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For Jimmy Bharney; stoic to the end...
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Learning to Practice : Practicing to Learn

_ There is clearly a lack of consensus regarding the terminology used to describe the
Abstract exploitation of knowledge in an organisational context. The theory of knowledge exploitation is
bound up in various concepts, the most familiar being Organisational Learning, Knowledge Management and the

Learning Organisation. This report is an enquiry into the applicability of these concepts to the design led architectural
practice.

Implicit within this study is a suggestion that the firm can be successfully (re)-designed. Chelsea Football Club
provides a good example of a successfully redesigned ‘organisation’. Their success is attributable to a combination of
management (knowledge), talent (expertise) and investment (organisation). The results over one season have been
impressive. This begs the question, is it possible to apply management theory to an architectural firm and achieve
similar results?

The idea that a firm can achieve a competitive advantage by implementing a strategy based on the concept of the
learning organisation is appealing, but is it realistic? The weakness of the proposition is an assumption that the
concepts in question are good in principle and appropriate in practice. If the principles of the learning organisation
can be successfully applied to an existing firm, then in theory it should be possible to design a new firm and achieve
similar results.

Words Count: 10,860
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Is it inevitable that the ‘exit’ of the principal, or

The Future of the Firm

figurehead, from the design led architectural

practice will signify the end of the firm? The comparatively small number of design
led firms that survive into the second generation and enjoy the same status implies
that the death of the architectural firm is predictable. While this may sound

sensational there is some anecdotal evidence to support the proposition.

In his studies into the nature of organisations Arie de Geus (1999) provides evidence
to suggest that the average life of a company is forty years - the equivalent of a
‘working career. He argues that most firms are commercial failures and adds those
firms surviving into the second generation do so not by moving into different sectors
of the same market but by moving into different markets. While there are numerous
examples of long-lived firms they are distinguished by the fact they are, or were for a

long time, family run firms under family control.

Senge (1999) argues, “In most companies that fail there is abundant evidence in
advance that the firm is in trouble. This evidence goes unheeded, however, even
when individual managers are aware of it. The organisation as a whole cannot
recognise impending threats, understand the implications of those threats, or come

up with alternatives.” This he attributes to a firms inability to learn.

Adopting a neo-classical interpretation de Geus argues that companies ‘die’ because
management see it as an economic activity, a business and not a community of
people. Based on this assumption de Geus advocates the ‘living company’, as an
alternative model for the company; a sustainable community that exists for its own
survival and improvement. One of the characteristics of the living company is an
ability to learn, and unlearn, effectively. The idea of the ‘living company’ shares an
ideological position similar to that of the learning organisation as defined by
numerous management theorists and practitioners alike, including Argyris (1978),
Senge (1999), and Ove Arup (1970).

A trend within the architectural profession provides some additional evidence. In the
last few years the leading design led architectural practices have witnessed the
departure of a number of their key personnel. Most have moved from senior
management positions to take lead roles in either new or established firms. Although
not significant in its self, what is notable is the similarities between the practices in
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question. Firstly, the firms concerned are named after a principal who is also the
founding partner. A second similarity is that the principals are recognised
architectural ‘stars’ with national and/or international reputations. And thirdly the

principals have either reached retirement age or are planning their exit strategy.

The most publicised of these ‘departures’ was that of Ken Shuttleworth’s resignation
from Foster & Partners in 2003 to set up his own practice. The approach adopted by
Shuttleworth, in forming his new practice, Make, was to adopt a more egalitarian

approach that recognised the need for the practice to extend beyond the influence or

reputation of any one individual. So successful s N
s . g Figure 1
was Shuttleworth’s strategy that a significant
. . Building, 28.11.03
number of his colleagues also resigned from | .o .- o quits Foster to go it alone”
Foster & Partners to join the newly formed Building Design, 18.2.04
‘Make’. Other notable practices experiencing “Director Julian Tollast is the latest to leave
Terry Farrell & Partners”

unexpected departures recently include

; Building, 19.3.04
Richard Rogers & Partners, Terry Farrell & | “Fosterloses third man to Make”
Partners, MacCormac Jamieson Prichard, and Building, 2.7.04

“Marco Goldschmiedt quits as Rogers’

Alsop & Partners. managing director”
It is no coincidence that the sudden death of | Bguiding Design, 5.11.04

oy . . “Another partner quits Alsop’s new practice”
James Stirling in 1992 precipitated the ° 9 P P

s . . . Building Design, 10.12.04
collapse of ‘his’ firm Stirling Wilford. Assuming | .p ioses three key directors”
that the firms in question had or were \. J

implementing a succession strategy one might conclude from this evidence that the
strategy adopted had failed.’

The Problem

The assumption adopted in this report is the design led architectural firm will die, not
because it is motivated by the desire to maximise profits over people, but because of
the mindset of the organisation - principal(s), managers and employees - concede
that the reputation and success of the firm is concentrated in the abilities of an
individual, the principal partner. The death of the design based architectural practice
is inevitable because it lacks a sustainable organisational strategy that provides for
its continued success. Policy and strategy are, according to (Garratt,, 2003) “...the

worlds of the board and directors”, which means the leader determines the future of

1 If however this was part of the firms exit strategy, that is to run the firm down, then it could be said that they will
probably succeed.
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the practice. On the exit, or retirement, of the founding partner the firm is faced with a

limited number of options. They include:

¢ Reinvent the firm, (includes merge)

e Reposition the firm within the market (Coxe, 1987), (Winch & Schneider, 1993),
(Smyth)

¢ Resign the firm to history

Hypothesis

The hypothesis of this report is based on an assumption that the inevitable exit or
retirement of the leader and creative force of the design led architectural practice will
have a detrimental impact on the continued success of the firm. The thesis is that in
order to survive the principal's ‘exit’ the firm needs to design an organisational
strategy that ensures the knowledge and abilities attributed to the principal are shown
to belong to the firm as a whole. This new structure needs to be introduced prior to
the exit of the principal to limit the damage resulting from the internal jockeying for
position that will inevitably follow their departure. If management do not take steps to
build structures to deal with this then the practice will either dissolve or be

repositioned within the market.

Report Structure

This report is in four sections. Section One provides an overview of the concepts
relating to the learning organisation and attempts to illustrate the interdependency of
three aspects: organisation, knowledge, and learning. The section draws on
management theory and attempts to set a context against which the architectural firm

can be reviewed.

Section Two employs a similar structure and format to Section One, assessing the
applicability of the learning organisation as a concept to the design led architectural
practice. The ‘practice’ is considered under three headings - business, practice and
project.

An email questionnaire was circulated to a select number of design led architectural
firms. The purpose of the survey was to use the information gathered to confirm or
refute certain assumptions relating to the behaviour of the design led firm. The



Learning to Practice : Practicing to Learn Introduction

results of the survey are summarised in Section Three with copies of the

questionnaire included in Appendix A.

The conclusions drawn from the study are summarised in Section Four.
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SECTION ONE

“Learning is
experience,
everything
else is
information’

Albert Einstein.

J
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It is pointless to describe theories of knowledge and
OLK

learning in isolation because they don't exist in isolation.

They are interdependent concepts that define a strategic approach to the design of
the organisation. This interdependency of the various ‘concepts’ is illustrated in

Figure 2. The organisation (O) provides the structure necessary (Figure 2 )
for managing the project. The successful delivery of the project is
dependent on the input of resources (K). The organisation, in

o) L
providing access to projects becomes a catalyst for learning (L) % [Q
(Winch, 2004). The ability of an organisation to deliver a projectis \_ K /

a function of the experience it holds in terms of resources. This experience translates
as knowledge. Without knowledge, in the form of skilled resources, the organisation

lacks a competitive advantage.

Structure

The following chapters will explore these concepts in more detail. Chapter one
explores the nature of both the organisation and the firm and asks ‘what is a firm that
it can learn?’ Chapter two will review the concept of learning, how we learn and why.
The third chapter will review the concept of knowledge; how it is created, the
knowledge worker, knowledge management, and the significance of information in a
knowledge environment. The objective is to provide an overview of the various
concepts and identify key components of the theories that might be applicable to the
design led architectural firm. The scale and complexity of the subject coupled with
the constraints of the report dictate the level of detail achievable. Therefore one of
the objectives of the study is to identify areas of future enquiry.
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Organisations The term ‘organisation’ describes the means by which the

roles and responsibilities of the various individuals are

structured and co-ordinated to achieve more than the individuals could achieve alone
(Douma, 2002). The organisation can be said to fulfil two sets of objectives; one is
task focused — the delivery of the project, the other company focused — sustaining
the firm.

According to Morgan (1996), organisations are, “...complex and paradoxical
phenomena that can be understood in many different ways.” Morgan’s approach to
defining organisations is to provide the reader with a metaphor that helps explain
what the organisation is in terms of its structure; whether machine, political system,
or instrument of domination. While valuable in describing the operational aspects of
an organisation the use of metaphor reveals little about what constitutes an
organisation. It provides us with a convenient way of reading the organisation, but
does not provide an appreciation of what, as an ideology, the organisation

represents.

Metaphor is also employed by Mintzberg (Douma, 2002) to define a range of
organisational types. Mintzberg's work identifies not only a comprehensive range of
organisational typologies but more importantly the mechanisms for internal co-

ordination and information exchange within the various organisational types.

Most commentators agree that, in the project based environment of the professional
services firm, the organisation exists to process information (Prusak, 1997; Doumas,
2002; Winch, 2004). Dawson (2000) develops this assumption and argues that the
boundary between service, as intangible, and product has blurred to the extent that
the transaction is a combination of both service and product. Information in a project
context should therefore be regarded as the recorded instructions and directions
(knowledge) necessary for product delivery. What we need to reconcile is the
relationship between this information, its knowledge potential and the organisation.

Walsh & Ungson (Prusak, 1997) suggest that the retention of information within an
organisation is attributable to the collective organisational ‘memory’. They argue that
although the organisation exists independent of particular individuals, it is individuals
who acquire information in problem solving and decision making activities. Their
thesis is based on three assumptions:
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e As stated, organisations resemble information processing systems. (Implicit
within this is an assumption that the information pertains to a project.)

o If the first point holds then organisations must ‘posses’ interpretive systems with
which to scan and diagnose both the information and the environment in which
the information exists. (This ability to interpret and diagnose is important as it
reduces the level of project uncertainty.)

¢ While organisations may not have memory in a cognitive sense it is argued that
the organisational culture, language and social interaction create the conditions
necessary for retaining information and, by extension, knowledge. Significantly
this information is available to all members of the organisation regardless of

whether the original author is still a member.

In this instance memory is used metaphorically to describe the potential of an

organisation for retaining knowledge and information.

Those that challenge the idea that organisations have memories include Argyris and
Schon (1978), who argue that “...organisations do not literally remember, think or
learn”. Argyris argues that learning is a function of the individual and the
organisations capacity for learning is bound by individual learning. It does not follow
however, that individual learning leads to organisational learning. Although
information is generated and held by individuals, an organisations ability to retain
information is dependent upon established processes and procedures for recording
and exchanging information.

Organisational Criteria
Argyris & Schon (1978) provide a definition of the organisation based on an ability to
fulfil a number of functional criteria. These are:

e Governance - this describes “...an identifiable vehicle for collective decision and
action”. Although it is individuals who decide to act the decisions taken by
individuals are made for the collective and adhere to rules designed for
“...decision, delegation, and membership”. This agreeing of and to rules by the
collective is a pre-condition for being an organisation.

e Agency - the second criterion describes a commitment by the collective to act on

a continuous basis, as an “...instrument for continuing collective action”, such as
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in a firm. This commitment by the organisation to continue working together is, in
part, recognition of the efficiencies obtained by exploiting the knowledge gained
from the original collaboration.

e Task - this is the focus of the ‘agents’ and describes the purpose of the
organisation, which is to undertake ‘complex’ projects on a continuous basis for

as long as the organisation persists.

Essentially, the organisation provides a structure, through a division of labour, which
enables the design, coordination and delivery of the various tasks, or projects. In
summary we can conclude that organisations don'’t exist without consensus, they are

task or project-based and require agents or resources to deliver the projects.

The Firm

As described by economists the firm is “An economic organisation that coordinates
the process of production and distribution.” (Sloman & Sutcliff, 2001). As an
economic organisation the firm is assumed to be profit motivated, unlike the
organisation, which need not be. According to Ive & Gruneberg (2000), and Winch
(2004) the starting point for understanding the economic theory of the construction
related design firm is that it is project or task based. In contrast to the manufacturer,
whose output is a physical product, the output of the design firm is (production)
information, that is, information used by others to produce a physical asset. (see
Winch, 2004).

The perception that the service provided by the professional firm is intangible needs
to be reconsidered. While Dawson (2000) argues that all organisations are becoming
professional service firms it is also arguable that the design firm has become a
‘manufacturer’ of information. The CAD data produced by the design firm and used
by clients to manage its facilities could be considered a ‘product’ albeit one that
requires specialist knowledge to produce, structure, and manage.

Whereas the output of the manufacturer is a result of the input of the manual worker
in physical labour, the output of the design firm requires the input of the designer in
the application of knowledge. This is not to argue that knowledge is a factor of
production (Nonaka, 1995) (deGeus, 1999). The factor of production deployed in the
production of information is Drucker’s (1969) ‘knowleidge worker’.

10
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Labour, as a factor of production, is generally measured by quantity, both in input
and output. The design led architectural firm distinguishes itself not by the quantity of
output but by the quality of output. Among other things, quality, within the design led
firm, is achieved by knowledge of design coupled with a predisposition for
excellence. If the quality of output is dependent on the quality of input then one of the
problems faced by the design firm is the acquisition and retention of suitably qualified

resources.

Retaining a strong knowledge base however, is no guarantee of success. The
success of the professional organisation is, in part, attributable to the knowledge it
‘owns’, which is a product of the knowledge worker. Encouraging the knowledge
workers to share their ‘assets’ with peers (competitors) is problematic. Dawson
(2000) argues that “Knowledge management is largely about getting people to want
to share knowledge”. In this respect knowledge management is the management of

knowledge worker(s).

Theory of the Design Firm

While the design led firms may not be strictly profit seeking, in the neo-classical
sense, profit is a necessary requirement for their continued existence or solvency.
Although a design firm might distinguish itself by its capacity for design and
innovation, without profit it is unable to rent premises, purchase equipment or to pay
salaries. It could therefore be argued that the continued survival of the firm is its

ability to generate profit - or income (lve, 2000).

The profits of a firm come from selling its labour, or knowledge, “...at a value greater
than that of the inputs used up in its production” (ibid). With a labour market limited
by a scarcity of skilled knowledge workers, and high barriers to entry, the outputs of a
design firm must also be limited. One proposal for addressing a shortfall in the supply
of resources is, as Drucker (1969) suggests, increasing the yield of the available
resources to compensate for the deficit. This, he proposes, is achieved through
increasing the effectiveness of the available resources - its knowledge. The objective
of the design led organisation is therefore to increase the effectiveness of a limited
labour pool in order to generate additional income with which to continue to practice.

11
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Paradoxically, the supply side of the labour market for architects is characterised by
a reluctance to exploit the market. Ordinarily a skills shortage, coupled with the high
barriers to entry associated with architecture (Foxell, 2003), would result in a sellers
market where workers are “...able to exact relatively high wages and advantageous
working conditions”. (lve & Gruneberg, 2000). On the contrary, architects who restrict
themselves to working for design led practices typically offer their services at a
discounted rate. This is offset against the experience (knowledge) and prestige to be
gained from the association with such firms. In fact it is not uncommon for young
graduate architects, particularly Asian students, to offer their services free to

‘reputable’ design led firms. 2

Winch (2004), notes that the organisational structure of the design led firm needs to
reconcile the conflicting demands imposed by two competing forces. This can be
described as the practice / project dilemma. At a practice level the firm consists of a
labour pool of architects all of whom conform to a particular design ideology and an
established organisational culture. The directive of those employed by the firm is to
maintain the design reputation of the firm whilst deployed on projects. At a project
level the architects are assembled into project teams within the organisation. On
large projects these teams are in turn ‘seconded’ to the wider project coalition. As
part of the coalition the architects are coerced into adopting the requirements of the
coalition leader - typically a project manager or a professional client. This often
results in a conflict of ideology and a dilemma for the architectural design team.

Summary

Organisations don't learn, the people that make up the organisation learn. Learning is
held by individuals within the firm as knowledge. The organisation becomes the
repository of the codified knowledge of its constituent parts —a library. There is a
dynamic quality to the organisation. As the resource base changes so to does the
quality of the knowledge held by the organisation. Argyris & Schon (1978) also argue
that in an organisational learning context it is the active process of organising that is
important and not the static condition of the organisation. The act of organising has
both the potential to create information loss, through the process of reinterpretation
or information change through a process of refinement. Equally important to the
learning process is the ability to un-learn in order to re-learn.

2 Katrina Rudi, Head of Diploma at Kingston School of Architecture, mid 1990, often berated students for offering their services
free. Not only did it reflect badly on the profession, who were complicit in the exploitation of free labour, but it also affected the
position of new graduates who were unable to compete for scarce jobs.

12
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In Mackintosh (1996) human capital is defined as, “The

Knowledge level of knowledge and skills embodied in the work force

through education and training.” The theory is that effectiveness can be improved
through learning. Human capital is, “...produced by investment, depreciates and
requires replacement”. The assumption is that the higher the level of investment the
higher the output of the resource and income to the firm. However, maintenance of

this ‘asset’ also requires greater levels of investment.

Economists generally describe firms as
being either labour-intensive or capital-
Starbuck (Prusak, 1997)
proposes a third type; the knowledge-

intensive.

intensive firm. This term defines the
critical inputs of a firm. Starbuck argues
that understanding the nature of the
inputs, and outputs, of the firm enables us
the

operations of the firm, for instance, the

to understand structure  and
dominant factor in a knowledge-intensive
firm (KIF) is ‘human capital’, which has
significantly different requirements from a
firm dominated by physical or financial
capital. Starbuck also advises against
trying to define the term knowledge too
widely as it has the effect of diluting the
concept. His criterion for a knowledge-
intensive firm is that at least one third of

employees are experts with “...formal
education and experience equivalent to a

doctoral degree®. To remain innovative,

[

Anecdote 1 - Fee proposal for consultancy
services on an infrastructure project

Is there any incentive to the design team in
implementing a learning policy on a project
particularly as the benefit is to the client in the first
instance?

As part of a call-off contract a multi-disciplinary
consultant was asked to submit a fee proposal for
additional work to a project they had previously
been involved in. Points of interest:

The proposal was submitted by a team new
to the project.

The team apparently lacked knowledge of
the consultant’s bidding procedures.

Even though the consultant had no
competition the proposal included the time
involved in assembling the bid.

With the consultants previous experience of the
works the client had expected some economies
based on previous knowledge. In fact the fee
proposal exceeded expectations by 150%.

With the earlier commission the client effectively
‘funded’ the consultant in gaining knowledge of
the design problem. With a re-design the client
would expect the consultant to draw on that
knowledge to develop designs proposals. What
was proposed was another ‘funding’ exercise with
the consultant's new team re-learning both the
project and the problems.

This raises practical concerns regarding learning
and knowledge management within firms. If there
is an assumption that clients will effectively fund
the design regardless of the level of knowledge
existing on the project then consultants are likely

Kto act opportunistically.

J

the

changes in personnel — the introduction of new knowledge. The individual experts

learning  organisation  requires
learn little from joining firms, the firm is interested only in the expertise the individual
has to offer, which is rewarded by salary. This introduces the complexities of the

theory of principal and agent (Douma, 2002).

13
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Knowledge confers certain advantages on an organisation. As intellectual capital,
knowledge is a commodity with an economic value and can be traded. It can also
provide an organisation with a competitive advantage. Knowledge also has certain
disadvantages. One of the paradoxes of knowledge is “the value of information can
only be revealed to another party by disclosing that information, while such
disclosure destroys its value” (Douma, 2002). Therefore in order to exploit the
economic value of knowledge one has to reveal it thereby compromising the

competitive advantage of the firm. In this sense knowledge can be said to depreciate.

It is possible to distinguish two types of resource in the construction industry; manual
workers and knowledge workers. Manual workers are tasked with resolving the
‘manufacturing’ or, construction problem. Knowledge workers on the other hand, as
defined by Drucker (1969) are the product of the “knowledge society” and rely on
intellectual ability rather than physical ability as the means of production. In a service
based economy the knowledge worker effectively replaces labour as the factor of

production.

Prusak (1997) supports this view and goes further by suggesting that, due to the
availability of capital, knowledge, or specifically intellectual capital, as a ‘scarce’
resource could replace capital as a factor of production. Penrose (1985) contends it
isn't ‘labour’ that is the factor of production but the service the labour provides.
Penrose argues, “services are a function of the experience and knowledge
accumulated within the firm, and thus firm specific’. In essence, the firm is a
repository of knowledge. As many agree, knowledge is not autonomous,
“...knowledge is essentially related to human action” (Nonaka, 1995). The
management of knowledge could therefore be read as a metaphor for the
management of knowledge workers.

Kogut and Zander (Prusak, 1997) distinguish between two categories of knowledge;
information and know-how. Knowledge as information is knowledge that can be
exchanged without losing its ‘integrity’. Knowledge as know-how is “the accumulated
practical skill or expertise that allows one to do something smoothly and efficiently”.
This is essentially a re-stating of Polanyi (Prusak, 1997) and Nonaka (1995).

14
















































































































































