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U Witald Rybezynsks, “Housing without Atchitests,” 1n
s dutecture, (August 19T p v

Architects and architecture are increasingly becoming a marginal profession as society heads
into the next century. There are several theories as to the reasons why architects find
themselves in this situation. One of these beliefs claims that the problem the profession
currenly finds itselfin stems, in pan, from atradition within the Modem movement of archi-
tecture. Architects becanie uncomfortable with the notion that architectural design could be
amarketable commodity like a car or appliance.

Architecture s considered by many architects o be the ‘mother of the arts’, and is intended,
through a higher social conscience, to make the world a better and more beautiful place. It
is not to be used as a commercial tool responding to the popular tastes of a consumer
culture. When attempts at educating the public to the higher vintues of architecture failed,
architects tumied 1o the corporations, institutions and wealthy individuals. Architects essen-
tially ignored the housing industry, resulting in the loss of both great amounts of potential
income, and the opportunity to become a more familiar and intimate part of the lives of many
peaple. Inessence, the profession alicnnted itself from the lives of most individuals.!

ARCIHMTECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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ARCHITECTURE AS SERVICE

Inthe lexicon of macroeconomic analysis, architectural practice is classified as a producer-
service business. Today, the majority of architectural practice is involved in providing a
service to the producers of commodities and other service-oriented businesses, such as
engineers, rather than to the final consumer. The notion of architecture as a service is a long-
standing tradition within the profession, and characterizes the bulk of practice today. How-
ever, there is an increasingly complex context in which architecture must be practiced,

Projects are becoming more complex as new building types emerge which require the col-
laboration of teams of specialists. More often, the architect is onc member of a larger team
required to execute a complex project. The role of the architect in these situations is often
limited to designing the fagade in order to make the project look good.! Elizabeth Padjen
observes that “once the practice of design was a subtractive process in which the architect
was in charge of the whole ball of wax, peeling off pieces to consultants and contractors.
Now it is additive, and the architect's role is only one of many small bits assembled along the
way by any number of construction coordinators.™

There is also increasing competition both from within the profession and from other profes-
sions. The architect is no longer perceived by the public as the expert in the building indus-
try. The knowledge and expertise of the architect has been undermined by an aggressive
construction industry focused on providing maximum retum on minimal investment.

The traditional standards of architectural practice are being seriously challenged by these
changes. Many architects find it difficult to remain profitable and satisfied in this rapidly
changing scenario.

ARCHITECTURE;, PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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‘Two types ol architectural firms, in general, survive during lean years: the large firms, which
downsize during the tough times and then expand when things improve;, and the small, feisty
firms that arc able to adapt quickly and readily into any market niche that appears.” Smaller
firms (20 people or less) do the bulk of projects; however larger firms (50 people or more)
dominate economically’ Both of these firm types fall into the category of traditional prac-
tice, as they are still generally service-oriented, client-driven practices. According to Rob-
ert Gutman, there are 10 conditions that form the context of practice today:

Extent of the demand for services

Structure of deinand

Oversupply, or potemtinl oversupply, of cntsants into the profession

New skills required as o consequence of increased complexily uiid

scule of building types

Consolidution and professionalisition of the construction industry

Greater rationality aud sophistication of clicnl organizations

Increased competition between architects and othier professions

Incrensed competition within the profession

Y, Dilficulies inschicving profitability wivd obigining sulicicm
peisonnl income

10. Increased intervention and involvement on the part of the public®

NS Ww»

The increasingly complex context in which architecture is practiced, is making it more diffi-
cult for architects to remain profitable and competitive, T is also forcing many architects to
reconsider their approach to how they practice architecture because many of the funda-
metals of a traditional practice are being challenged, The architect is no longer able to lay
claim to being the only, or most knowledgeable, consultant in the building industry. Itis
within the confines of these categories that traditional methods of architectural practice are
struggling to survive. However, it is not enough for the profession to merely survive; it must
thrive."

ARCHITECTURE; PrRODUCT OR SERVICH
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Competition with other industries is not a new phenomenon in architecture; it has a history
that extends back centuries. Architects have been actively fending oftthis competition from
interior designers, engineers, contractors, construction managers, developers, and others
for years. However, ctients no longer view protectionism within the industry as being in their
best interests, and the architect is no longer regarded as the only professionat who is ca-
pable of providing sound advice and good service. Any attemipts architects might make to
fend off competition under the guise of protectionisin are bound to fail in the long run,
Opening up to competition from other professions does not necessarily mean giving into the
competition, rather it should be viewed as an opportunity to expand services and interdisci-
plinary work between professions.'*

The role that architects currently play in the construction of buildings is changing rapidy as

a result of the current context of practice. Architects are still involved in the majority of -
major institutional and public buildings, but ure only invalved in approximately fifty percent

of housing units and thirty percent of commercial buildings.'* However, these numbers are
misteading. Wheve housing is concerned, architects are mostly involved as staff architects

who are employed by developers or real estate companies. According to a survey in the

United States, more than half of the housing industry uses in-house architects. Construction

financing and real estate investment companies employ the largest numbers of in-house
architects. '

The lack of architect involveinent in the housing industry is a disturbing trend, since housing
now represents more than one third of the total volume of new buildings each year. There

Ut Kagonta, “Retnvcuting (ractce.” 1 <naban frchten, are now more than one million houses built each year, on average, in the United States
o e st ratce. 4 Gl e alone, with some years exceeding two million, Of these, the vast majority are single-family
W gy e sl e ARy of dwellings and low density multi-unit developments. These houses are mostly built by devel-
e ooy oot At n opers and home-builders with minimal input from the architectural profession. ** In Canada,

Arctirpicturis: Probuer or Sirvict:
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according to the Canadian Morsgage and Honsing Corporation (CMHC), home-build-
ers account for about ninety-five percent of Canadian housing.

There are several reasons why architects are not more involved in commercial housing,
Typically, those architects who do work with developers, face low fees because the
developer’s profitis ofien realized at the back-end of a project, whereas design is generally
afront-end cost, In general, architects are not willing to share in the risk of the developer by
realizing their profits at the back-end of the project. Instead, many architects settle for
significantly smaller percentages of a project in order to keep their offices operating. An
unwillingness to share the risks of development has pushed architects 1o the fringes of the
housing market, and for the most part, architects have not had a significant influence on the
home-building industry.

Perhaps a deeper, and more elusive, reason for the lack of architect involvement in com-
mercial housing has to do with a set of values and attitudes towards commercialism and
consumerism which is entrenched within the profession, The fact that we now liveina
predominantly consumer-driven society is one of the biggest challenges tacing traditionat
architectural practice today.

Why is it that architects have been so resistant 1o accepting the consumer society they live
in? The beliefs and binses of the profession begin in the early developmental stages of an
architect’s career. It is within the culture of school that students begin to define themselves
asyoung architects. They cultivate a moral superiority by identifying clear distinctions be-
tween ‘us’ and ‘them'. ‘The result is that developers, engineers, building trades, and prod-
ucts of consumption are easily and swiftly dismissed as belonging to ‘them’. The biases that
are generated in school tend to stay with students as they move into professional practice. *'

ARCIITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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Part of the resistance many architects have towards the commodification of architecture
stems from the Modernist view of architecture. A consumer view of architecture violates
the unity of design with the technology of'the program. 1t is therefore regarded as a self-
inflicted threat to reviving and maintaining a comprehensive role for the architect in the
building process. *'

Consumerism is a dominant force acting on our environment today, and as a result, is an
important factor in the production of architecture. The architect’s own agenda regarding
interventions in the environment have long been informed by u sense of social purpose,
which s often at odds with the idea of commedification. A proper calling to architecture is
assumed to be working towards sonie utopian ideal that is rooted in a harmonious existence

in quality and well-designed surroundings for everyone. Any hints of consumerism would
tarnish this ideal, 2

Post-Modern architectural theory suggests that we live in an image-saturated and
commodified world, where institutions and producers of culture can no longer afford the
pretense that they are outside of the forces of consumption. The world of commerce has
had no problem with this notion, and is well-versed in utilizing high culture to sell products.
Recently, some architects have recognized that in order to have any influence whatsoever

on the image and shape of the world, they must embrace the potential benefits of consum-
erism?

Within the profession, there is often a distinction drawn between the commercial finms and
the more design-oriented practices. Aninvisible hierarchy exists which categorizes, and
looks down upon, those firns who build for profit, leaving those architects with a commit-
ment to the social ideals of architecture as the moral victors. The situation that is created is
one where the most attention and highest praise is not bestowed upon the vast majority of
highly cffective and competent projects, but rather to those that are considered worthy,

ARCHITECTURE, PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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cither theoretically or acsthetically. These are the projects that are referred to as * Architec-
ture’, while the other projects are simply referred to as products of the construction indus-
try. As well, these are the projects that are most talked about in schools, and the ones
which are published by the architectural press, thus reinforging these attitudes.

Many consumer projects are deemed to be int bad taste by the more influential members of
the profession. The perpetuation of this narrow view ofien prevents inany capable archi-
tects from pursuing practice in a broader sense. Aesthetic preferences exert control over
what some architects will accept in terins of commissions, and consequently, greatly limit
their capacity to take advantage of the many opportunities that commercial commissions
canoffer. Itis the responsibility of the architect as a professional to detenmine if a project is
not worth doing on its own merits. Profiting st any cost is not the objective, but neither is
urning away conunerciat commissions simply because they are consumer-oricted. There
needs to be a compromise between the ideals of the architect and the goals of the devel-
oper.

Architects are generally not in the habit of being able to look at the environment non-
judgmentally, Practitioners, particularly younger architects, often have a utopian ideal of
how the world should be and, therefore, are generally dissatisfied with existing conditions.
However, our cities are increasingly composed of'the spaces of consumption, and archi-
tects need to reconsider their positions if they are to take advantage of the many opportuni-
ties and insights that an architecture of consumption has to offer.**

Architecture is now consumed regularly by a wide range of people. Thisincludes a smaller
group of people who prefer to hive fashionable architects to design their apartments, sum-
mer homes or oflices, and a much larger group that consists of people who are generally not
building owners, but who are ‘architecture bufls’. These people enjoy reading about archi-
tecture, touring buildings, visiting exhibitions, and purchasing architectural drawings. The

ARCINTECTURE PrODUCT OR SERVICIE
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increase in the numbers of people interested in consuming architecture can be partially at-
tributed to the increase in the opportunities to consume architecture directly. There are now
several museums with permanent architectural collections, numerous architectural guide books
for most major centres, many specialized galleries and bookstores dealing with architecture,
and many newspapers now have regular architectural columins and sections. The defining
characieristic of all of these people is that they all are looking for a personal relationship to
the aesthetic dimension of architecture simply for the pure enjoyment of'it. They do not
want the burden of dealing with the realities of practice and of the problems of buildings as
artifacts. These people are the consumers of architecture and they represcnt an alternative
market not tied to the construction industry. *

Perhaps one of the best contemporary examples of consuming architecture is Walipaper
magazine. Architecture figures prominently among the pages of this publication, but not as
itis represented in the various trade magazines. Wallpaper magazine uses the power and
appeal of architecture to sell products. What is more impressive still, is how the publication
serves as an advertisement for a profession which is often very apprehensive about market-
ing and promoting itself. The magazine communicates the appeal of'architecture to the
publicinan overtly commercinl maner. Architecwire has been used for years 1o serve as i
complimentary backdrop to the marketing of products; however, the difference in Heallxa-
per isthat the architectural backdrops are doing the selling, The power of the products of
architecture arc not lost on advertisers, and architecture is being used to sell everything, it
seems, but the profession itself. Architects have been reluctant to embrace marketing pro-
grams, despite the fact that they are quite possibly one of the profession’s best public rela-
tionstools, >’ Many architects have an om-dated attitude towards advertising which ig-

nores the potential of the medium, and prevents the profession from prospering in a con-
sumer-driven society.

ArargrEcturi Probuet or Servicr
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* Wiold Kybezymba, “Housing without Architects,” 1n
Archuestuee, (Avgus 197 p 81

When a comparison was done between two buildings in Toronto, the result was further
proofof'the rift between the values of many architects and those of the general public. The
buildings that were compared are located in Toronto’s Commerce Court: the North build-
ing, built in 1929; and the Commerce Court West building, designed by 1. M. Pei, which is
heralded by architects as one of the finest buildings he ever designed. The research was
done by the Camadian Imperial Bank of Commerce, The results were a list of opposites
between the two buildings outlining the positives of the older north building, with its classical
details and massive materials, versus the negatively perceived minimal aspects of the newer
west building. The question raised by this survey is; Why, if the public prefers a certain style

of building, do architects insist on producing products that do not address these desires,
particularly where housing is concerned?"

Relatively little time separates us from an architecture where the application of oament
and familiarity were most important. Architects practice architecture today asifthe durable
rules of the past are extinct aspects of architecture. Architects continue to censor the rules
which underlic many centuries of building in the name of innovation and modernity. How-
ever, this is not what the general public wishes 1o sce when it comes to their homes, *!

The one style which is noticeably absent from the housing market today is Modern. Many
other period styles such as Colonial, Victorian, and Crafisman, have become popular again.
Even though the people buying these homes are perfectly content to fumish these traditional
homes with Bauhaus knock-offs they continue to resist contemposary design when it comes
to the appearance of their homes. The public has a taste for identifiable features such as a
pitched roof, from porch, paneled doors, classical columns, mouldings and trim. These
clements represent a desire for a set of well-understood conventions within which one can
express individuality and taste. In general, home buyers prefer the traditional styles which
have stood the test of time. Most people are not risk-takers when it comes to purchasing a
new home According to Robert Guiman, the attitudes of architects on the style of hous-

ArcirmicTure: PRODUCT OR SERVICE



' Wilold Rybenyaske, ~The Hume of the 0 < | Deargning fon
Atlordability™ w Canadian dn it (Auguay |97 p W

** Hobert Gutman, dwhircetnnd Prstiee: 0 Coial Hew
ANew Youh Prncctin Ashitestnal Press, 1986 p 14

Y d p 4

= Noth Rapuosta, * Remventug Iatice,” i Comaliun Ankited,

Pl Hee g 28

ing is a serious obstacle since the self-conception of architects is contrary to what housing
producers and consumers expect and want from the profession. This history and tradition

must be accepted by architects if the profession is to have any influence on the future of
housing and building in general »!

Just as the values of architects often conflict with the public's, the public often has a roman-
ticized image of the architect, and this perception pervades the profession. What occurs as
a result is often idiosyncratic work where the more unusual the form, the more it is roman-
ticized, The general public is increasingly resistant to an architectural community which
places individualism ahead of attention to local culture and context. Asaresult, some clients
are beginning to select architectural firms that will confine their services to specific features
of' the project such as the fagade or interior aesthetics.

What is emerging out of this is a new market for fagade architecture. The result is that the
architect is relegated 1o the role of building decorator, responsible for the six inches, or so,
of'the building tagade, and delegates the remainder of the building to other related buitding
trades, The emphasis on appearance has something to do with a beliefamong many clients
that w building with a distinctive appearance can excite public attemtion, It is a form of
consumer packaging, as pointed out by Stephen Kieman, an architect and critic in Philadel-
phia.® “Architecture is being applied like a wrapper 10 all types of buildings, which is one
of the reasons why the strip mall is so uninspiring. There is a disjunction between a strip
mall's fabrication, tectonic qualities and spaces, and its applied fagade, This disjunction has
not occurred, for instance, in industrial design, where aesthetics was never broken away
from tectonics and function.” ** ‘Fagade architecture’ represents a real threat to the way
that architecture is both practiced and conceived. 1t relegates the profession to decorators,
and undermines the integrity of' the architect's body of knowledge.
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** Robert Quiman, Archutecturul Practice: A Crincal Hew
(New York. Prnceton Aschitectural Press, 1988) p 78

ARCHIITECTURE As ProbucT

if 1 had a couple million dollars in my pocket, the first thing
{ would do is go into real estate because [ want to make the
peaple wha wark for me happier by paying them higher
salaries and ! can’y do that on architecture,"*

This sentiment is shared by many who study and practice architecture today. Arecent
graduate of an architectural school can expect 10 earn a low wage relative to other profes-
sions. Inaddition, the level of job satisfaction is often very low as firms often exploit this
‘cheap labour’ in an effort to keep costs down. The reality is that the profit margins in a
traditional architectural practice are generally quite small, and any means a firm can use to
save mouney is important.

A new approach to the way architects think about housing is required if they are to begin to
have an impact on the housing industry. Housing today Is viewed by the home-building
industry as a commodity, much like an automobile or an appliance, and not as a unique
expression of individuality. The way in which people shop for houses is more akin to the
way in which they shop for a new car. Houses are presented in Show Home Parades and
show suites, as finished products so people know what they are getting before they buy.
This is a similar model to the way in which new cars are sold. People come down to the lot
and select from a choice of style and models. When it comes down to purchasing a new
house, the customer is generally presented with a list of options such as: what colour do they
want the walls? which appliances do they prefer? what is their lot preference? and others.
These options are added to the base price of the house, just as air-conditioning and lcather
seats are added to the base price of a car.

ARCHITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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For many architects engaged in traditional practice, the notion of designing houses of this
sort would secem wrong. However, this has not always been the case. Prior to World War
I, architects were very involved in the housing markets. They worked more closely with
builders to produce improved housing through plan books, catalogues, and early forms of
subdivision design. The Case Study Houses in the 1950's, as well as Frank Lloyd Wright's
Usonian homes, were both attempts at architecturally designed homes on a mass-produced
scale. *' As housing became more commercialized and mass-produced, the role of the
architect diminished. Architects were indifferent towards the generic product of the home-
builders, whose products were built to satisfy post-war housing demands. Instead, archi-
tects turned their attention towards other building sectors.

Satisfying consumer demand, however, does not preclude good design innovation, It means
that the innovator must anticipate consumer demands and provide products to meet these
demands, as the successful developers do. Architecture does not need to abandon the
service of design in order to produce consumer-housing products. Unlike architecture,
industrial design is a profession which is engaged in producing objects for mass production
and consumption. Industrial design is, however, a design service which is hidden behind the
product. The processes which drive design, such as ideas and innovation, are very much
present in the final product,

The products of industrial designers must ineet consumer demands in order to succeed,
This means that not only must they be functional, but they must also be aesthetically appeal-
ing in order to satisfy an increasingly design-savvy public. Inaddition, these products must
compete on par with products from other producers of similar products, no matter how
they are conceived of and produced.

ARCIITECTURE: PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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The industrial design mode! has implications for architects and housing. The vast majority
of homes today are products of an industry dedicated to the efficient and profitable con-
struction of homes. Design is always important, but it generally does not drive the process.
To compete with the products of the developer, the product of the architect must be as
good as, or better, in terms of perceived value and design. 1n addition, the architect’s
product must respond to the demands of the market in order to succeed.

Architects are in a unique position when it comes to designing better homes, Unlike the
typical home-builder, the architect is trained 10 solve a wide range of design problems. As
well, an architect is interested in more than just the profit margins, and is therefore better
able to create a product which is both architecturally interesting, and affordable. The idea
ofinnovative design solutions which are affordable for a wide range of people is one of the
principle philosophies of the Swedish furniture company fkeq.

Case Study 1 - lkea

lkeais an excellent example of a company which has had tremendous success in all market
scgments. The company is well-known for its innovative design solutions in home-fumish-
ings, and equally well-known for its affordable prices. A short examination of the company
philosophy and processes reveals a model for design which may have applications for ar-
chitecture.

Tkea has been likened by some 10 the Mcdonald s of the furniture world because of the
success it has had with the general public. The products reflect a basic philosophy of
simplicity, clarity, usage, and a sensitivity to the domestic.? /kea has consciously decided
to respond to the furnishing needs and desires of a mass market, rather than create well-
designed furniture for a small segment of society. They believe that it is relatively easy to
design a beautiful table that costs a lot of money, but that it is a challenge to make an equally

ARCIHITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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beautiful table at an affordable price. The challenge lkea presents to its designers is to
create home furnishings which combine good design, good function and good quality, with
prices that are low enough so that many people can aftord them.”

The company differs in its design-consumer relationships in how it is able to satisfy the
needs and wants of the greatest number of people. Inaddition to achieving this, the com-
pany also manages to respect the consumer’s status as an actual user of goods. In modem
society, the relationship that emerges between the individual consumer and the marketplace
is ofien confrontational. People fecl that they pay too much for too little, or get pulled in by
false expectations. Jkea challenges this relationship by giving the customer credit for being
anintelligent, and discriminating individual, *

The design process at Jhca begins by designing the price, This is not done, however, at the
expense of quality or style. Price imposes a rigour on the designers to work closely with
manulircturers and supplicrs in order to pool expertise and to work things out for a lower
cost. The consumers also do their part to keep prices low by participating in the final
assembly of' the product. This enables Zkea to ship the product flat, thereby reducing ship-
ping costs.**

Each of Tkea § products reflects a conscious effort to produce well-designed products in
every sense of the word, However, the consumer is not made fully aware of the design
process that is concealed behind the showroom product, What they are aware of| is that

what they are purchasing is a good quality, aesthetically appealing piece of furniture which
reflects their individuality,

The products of the housing industry today share some similarities to the /kea product in
terms of process. They are both concerned with costs and affordability, and, to a certain
degree, with quality. Most home-builders realize that they are serving a specific market,

ARCHITECTURE, PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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0 New Yk Times, (Thurs June 4. 1990) p (1)

' Avi Friedman. ~The Llome of the 90's 2 An Urhan Statter,” in
Camsdian Archiiect, (Augwt 1997) p 12

both a satisfying undertaking for the architect, as well as a viable product in the consumer
housing market,

Case Study 2 - The Grow Home

The Grow Home concept emerged out of the A ffordable Homes Program within the School
of Architecture at Mcgill University, The search for an architectural solution to affordable
housing formed the basis of the idea leading to the creation of the Gy Home. Principal
designers Avi Fricdman and Witold Rybezynski felt that there was a gap between architects,
housing, and the needs of the public. Rybczynski outlines that “as architects we thought it
was worth taking a lobk at the product again.™* The Grew Home represents an interesting
shift in thinking about how architects can approach housing in general, as both a product,
and as architecture. The designiers of the home set out to make housing affordable through
better design,

The Grow Home is, in part, a response to the overwhelming domination of the housing
market by developers and home builders. The house became an industry product back in
the 1940's when developers recognized that what people wanted was a well-crafied, well-
priced home; and as a sesult, the client of the architect became the customer of the devel-
oper.V

It was generally, and still is to a certain degree, more expensive 1o commission an architec-

tuvally designed home, than to purchase the developer product. However, the house which
provides the best perceived value s most likely to determine how the purchaser willbehave.
Although the Grow Home was largely driven by markel rescarch, it was important that the
house represent good perceived value to the consumier.

ARCIITRCTURE: PrODUCT OR SERVICE
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plexity, and Quality. As identified in the market research, quality is perceived as more
important than area, and architectural complexity is generally expensive relative to simplic-
ity. The approach taken, therefore, was to reduce space and complexity in favour of a high
level of finish and quality. The design strategy was to provide an efficient layout of services,
an optional basement, compact and uncomplicated volumes, and small spans, while at the
same time providing a high level ofamenity. In addition, a smaller and more efficiently
designed house would reduce the costs of land servicing, financing, overhead and profits

Along with the costs of materials and the size of the house, construction methods and effi-
ciencies were also considered. The work of several trades such as electrical, plumbing, and
bricklayers were designed for completion in one day or less.* This minimized labour costs
for expensive sub-trades, and had the benetit of more predictable scheduling, which further
increased construction efficiencies,

Another cost-lowering measure was to introduce the basic Grow Homie unit, as a *no-frills'
plain model. The buyer could then sclect from a list of options to add to the house for an
additional cost. The base unit consists of a two-storey house with one bathroom, a kitchen
with three appliances, a washer and dryer, wind no pantitions on the upper level. A basement
is optional, as is a garage, porch, dormers, and more, This approach is similar to the
marketing practices of many builders who customize the houses with a variety of options to
suit a specific target market, ™

In a fashion similar to /kea, where the customer assembles the product, the buyer of the
Grow Home isleft to do part of the finishing work. This concept is known as “progressive
completion.” This allows for the owner to invest both time and money, over a number of
years, or as it becomes possible, to improve the house.* This idea is not a new one. In
Europe, people are fmmiliar with buying an unfinished house and adding compaenents later,
However, North Americans are not accustomed to this method of purchasing a new home.

ARCHITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE



Infact, the Angus Reid study reports that people, in general, and particularly in Calgary and
Vancouver, prefer to pay more for a finished home, rather than having to upgrade the fin-
ishes themselves. It was presumed that these people lead busy lives and do not want to buy
anew house that requires a significant amount of work to complete.*

Perhaps the biggest challenge in designing the Grow Home was; Can affordable housing
be done in such a way so that the final product is attractive to the potential buyer? Ina
similar fashion to the approach /kea uses in product design, the designers of the Grow
Home identified that both price and design were important. However, unlike /kea, the
designers of the Grow Home opted for a traditional appearance, citing that the average
person’s taste in houses is generally conservative. At the same time, however, the designers
also state that consumers, and especially young ones, are generally well-educated, more
demanding, and more open to good design, These are the same consumers who shop at
Tkea because of the aesthetic qualities of the furniture, as well as the price. The designers of
the Grow Home presemt a product which is well-conceived of'in terms of imaterials, site,
and construction efficiencies, but one which does not push the envelope on good design or
creativity. The Grow Home is well-designed in terms of practical achievements, but not in
terms of architecture,

The emphasis that is placed by the designers of the (e Home on quality of finish is at the
expense of architectural space. The designers of the Grow Home argue that architectural
space is expensive, und, while there may be some truth to this, it is not always the case.
Architectural space can be conceived of economically and competitively, without sacrificing
quality. However, the Grow Home is designed to fill the needs of the low-income home-
buyer, and as such, is successful in presenting a product that satisfies markets demands.

- Angus Red thoup, “Trado-OUNs in the Hlome Purchase Dechaion”
in The 1990 Canadian Nome Bryvrs Swdy, p 19
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Tue Prooucrt

Home is the heart of life .. the place you live i has to accom-

maodate a broad range of activities fram sleeping 1o cook-

ing, washing o relaxing... But @ home is greater than the

sum of its parts and getting the practicalities right is only
halfof the story. For most people, the special significance of
‘home ' lies at a deeper level, Home is where we feel at ease,

where we belong, where we can create surroundings which

reflect our tastes and pleasures. Creating a home has a lot
la do with discavering thase elements that convey a sense of
Place”

The notion of ‘home' conjures up different values and ideas for different people. There are
a large range of types and styles of developer-built housing on the markets today each one
catering to the needs, wants and desires of a particular group of people, In general, these
houses competently address the practicalities of the house as a building type, with all the
expected programmatic requirements included. However, the spaces are predictable and
generally uninspiring, as arc the streets they are located along. There is little that conveys a
sense of place.

The product presented here is intended to represent both the application of the idea of
architecture as product, and the concept of design as a service hidden by a product. It
represents one of many possible solutions for a particular market segment. In contrast to
the product of the developer, which is found in most suburbs and many inner-city neighbor-
hoods, this home places a premium on architectural space as a vehicle to a better and more
vibrant lifestyle. Frank Lloyd Wright, wrote in his book 7he Natural House that “whether
people are fully conscious of this or not, they actually derive countenance and sustenance
from the ‘atmosphere’ of the things they live in or with. They are rooted in them just as a

ARCHITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE



Figure 1'- Site of Exiton Townhome

- . w. -
Figure 1a - Acrial Photograph Shewing Site
and Environs

¥ Frank Lloyd Wught, The Nutveral fouse (New York  Vonzon
Press, 1984) p 138

plant is in the soil in which it is planted.”* In these homes, the fundamentals of light and
space, a connection to the outdoors and flexibility of design combine with the pragmatic
components of the house ta create a whole that is greater that the sum of its parts.

As this is a consumer home, it must compete in an open market with other products in its
category. This means that every design decision has implications on how competitive the
product will be, Intraditional architectural practice, the decisions of the designer are not
generally considered in relation to how the product will compete. More often, the designer
is concerned with providing the client with the building that they desire. When considering
the home as a product, the marketability of the product is as much a part of the design
process as is the architectural space.

One of the first decisions a new home-buyer encounters is what area of the ity to purchase
ahousein. Asthe City of Calgary grows, so too does the perception that living in the inner
areas of the city is expensive. The most affordable housing type in these areas is the condo-
minium. However, this type of housing is often located within a larger complex and is more
akin to an apartment than a house. This is forcing new home-buyers, who would otherwise
prefer to stay in the inner-city areas, to move further away from the city centre where
housing is more affordable, and to where they can get a higher perceived value for their
dollar.

The location for this proposed housing development is the inner city area of Erlton. This
area is currently undergoing significant gentrification with several medium-and high-density
projects currently under construction, (Figure | and 1a) Lower-density projects are also
underway which are aimed at the luxury home-buyer market, and are priced accordingly.

ARCHITECTURE: PronUCT OR SERVICE



' Anguy Rend (Qroup, “Trade-ON 10 the Home Purchase Decinon’
wn The 1906 Canadian Home linpers Sndy, p 26

Location is one of the most important considerations of new home-buyers in Calgary. The
Residential Home Buyers Survey, done by Angus Reid, reveals that a significant number of
people are willing to pay up to five percent more in order to live in a preferred location.*
(appendix 1) The Erlton area is close to major transportation routes, including public tran-
sit. Asthisis an established neighbourhood, it is surrounded by many amenities including
schools, grocery stores, sestaurants and shopping. The proposed site is within casy walking
distance to Fourth Street, the Elbow River and its pathway system, Lindsay Park, the
Stampede Grounds, and downtown Calgary,

Location is significant for these homes, as they are targeted towards groups of buyers that
would prefer to live close to the cily centre, The home is designed for several market seg-
ments, including young couples, single professionals, new families, single-parent families,
and entrepreneurs, The home is lifestyle-oriented, and will attract the type of buyer who is
looking for an altcrnative to the suburban product and the inner city condominium. The
flexible Hoor plan will acconumodate o wide range of lifestyles, from the couple that likes to
entertain, to the person working out of their home, where a central location is important,

The fundamental decisions in the design of these homes were driven by a few basic con-
cepts. "Yhe first decision was 1o achieve afordability in architecture through an efficient use
of resources. Maximizing material and labour efficiencies was important. For example, all
of the floor spans in the homes are kept short, and the most efficient spanning members are
used.

Another basic concept in the design of these homes, is to maximize the perceived space of
cach unit and reduce actual space. While physical space has real cost implications, per-
ceived space is much less expensive. Anincreased perception of space is achieved in these
homies by maintaining strong visual connections through the units, varying the ceiling and
Noor heights, and by wtilizing an open concept floor plan. Light is also used as a means of
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Figure | - Panti Sketch

increasing the perceived space of the homes. Daylight penetrates into all arcas of the units,
reducing the need for artificial lighting, while creating an open and spacious atmosphere in
the home. Each unit is approximately 1200 square feet, which is about 300 square fect less
than the average home inits price range. The units have a frontage of sixteen fect, and a
depth of forty-five feet.

The parti used to organize the design of these units, shownin figure 1, illustrates how the two
relatively long party-walls form the sides of each unit become an 'L’ shape to enclose the
unit at the front and the back. The programmatic requirements of the houses are organized
along these elements according to whether they are functional or lifestyle elements. The
closer an element is to the party-wall, the more it is about either function or lifestyle. The
space in-between the two ‘L’s is considered mediating space and contains programmatic
elements which are both functional and lifestyle-oriented.

Along the functional ‘L' are the main entry foyer, the stairs to the upper level, a powder
room, and the functional requirements of the kitchen, such as the fridge, sink, countertop
and pantry, Most of the circulation within the units occurs along, or close to this side. Along
the lifestyle ‘L’ is the dining area with a sky-lit ceiling, the fireplace, and the great room. An
island is located in the kitchen in the mediated space between the two *L’s. Theisland is
located in this area because it is used for both food preparation and eating, and is therefore
about function and lifestyle. The island extends into the great room and is integrated inte
that space by becoming an end table or shelf. This organization is reflected in the main floor
plan shown in figure 2.

The ceilings are nine feet high over the great room, and rise to ten feet over the kitchen and
dining areas. A sculptural fireplace and a window wall at the front of the unit dominate the
main living area, The kitchen is spacious and open with generous cupboard and pantry
space.

ARCHITECTURE; PrRODUCT OR SERVICE
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Figure 2 - Main Floor Plan

A connection to the outdoors is an important consideration in the design of these units. The
garden behind the house is connected to the unit through a common wall which extends
from the dining area to an outdoor patio. The garden is an extension of the house, and is
designed to be an outdoor room. At the opposite end of the unit, off of the great room, is an
outdoor veranda which faces the street, and is a more urban extension of the home. A
strong visual connection through the unit from front to back connects the two outdoor spaces
and enhances the sensc of spaciousness,

The organizing elements on the main level continue to the upper level of the units where the
bedrooms and main bathroom are located. The master bedroom includes a large walk-in
closet and an ensuite bathroom, The ceiling over the master bedroom climbs from nine and
a half feet at the entrance to a maximum height of twelve feet. The main bathroom is treated
as a lifestyle space, and as such, is located alang the lifestyle ‘L’ of the unit, The bathroom
is a unique space that combines function with luxury and style. A large window connects the
bathroom 1o the outdoors, while also providing an abundance of natural light. (figure 3)

The second bedroom is a more intimate and modest space than the master bedroom. It is
the most conventional room in the house and can be used either as another bedroom or as
a home office. Windows on two walls of this room open it up and provide ample natural

light,

Each unit also has an attached single-car garage on the lower level, as well as a basement
which can be finished at the time of purchase, or at a later date by the home owner. The
garage is located five feet below grade, partially screening it from the street. Also located in
the basement is a small utility room containing the furnace and hot water tank for each unit.

ARCHITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE



Figure 3 - Second Floor Plan

Each unit comes with a full complement of appliances including a fridge, stove, dishwasher,
washer and dryer. Inaddition, the interior finishes of each unit include features such as
hardwood floors, single-surface countertops, and other high quality products. The exteri-
ors of the units are comprised of a number of materials including brick, wood, stucco, and
glass. Construction of the homes is conventional wood-frame with a concrete foundation.

In order to be competitive, the product must also be accompanied by good service. A
design consultation will be offered in order to best configure the home to the personal needs
of the owner. Although major structural components cannot be altered, there is flexibility.
For example, the kitchen can be enlarged, depending on the owner’s requirements, or the
owner may opt for a unique design for the fireplace. The open plan accommodates a wide
range of options and finishes.

Each unit will sell for between $150,000 and $175,000. This is based on a construction
cost of between $90 and $110 per square foot. The price varies depending on the level of
finish desired. Itis also reflective of the constant fluctuation in the cost of building materials,
Included in this cost is the profit, which is approximately ten percent for each unit. Current
land costs in the Erlton area are approximately $140,000 for a typical fifty-by-one-hundred
twenty-foot lot. This number is based on the average sale price for a typical house in this
area in 1997 and the first two months of 1998, The resulting land cost for each unit is
approximately $45,000 to $50,000,

The homes represent good value to the buyer on several levels. The unique architectural
spaces are not done at the expense of quality finishes and amenities, The spaces are pos-
sible because of a practical and functional design idea. Unlike the Grow Home, which
chooses quality of finish over architectural space, this home incorporates both. However,
like the Grow Home, these houses have a smaller floor area than most typical developer-
homes in the same price category. The reduced floor area means that each unit has a

ARCIITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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smaller footprint, which in turn, reduces the land cost per unit. Reducing land costsis critical
to making these homes affordable in an inner city neighborhood.

In addition to the belief that an architecturally designed home can enhance day-to-day ife,
is the belief that good design is atso a good investment. Record real estate prices have been
achieved by a partnership of architects in Sydney, Australia who have recently completed
and sold out a major condo development, Sydney, like many North American cities, is
being overrun by speculative property developers interested only in maximum return for
minimum investment. The success of recent architectural projects has caught the attention
of big time developers who are realizing that good design is actually an added selling feature,
not a pointless waste of money.

As well as being a good financial investment there is another longer-term benefit to a well-
designed home. Owners are more likely (o remain in a home that meets their needs for a
longer period oftime, and as a result, will realize a significant appreciation in the property
value. As well, the longer a person lives in a particular home, the more equity they will build
up in that home. When they do decide that it is time 10 move, they will have the money to
choose the neighbourhood they wish to live in,

Many people are forced to move (o another house before they can realize some of the
longer-tenm financial benefits of home ownership because the home no longer meets their
needs. Many inner city condominiums are relatively small, and offer little or no flexibility.

The proposed Erlton townhouses are designed to accomodate a growing family. For ex-
ample, a couple may purchase the home when they have no children, At this time, the
sccond bedroom on the upper level may be an office or a study. When the couple has their
first child this room may be converted into the child's bedroom, and the office could be
moved to the basement.

ARCHITECTURE, PRODUCT OR SERVICE



The gonl of these homes is to demonstrate that architecture can be affordable, and that the
housing industry can be a forum for meaningfis! architecture. Conceiving of architecture as
a product presents the designer with an array of challenges, all of which are encompassed
within the process. The process is design-driven and product-oriented, with the result
being a home which is competitive on the open market, and which can make a differencein
cities which are dominated by banal and ordinary houses,

ARCIITECTURE; PRODUCT OR SERVICE
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proliferation of the product would render it as generic as the homes we now see in most new
subdivisions. It may be that we need the banal suburban produc of the developer in order
10 provide contrast 1o the more interesting product of the architect, Afler ali, even Jkea has
the Brick to provide the contrast between banal and interesting.

Perhaps the idea of designing architecture as though it is a product is more appropriate to
architects on a smaller scale, where they can remain involved in designing good buildings
and improving the cityscape little by little, 1 believe that architects are well-positioned in the
housing industry to make significant changes to the housing landscape, whether it happens
one house at a time, or on the subdivision scale, However, the larger the scope of the
projects, the less time an individual architect is likely to spend on design. Once again, the
Jkea case study scems an appropriate model for finding the critical balance between design
and business,

There is another potential outcome to the commodification of architecture. This is the
possibility for ( ‘elebration-like enclaves in various parts of a city where an architect or
architect/developer might have built numerous housing units. These areas coutd become
lintle *Disneylands’ that architects create 1o satisty their egos and make money. Although the

possibility for this exists, the question is; Would this be a bad thing?
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APPENDIX

TRADE-OFFS IN THE HOME PurcHASE Decision; New Home Buyers

STATEMENT VANCOUVER CALGARY ToronTo | MONTREAL
You preferred to get the size of Mean 5.1 8.7 6.5 6.1
house youwanted and upgradethe  TopBox (%) 30 32 43 44
finishing quality when you can  LowBox (%) 38 29 23 24
afford to

You preferred a slightly smaller Mean 56 6.1 59 59
house withthe finishing quaity that  TopBox (%) 39 38 37 42
you wanted rather than a larger  LowBox (%) N 28 K} 27
house that did not have the finishing

quality you wanted

You paid a fittle more than your Mean 59 6.1 5.7 59
original budget because the house  TopBox (%) 42 40 7 42
had the finishing quality youwanted  LowBox (%) 26 23 K] 27
You paid a little less than your origi- Mean 37 33 44 47
nal budget and decidedtoupgrade  TopBox (%) 18 14 23 27
the finishing quality yourself LowBox (%) 57 66 48 45
You were prepared to pay up to 5% Mean 7.0 6.7 68 6.1
more than your original budget to  TopBox (%) 55 49 48 48
live in your preferred location LowBox (%) 17 20 21 28
1 = completely agree 10 = completely disagree

TopBox = a score 01 8,9 or 10

LowBox = a scoreof1,20r3
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