respect to the development of skills within a
Practice the presence of a larger “mother-ship” practice could provide staff in the satellite
practice with the opportunity to access mentors to help develop their skills. Furthermore,
access to business intelligence, knowledge sharing and organizational innovation is
enhanced when working as part of a network of practice offices under the same umbrella
group of practices (Eidizadeh et al., 2017). Financial stability is of particular importance when
tendering for larger projects, particularly government work. Many architectural practices
must pass pre-qualification requirements, such as financial stability, minimum turnover,
quality assurances, sufficient staff resources, relevant experience, among others, before being
considered. These resources enable the practice to gain access to this large-scale work, where
there will be limited competitors in a position to challenge them for it; thus, increasing their
chance of obtaining commissions.

Conclusion
The built environment is in a state of constant evolution and transition: the profession of
architecture is no different. To counteract the potential for risk and damage that such
transition may bring, and maximise the opportunity brought by such transition, it is
necessary for architectural practices to achieve a competitive advantage over their peers
through managerial representations that facilitate better decision-making in such a dynamic
market. It is therefore useful to identify and document the plethora of potential factors that
can give a practice an advantageous position over one’s peers. The aim of this study is to
determine the representation of architects as managers of architectural practice in relation to
obtaining a competitive advantage in the UK. To meet this aim, information is obtained from
the literature in conjunction with nine interviews across five different architectural practices.
Semi-structured interviews are carried out, resulting in 108managerial representation factors
emerging in relation to achieving a competitive advantage. Through qualitative analysis and
cognitive mind-mapping in the form of Hieset analysis, these managerial representations are
consolidated into 20 themes; Calibre of Staff; Reputation; Undertake Large Projects; (Inter)
National Awards; GoodWin Rate; Diverse Workload; Client Satisfaction; Attract Graduates;
Qualified Staff; Competitive Fees; Repeat Clients; Low Overheads; Ability to Expand; Parent
Company; Emphasis on Design; Office Efficiency; Market Understanding; Specialisation;
New Offices.
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The 20 themes identified are clustered into four main groups focused on People (including
Calibre of Staff, Attract Graduates; Qualified Staff); Product (including Emphasis on design,
Specialisation, Competitive Fees): Process (including Low Overheads, Office Efficiency) and
Potential (Reputation, Ability to Undertake Large Projects, Repeat clients, Ability to expand,
Parent Company, Market Understanding and New Offices). Each cluster should be a specific
part of the practices’ strategic planning and could be used to assess the ability to grow the
practice in a strategic sense.

To remain competitive in the long term, architects as managers of architectural practices
operating in a very competitive sector, run the risk of sharing the same representation of
competitive advantage as their market counterparts, in that similar sized practices or
practices at similar stages of their development, may share the same representation on how to
move forward and develop their respective organisations. Both Practices 2 and 4 are at a
relatively early stage of development and share similar representations on how they would
develop their practice as part of an overall strategy. Practices 1 and 3 are established, with
strong reputations and a similar approach, covering a wide range of sectors as part of their
strategy, forming joint ventures where necessary, to undertake greater work. This would
suggest that architectural practices, regardless of their stage of development, acknowledge
and apply a logical strategy on how to progress and grow.

However, a note of caution. The research indicates that successful architectural practices
must be dynamic organisations, capable of rapidly responding to an ever-changing
competitive industry, to maintain a competitive advantage over their rivals. As part of this,
the Practice must have a clear vision in terms of what it sees as “being successful” as this will
have a major impact on how the practice will develop, what it values, the type of work that it
will want to tender for, clients and partner organisations it wishes to work with and projects
that it wishes to be involved in. The decision making within the Practice will be impacted by
the vision of what success looks like. The majority of those interviewed demonstrate that
architects possess some level of business acumen, despite the majority not formally receiving
a business or management education, often entering the profession due to the creative
opportunities that it presents. Subsequently, it is suggested that architectural professionals,
working within a management context, should consider these findings, particularly in the
recognition of skills or attitudinal gaps that would inform the development of their respective
practices, in pursuit of achieving sustainable competitive advantage over their peers.

Finally, in this age of Big Data, the ability to source, coupled with the capability to
interpret, filter and apply the relevant information to facilitate better decisions – especially in
a practice that is consistently faced with multi-attribute, multi-alternative, value-based
decisions, is a critical strategic resource for any practice that wishes to remain competitive in
today’s market.

In a wider context, generalizability may not be possible, due to the small sample size and
the focus of the target audience being the UK. As a result, this paper provides an introduction
and pilot to the development of a broader study on the subject. This provides an apt
opportunity to therefore identify further research in the area. By broadening the scope of the
study, using a mixed methods approach, while also including other geographical regions,
such as North America, Asia, etc., there is an opportunity to identify and thus, provide a
generalisability to the overall findings. Subsequent to this, a broader study would aid in the
replicability of the findings across the built environment, but potentially, within other sectors.
Although the paper is focused on managerial representation within architectural practices,
further research may also include other practices within the built environment, such as civil
engineering, structural engineering and MEP organisations, among others.

In the context of the implications for practice, given that the study is focused on UK-based
architectural firms, the findings should be considered, particularly those who are both
managers and architects of their respective firms within the UK. Furthermore, where such
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individuals and/or architectural practices strive to identify and exploit a sustainable
competitive advantage in this sector, studies such as this, provide an excellent insight into the
various points to consider. This process can therefore have far-reaching implications for an
organisation, impacting for example on issues such as, strategy formulation,
competitiveness, profit margins, survival and expansion, among others. Going forward,
there are several recommendations. Although this paper provides a starting point, further in-
depth research is suggested in strategy formation, competitive advantage and decision
making in relation to the architectural profession, as opposed to those sectors focusing on
industrial and commercial contexts. It is also suggested that additional research be
conducted, investigating the experience and benefits of architectural professionals operating
within upper management, obtaining supplementary qualifications, from a business and
finance perspective.
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Appendix

List of 108 concepts identified from the interviews

(1) Competitive on fees.

(2) Good local staff resources.

(3) Growing staff base.

(4) Overall quality of staff.

(5) Efficient management of office(s).

(6) Keep offices costs as low as possible.

(7) Pass savings on to client.

(8) Personal service for clients.

(9) High client satisfaction rate.

(10) Client referrals.

(11) Repeat clients.

(12) Strong project delivery record.

(13) Participation in local community.

(14) Excellent local reputation.

(15) Contacts in local industry.

(16) Knowledge of local market.

(17) Positioning in the local market.

(18) Many local projects completed.

(19) Very successful in one-off contemporary house market.

(20) Ambition of practice to expand.

(21) Various offices throughout UK.

(22) Ability to supplement different office within firm.
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(23) Small office.

(24) Use of modern I.T. to achieve efficiency.

(25) Lot of client involvement during design stage.

(26) Emphasis on client satisfaction.

(27) Office efficiency.

(28) Ability to be competitive on fees.

(29) Clear design process.

(30) Control of office overheads.

(31) Very low office overheads.

(32) Client savings through design.

(33) Strong growing client base.

(34) Exceeding client expectations.

(35) Specialisation on domestic design.

(36) Identification of niche market.

(37) Understanding of local market.

(38) Clearly establish development strategy.

(39) Publication in local journals and magazines.

(40) Strong links with professional organisations; i.e. RIBA, RIAI, RSUA.

(41) Efficient management of projects on site.

(42) Experienced gained in previous practice.

(43) Innovative design.

(44) Environmentally friendly design.

(45) Additional staff only as required.

(46) Design awards.

(47) High design quality of staff.

(48) Staff commitment.

(49) Continuous training of staff.

(50) Investment in staff development.

(51) National and international awards.

(52) Large staff resources.

(53) Ample in-house knowledge in overall company.

(54) Ability to attract top staff.

(55) Large geographical catchment area.

(56) Numerous office in different countries.

(57) Resources of large company.

(58) Growth strategy of overall (parent) company.

(59) Ambition of overall (parent) company.

ARCH
17,2

240



(60) One of largest companies in local market.

(61) Excellent overall (parent) company marketing strategy.

(62) Ability to attract top firms for partnerships/JVs when required.

(63) Company emphasis on design.

(64) Ability to undertake any scale of project.

(65) Excellent established national and international reputation.

(66) Quality and diversity of client service.

(67) Diverse client base.

(68) Financially stable.

(69) Capability to work at risk to obtain projects.

(70) Ability to absorb large tender costs.

(71) Control of fees.

(72) In-house printing facilities.

(73) Proven track record in modern procurement routes i.e. PFI/PPP/NEC.

(74) Strong PM expertise.

(75) Professionalism of staff.

(76) Specialised knowledge of staff in a number of areas i.e. conservation, energy efficiency, CDM.

(77) Knowledge sharing between staff.

(78) Pursue larger projects than many competitors.

(79) Creative staff.

(80) Benefit of parent company expertise and resources.

(81) Ability to delegate work to other offices within overall company.

(82) Expertise and experience in a number of sectors.

(83) Projects delivered on budget and time.

(84) Excellent contract administration.

(85) Ample work obtained through competitions.

(86) Attract top graduates.

(87) Specialised knowledge in number of sectors.

(88) Not dependent on one sector.

(89) Ability to get on government framework agreements.

(90) Quality accreditation i.e. ISO9001, ISO14001.

(91) Record of successful JVs with other firms on large-scale projects.

(92) Ability to work abroad.

(93) Partner involvement in all projects.

(94) Practice ethos.

(95) Good relationship with local contractors for design and build.

(96) Technically strong staff.
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(97) High competition win record.

(98) Good administration and office management staff (backup staff).

(99) Willingness to undertake small projects.

(100) Invites to shortlist competitions and competitive interviews.

(101) Ability to supplement income with teaching.

(102) Willingness to turndown work that compromises practices principles/ethos.

(103) Practice based business.

(104) Newly established and ambitious.

(105) Risk acceptance.

(106) Geographical location.

(107) Personal service.

(108) Positioning of practice in market.
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