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We hear it all of the time. “If our firm is good enough at design, success as a 
business will just follow.” Unfortunately, it won’t. 

Creating a business takes attention, time, and effort separate from the work of 
providing architectural services. Creating a business is an endeavor worthy of 
deliberate thought, creativity, and values-based action. 

The need to put energy into business functions becomes abundantly obvious as 
a firm approaches and passes the ten-full-time-employee mark. Often principals 
are beginning to feel overwhelmed, unable to track everything happening, and 
worried about the inherent risk of mistakes slipping through the cracks. The old 
ways of managing that worked when the firm was five or six people, are not 
working anymore.

This is the time to get serious about running your firm as a business. The firm’s 
success will be measured by the sustainability of revenue flow, project 
profitability, and growth in value as a business entity. Excellence in design can 
contribute, but will go unnoticed without marketing efforts. Revenues rarely 
increase in a sustainable way without consistent attention to business 
development. Talented staff rarely stay for the long haul at a firm that offers no 
future for their careers.  

As a firm grows, it’s no longer effective to approach firm development tasks, 
such as recruiting, marketing, and financial management on an ad hoc bases. 
This approach will keep you on the treadmill, working harder and harder to stay 
in the same place. Your firm will continue to be subject to the ups and downs of 
the economy, and will likely have difficulty maintaining profitability and retaining 
valued staff.

The first step in the transition to serious attention to the business aspects of 
practice is to understand the leadership and management roles needed. Ask 
yourself, “what are the critical business aspects of practice and who will be the 
champion for each?” For example, who is responsible for seeing the business 
development pipeline is full? Who is focused on projects being delivered on time, 
mistake-free, and are profitable? Who is responsible for the staff being engaged, 
and that design excellence is fostered? 

Apply your passion for good design to the fundamentals of your business.  Draw 
an organizational design diagram that reflects your thinking. Don’t forget to 
include both business management functions and project execution functions. 
An example of such a diagram is shown here. It illustrates an organizational 
scheme for a firm of 10 – 12 with two partners, the Managing Partner (CEO) and 
the Studio Director (COO).
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In the design shown here, the emphasis is on developing standard processes for each project type 
done at the firm, rather than dividing the staff into project-type studios. The project managers and 
interns shown in the diagram are a floating staff, assigned to work on projects based on skill and 
availability. The Studio Director (COO) manages staffing strategy and is the guardian of processes. A 
variation on the design shown here would be project-type studios, each with assigned staff and 
Principal in Charge.

There are also many possible variations in regards to leadership structure. One of these is to create a 
singular point of responsibility to which all other directors report. This might be appropriate for a sole 
owner with senior staff in director positions. The design illustrated here has an executive committee 
made up of the Managing Partner, Studio Director, Finance Director, and Design Director. In firms 
under 15, one firm leader may play a number of these roles, while also still leading projects. Practicing 
architects who are in these leadership positions are usually at least 40% billable.   
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Board of Directors
Generally, all firm owners who have significant equity are members of a firm’s 
Board of Director. In addition, owners often include trusted advisors and 
outside mentors on their Board. The primary responsibilities of the Board 
include setting the long-term vision of the firm, assessing the financial health 
of the firm, and addressing ownership/equity transfer issues. 

Managing Partner (Chief Executive Officer)
The Managing Partner is responsible for the firm’s overarching strategy and 
execution of the business plans. CEOs concern themselves with issues such 
as: How do we get that next job? Who should we hire? What is our profit 
goal for next year?  In most small firms, the Managing Partner will also 
personally direct some or all of the core business functions: marketing, 
business development, human resource management, and finance. Primary 
responsibilities include communicating and championing the vision of the 
firm, and tracking progress toward company wide goals. 

Studio Director (Chief Operations Officer)
The Studio Director manages the execution of projects, workflow, project 
schedules, project budgets, project team assignments, production 
technology and quality review processes. Continuous improvement of 
production processes, and knowledge management are also a 
responsibilities of the Studio Director. Other responsibilities include 
mentoring and developing professional staff, on-boarding new staff and 
facilitating development and maintenance of standards and templates.

Finance Director (Chief Financial Officer)
Primary responsibilities of a CFO include monitoring firm finances, 
participating in development of firm strategy, ensuring adequate amounts of 
working capital exist to execute strategies, and interpreting financial data 
needed to make smart business decisions. CFO will also manage the 
development of annual budget, profit plan and revenue forecasts, and track 
key financial performance indicators. 

Design Director (DD)
This is an optional position, depending on the strengths of a leadership 
team. Often, project strategy and design direction will remain in the hands of 
the Principal in Charge (PIC) of a particular project or project type. However, 
if one of the partners or senior staff is the design leader at the firm, this 
position might be appropriate. Whether it is a DD or a PIC, primary 
responsibilities include mentoring professional staff in design processes and 
vocabulary, and providing design inspiration and know-how that exceeds 
client expectations.
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HOW TO MAKE 
IT HAPPEN

If you are a firm owner, you are probably thinking, “How can I do all these 
things while I am trying to get my client’s work done?” 

The way is clear – delegate some of what you do now to others, and give 
more attention to the business functions of your firm – management, 
strategy, and vision. It takes discipline and focus to succeed in creating a 
successful and sustainable design firm business. But that’s just like 
creating great architecture, isn’t it?

HERE ARE THE FIRST FEW STEPS

Understand the roles and the firm building tasks that can   
only be done by partners or senior staff 

Bring partners and senior staff together for an organizational 
design charrette to determine leadership roles needed and 
who might fill those roles

Identify project support and business management tasks 
that could be done by administrative staff (to be hired if 
needed)

After early design stages of a project, delegate, mentor, and 
monitor (but not perform) project management and 
production tasks 

Seek support from outside consultants to professionalize, 
automate, and improve business processes
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