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IntroductIon

Drawings and other forms of visual representation are ubiquitous in 
design and construction, yet rarely do we consider their negative ef-
fects on teamwork or on relations between building professions. For 
example, the use of sketching in early design team meetings would 
seem from the architect’s perspective to be an essential means 
of engaging in the work and facilitating discussion. Why then is 
it often experienced as an act of exclusion, stifling the contribu-
tions of other project team members?1 This reoccurring observation 
from personal experience on multidisciplinary design teams, both 
in commercial practice and in simulated studio projects, involves 
the architect disengaging from group discussion in order to sketch 
a parti, which is subsequently proposed as the design direction for 
others to follow. In an attempt to make sense of this behavior and 
its affect on others, research was conducted in four fields related 
to architectural production: visual practices, teamwork, power rela-
tions, and professional ethics.2 As we will see, the architect’s visual 
practices, when viewed through the lens of power relations, reveals 
motivations that are of particular relevance to the study and ad-
vancement of integrated design practices.

The built environment is primarily the work of multidisciplinary proj-
ect teams engaged in a variety of design, construction and man-
agement practices that demand regular sharing of information by 
its team members. visual representations have an essential mediat-
ing and structuring role in the negotiation of design decisions and 
they cover a broad spectrum of object types and methods.3 All team 
members participate in and are subject to the influences of visual 
practices, but architects, by nature of their specific role and training, 
usually have the greatest command over their use, production, and 
interpretation. They are therefore the most inclined and able to use 
them to forward personal agendas, which may or may not be compat-
ible with project objectives or the interests of other team members.

In his ethnographic treatise, Why Architects Draw, Robbins offers 
a historical critique on the development of the architectural 
profession through its visual practices and reveals the wide-ranging 
social implications of drawing.4 He is emphatic in stating that we 
cannot properly study drawing or other visual practices without 
an understanding of its effects on the social relations of those it 
involves. This echoes Latour’s broader concept of inscriptions, or 

what he calls immutable mobiles, which are not only essential 
instruments of visualization and cognition, but also the very means 
by which rationality is formed, and by which power is concentrated 
and mobilized.5

The interaction of these two dimensions of visual practices – as 
both a mode of communication and a means to influence social 
relations – is the subject of this paper. More specifically, it exam-
ines the architect’s use of visual materials as a source of power and 
the consequences for multidisciplinary teamwork. It begins with a 
brief description of visual practices and their operative qualities in 
architectural projects. Since visual practices serve project teams 
and their members, it is important to also make a few points on 
collaborative process. The main body of the essay then explores the 
architect’s use of visual representations as a means to acquire and 
deploy power. The work of Robbins and other sources are applied 
to Law’s five-part definition of power6 to demonstrate how visual 
practices, which are so closely tied to the architect’s identity, also 
serve as their primary source of influence: both social and cultural, 
rational and political. Since much of this power has been histori-
cally acquired and normalized in practice through a process of es-
sentializing,7 its legitimacy is rarely questioned. A concluding dis-
cussion reframes this as an ethical challenge for all professions to 
be more proactive at assessing and disclosing the sources of power 
that stem from their privileged knowledge and abilities.

once embedded in the conventions of practice, the effects of visual 
practices on power relations may go unquestioned, yet be a hidden 
cause of unproductive working relationships among team members 
or an unspoken source of deep-seeded resentments between pro-
fessions. This issue has high stakes given the growing body of re-
search that links effective teamwork or integrated design practices 
with such things as improved building performance, reduced proj-
ect costs and delays, and even a more vibrant and sustainable built 
environment.8,9 If the quality of team decisions has such a profound 
effect on outcomes, especially early on in the design process, and if 
these decisions depend on the collaborative use of visual imagery, 
then it is of practical concern to all members of the project team, 
to learn how to identify and avoid – or even better, to redress – the 
negative or disempowering effects of visual practices. each stake-
holder must become aware of the power dynamics at play in deci-
sion-making processes, if they wish to fully bring their knowledge 
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and expertise to bear on the prioritization of values and objectives 
that will inform the projects evolution from concept to reality. 

In its broadest reading, this paper is intended as a voluntary disclo-
sure by an architect to the other collaborating actors that are rou-
tinely engaged in the design of buildings. Its aim is to contribute to 
the ongoing process of self-reflection and renewal that takes place 
within the professional body of architecture as well as to encourage 
a rapprochement between the diverse disciplines represented on 
project teams. The premise is that a shift from traditional hierarchi-
cal and directive modes of project engagement to more integrated, 
consensus-based models must coincide with a rebalancing of power 
relations and a mutual exchange of knowledge regarding the val-
ues and practices specific to each professional culture. At the very 
least, the dynamics of power must be revealed and understood, so 
that its effects on decision-making can be taken into consideration. 
Taking inspiration from the words of Flyvbjerg and his influential 
case study on the abuse of power in local planning processes: “Un-
derstanding how power works is the first prerequisite for action, 
because action is the exercise of power.”10

A few qualifying statements regarding the scope and contents of 
this essay are necessary at this point. visual practices are just one 
source of power and do not encompass the full range of an archi-
tect’s influence. This paper focuses only on the negative effects of 
visual practices as a pathology, not the many legitimate uses of vi-
sual persuasion in the service of client objectives, occupant needs, 
project team goals, public interests, or the architect’s cultural con-
tributions to society.11 Neither does this paper address the many 
strategies available to the other project team members to counter or 
trump the power effects of architect’s visual practices.

VISuAL PrActIcES In ArcHItEcturE

The use of visual imagery in building design encompasses a broad 
range of material objects and activities: from hand sketches to 
computer rendered perspectives; from red-marking revisions on a 
drawing set to laser-pointing on projected images. Richards defines 
the communicable value of a diagram as “the ability of users to 
recognize in it spatial relations, which in some way correspond to 
the relationships represented.”12 But seldom are visual representa-
tions pure diagrams: more commonly, they are combined with text 
or used as a support for verbal or written communication.13,14 

In the design and execution of building projects, visual representa-
tions fulfill diverse functions: as an instrument of memory, experi-
ment, self-education, communication, consent, and for directing 
construction.15 van der Lugt offers four basic categories of func-
tions: thinking, talking, prescriptive, and storing16. Bendixen and 
Koch, building on previous work17,18,19 in Science and Technology 
Studies of design, propose a set of terms relating to the possible 
forms of association between visual representations and their us-
ers: inscription, prescription, and conscription. Inscription is the 
recording of human interests on a material object; prescription is 

the ability of that object to impose on human actions; and conscrip-
tion is the interaction of human and object actors. 20

According to Robbins, ”[d]rawing’s power and its importance to 
architects emanates from its complex and dual nature[:] …con-
ceptual, subjective, and cultural representation of an architectural 
creation… [on the one hand, and] …practical, objective, social in-
strument of the material production of building… [on the other].”21 
In addition to this social/cultural pairing, visual practices can also 
be described by two other important binary modes: hollow/satu-
rated22 and fluid/frozen.23 early or novice sketches are hollow in 
terms of the quantity of embedded information, but with each suc-
cessive addition of coded information, they become more saturat-
ed, gaining stability due to the amount resources invested and the 
complexity of coordinating changes.24 Frozen visual materials are 
those considered temporarily fixed or unchangeable – e.g., a survey 
plan or an approved concept image – and as such become fixed 
references informing the development of the fluid or changeable 
materials.25 These binary qualities can be exploited for tactical and 
political reasons by project team members, as demonstrated by the 
authors of the references cited.

cHALLEnGE For IntEGrAtEd tEAMWorK

Teams may be defined as “groups of people with complementary 
skills who are committed to a common purpose and hold them-
selves mutually accountable for its achievement.”26 Mutual ac-
countability is dependent on the strength of the team identity and 
how its participants value team interests over their own, or those 
of their organization or discipline.27 In the context of commercial 
practice, this idealized social unit is fraught with expectations and 
sources of conflict stemming from differences in professional cul-
tures, work methods, fee agreements, contractual obligations, per-
sonality types, and professional experience – to name just a few.

In building projects, the architect has traditionally taken the privi-
leged lead role, and as such would prepare – often with just the 
client alone – a design concept that would in large part define the 
scope and nature of subsequent engagements. This approach, in 
which a single or small group of expert consultants prepares a de-
sign proposal prior to involving the rest of the project team and 
the broader contingent of project actors, is typified by its efficient 
decision-making process, but often protracted consent-building 
process, resulting from its directive-reactive mode of interaction.28 
This is what is behind oliver’s assertion: “Architects are trained 
in the skill of persuasion rather than relationship building.”29 It is 
through their visual practices that architects persuade and direct 
others; it is also what asserts their cultural status as principle au-
thor of the design.30 

Integrated Design Process (IDP) proposes an alternative, participa-
tory model of engagement that is less hierarchical and adversarial 
in nature.31,32 It involves early interaction with all key stakeholder 
groups to identify and prioritize project values, goals, and con-
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straints, with regular follow up meetings to review progress and 
mobilize consent. Proponents of IDP state that this approach re-
sults in higher quality decision-making leading to a more informed 
and appropriate design; reduced risk of cost overruns and delays; 
and a higher value, better performing building. A sustainable built 
environment is often stated as the ultimate purpose of IDP. 

A major hurdle to greater participation and user responsiveness in 
design is the architect’s ingrained set of values that holds more 
dearly the cultural aspects of authorship, inventiveness, and public 
recognition than the social aspects of consensus, practicality, and 
public need.33,34,35 These values are embedded in and transmitted 
by the educational and professional institutions that define archi-
tecture and are reinforced by a reward system of design prizes, 
which give primacy to the main cultural artifact of architectural pro-
duction: the conceptual drawing. one can begin to understand why 
the architect might resist engaging in a participatory process that 
takes away their opportunity to “act first,” thereby undermining 
their claim to authorship and their control over the design direction.

tHE PoWEr oF VISuAL PrActIcES

Foucault defines power relations as “[t]he relationships in which 
one wishes to direct the behavior of another.”36 Power in social rela-
tions is context dependent and never purely social; often finding its 
embodiment in the technical, corporeal, architectural, textural, and 
natural.37 Handcuffs, a bodyguard, an imposing façade, municipal 
bylaws, and defensible topography are respective examples of the 
means that may be employed to reinforce power relations.

Do visual materials or practices have power? – or can they be “im-
bued with power?”38 An object may be the instrument and embodi-
ment of power, but the motivations for its use ultimately find their 
source in a person or a group. To understand the power of drawings 
or visual practices then, one needs to expose the interests of those 
it empowers: in this case, the architect.

Law’s five-part definition of power offers a particularly useful tem-
plate to explore this broad and multi-dimensional concept, which 
includes the following distinct notions. each will be examined indi-
vidually in relation to the visual practices of architects:

1.	 empowerment (power to);
2.	 Influence (power over);
3.	 Authority (power storage);
4.	 Discretion (power development); and
5.	 Power/effects (power maintenance). 39

1. Empowerment

visual practices empower architects in a number of ways. As a me-
dium, visual representations enable the architect “to conceive, test 
and realize the best possible design;”40 to work independently from 
the builder and at a distance from the site; and to capture “a place 

for themselves and their art within the broader social making of the 
built environment.”41

In terms of social status, both the architect’s value to clients and 
the architect’s central mediating role on project teams stem from 
their specialized knowledge and abilities: to produce, manipulate 
and interpret the visual representations that are essential to the 
design and procurement of buildings. Architects also claim author-
ship and cultural status through their conceptual processes that 
ultimately defines the architectural expression of the built work.

While architects rarely influence the underlying decisions of a 
building project, such as the choice of site, program, budget or 
schedule, their command of the architectural discourse empowers 
them “to reappropriate a critical say in the process of decision mak-
ing, and to reframe decisions initially made by others within a world 
of the architects’ making.”42

2. Influence

Architects skillful at manipulating visual imagery have considerable 
power at their disposal to influence the interpretations of others, 
by making specific choices with regards to: the type of representa-
tion; the perspective and frame; the level of abstraction, precision 
and fuzziness; the fixed and changeable elements; and the quantity 
and relevance of the information presented. By concealing specific 
aspects or highlighting others, the architect may use visual repre-
sentations to direct, distract, reassure, overwhelm, or even mystify, 
depending on their motives and which strategy is deemed most 
effective to achieving them.

From the first concept sketches, the architect sets the agenda and 
influences the context and scope of work for other participants in-
volved in the design or production. Robbins explains that

“…when architects draw they are building a whole structure of 
relationships that they will control… not only the conceptual 
framework for what will follow, but a social location for themselves 
in the structure of relations that produce architecture, a discourse 
with which to control that structure of relations, and a material 
embodiment of both the structure of relations and the nature of the 
architectural object.”43

3. Authority

The architect’s authority is the capacity to command or judge by 
virtue of title and membership in a profession possessing valued 
and specialized knowledge. Authority legitimizes the actions of 
those having power over. In exchange for this privilege, and to avoid 
abuse of public trust, the architectural profession is self-regulated 
using a code of ethics to define the appropriate conduct of its mem-
bers.44

visual practices define and assert much of the architect’s title to 
authority. Many years of education and specialized training are re-

PrActIcE III
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quired to first gain proficiency in the use of visual representations; 
many more years of experience are then necessary to demonstrate 
mastery over the full scope of its ramifications in practice. The 
authority of architects, while founded in their unique abilities, is 
manifested in the roles entrusted to them by their clients: to lead 
the design process, to negotiate consent, to coordinate the produc-
tion of tender documents, to administer the contract, or to act as 
expert witness when interpretation is required.

In Professional Vision, goodwin describes how professionals use 
coding schemes to shape events within their domain of scrutiny.45 
Two inherent qualities of design representations enable the archi-
tect to validate their authority by masking a subjective decision-
making process under the cloak of objectivity:

· drawing sets have a relational logic that is self-reinforcing;46 
and

· design involves complex and ill-defined problems, in which 
solutions inform – as much as they are informed by – the 
project objectives.47

To quote goodwin: “graphic representations constitute a prototypi-
cal example of how human beings build external cognitive artifacts 
for the organization and persuasive display of relevant knowl-
edge.”48

4. discretion

How an authority chooses to use or develop its power base is what 
Law refers to as power discretion.

Much of the architect’s power is founded on the perceived value of 
visual representation. Robbins describes how the evolution of the 
architect’s role and status in society, the emergence of the profes-
sion, and the justification for the architect’s exclusive right to prac-
tice are all linked to, if not the result of, the privileging of drawing 
over other means of conceiving and producing buildings. He claims 
that “[b]y essentializing drawing, architects have shifted the dis-
course about the built environment to issues that drawing can and 
does address best; i.e., formal, aesthetic, and cultural issues.”49

Robbins states that the centrality of visual representations in de-
sign tends to limit or exclude the nonvisual issues of craft, practi-
cality, livability, and other “social realities of everyday life.”50 Archi-
tects, whose cultural status stems from their conceptual work, tend 
to insulate themselves from, or try to control the interactions with, 
builders and aspects of construction; users and their concerns; and 
the many other project stakeholders that may pose a challenge to 
their authority or interfere with the conceptualization process. As a 
result, architects are often criticized as being socially disengaged 
problem-solvers or artists that offer limited – albeit valuable – tech-
nical or aesthetic services which increasingly fall short of their pro-
fessional obligations to society.51,52 

5. Power/Effects

There are no power relations if social interaction ceases or in a situ-
ation of complete domination. The means by which social relations 
are stabilized so that power may take effect is what Law refers to 
as power/effects. In his words, “one of the best strategies for sta-
bilizing relations and their downstream power effects is… precisely 
to embody them into durable materials – relations that… generate 
effects that last.”53 

visual representations are a means of communicating project infor-
mation, which also sustain the architect’s authority and discretion 
in the deployment of power. These visual materials are often a core 
component of design proposals, public consultation presentations, 
permit applications, sales and marketing packages, tendering doc-
uments, and construction contracts. At each new demand for draw-
ings and their use as a tool for negotiation, the architect appears 
as the expert and helpful service provider – or pesky middleman. 

Power stems from the real or perceived necessity of visual prac-
tices, providing the field within which the architect may operate. 
This is not to imply that architects are consciously or maliciously 
scheming; but at the same time, they are not actively engaged in 
exposing or relinquishing this power either.

EtHIcAL conSIdErAtIonS

Having described five modes in which power operates, and applied 
this to the architect’s use of visual representations, we have set a 
framework for understanding how architects use visual practices to 
acquire and deploy power. This brings us to questions of motives 
and ethics.

visual practices may assist the design team to achieve the best pos-
sible project for the client, occupants, and broader public. At the 
same time, they may serve the architect as a source of influence 
and status. They may even benefit the entire profession of archi-
tects by reinforcing certain hierarchical structures, social divisions 
and claims to practice. As a self-regulating body with considerable 
power to shape its own destiny, the architectural profession must 
carefully reflect on the ethical implications of these motivations and 
take the necessary action – or risk the loss of public confidence.

The architect has a responsibly to uphold the highest ethical stan-
dards in their use of visual practices, in particular during concept 
design, which is especially prone to manipulation. As empowering 
a drawing may be for the person sketching – to inspire, test, and 
record a concept – its lack of transparency makes it problematic 
as a medium of communication and negotiation. The value of a 
concept depends largely on the architect’s professional capacity 
to infuse it with multitude of project objectives, standards, codes 
and technical constraints that come to bear on the design in a leg-
ible and accurate representation. Since most of this information 
is absent or implied in the sketch, it is very difficult to analyze or 
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evaluate objectively, even if one is at the same level of competency. 
The architect is therefore entrusted with leading the project team 
with a design that is not immediately comprehensible. 

In order to fulfill their obligations to society, architects, as a pro-
fession, must cultivate greater self-awareness and make the ap-
propriate ethical disclosures. If it were a common goal of all proj-
ect stakeholders to improve teamwork and the effectiveness of 
multidisciplinary collaboration, then this type of self-analysis and 
exposure might not be considered an act of professional mutiny, 
but rather one of interprofessional trust-building and a catalyst for 
positive change.

concLuSIonS

visual practices are a source of power. Any study of visual com-
munication and its effectiveness must take this aspect into consid-
eration. visual practices are central to design and power dynamics 
will always be present in social relations. To understand how each 
operates in the multidisciplinary team context is the first step in 
defining appropriate and inappropriate behavior.

Interests drive power relations. To understand the nature of a par-
ticular power structure (and the key to transforming it) requires an 
introspective and critical examination of the motivating forces and 
cultural biases. Principled negotiation,54 based on revealing and 
negotiating interests rather than positions, would seem a relevant 
approach to promote multidisciplinary collaboration.

A redefinition of architect’s sense of identity is required. The archi-
tect must embrace the notion of shared authorship if they are to 
find their place on the team. oliver points the way:

“…the locus of architects’ contribution should not be limited to the 
ability to impose a form from their repertoire of professionally gathered 
ingredients, but rather to discover in dialogue the appropriate terms 
and direction of the demand for form. This calls on the self-same 
treasure chest but is treated as a privileged resource activated by the 
dialogue between many parties. We can then acknowledge how rich 
the contributions can be from all the team members that are engaged, 
and thereby establish respect and appropriate leadership.”55

Power relations will always exist, but they can be managed. once 
a power dynamic has been exposed, it is more difficult for it to 
operate in the same way.56 This is not to say that power relations 
disappear: new power relations will always emerge as a means of 
achieving needs and interests. In this regard, it is appropriate that 
Foucault has the last word: 

“The problem is not of trying to dissolve them [power relations] in the 
utopia of a perfectly transparent communication, but to give… the 
rules of law, the techniques of management, and also the ethics… 
which would allow these games of power to be played with a minimum 
of domination.”57
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