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Abstract 

Communications related to architectural projects have become more complicated due to more complex design projects, the growth 
of technology and design information management systems and different backgrounds of stakeholders. These issues have had a 
significant effect on how buildings are designed and evolved Architecture to combine technical and social aspects of design. This 
study reviewed and focused in Design and facilities management, behavior and communication as well as interfaces issues. This 
study introduced the approaches and strategic methods of effective communication in architectural design practice from the view 
of technological and humanistic characteristics to manage communication challenges in architect-client relationship.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of GLTR International Sdn. Berhad. 
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1. Introduction 

Ambiguity is a problematic issue that can lead to mistrust and damage communication.  In order for the societal 
benefit of the built environment to be fully realized, the issue of communication must be addresses (Cole-Colander, 
2003). Fleming (1996) and Roxburgh (2003) examined how clients and designers used proprietary knowledge to either 
bridge or exploit the gap between these two cultures. Communication that is not clear can result in unsatisfactory 
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design results for the client (Ayodele Elijah Olusegun, 2008). Thamhain (2013) identified different circumstances that 
lead to poor performance.  All of these categories are similar because they are the result of humanistic concerns (Xie, 
Thorpe, & Baldwin, 2000). Settling semantic differences requires communicative efforts, especially when 
communication between the people involved had disintegrated. In terms of design, most communication problems are 
the result of the behavioral process that create it’s foundation as organizational and people-oriented components that 
have a strong influence on the final design result (Coughlan & Macredie, 2002). Several socio-technical methods have 
been developed to explain how the people-oriented or human element affects communication (Coughlan & Macredie, 
2002).  Shen (2011) and Yu, Shen, & Chan (2005) proposed the following reasons for communication difficulties 
between designers and their clients: 
 The client’s viewpoint was not fully considered 
 There was not enough communication between stakeholders 
 Design requirements were not sufficiently managed 
 The needs expressed by the clients often change 
 There is a lack of feedback from the client 

In an attempt to better communication between designers and their clients, (Shen, 2011) proposed the following 
solutions: 
 Permit the client to feel as though their contributions are valued and Involve stakeholder 
 Effectively administer changing design requirements 
 Employ appropriate and easy to understand visualization technique 

Communication problems between clients and architects can be categorized as technical and social.  Solving 
communication issues that are based on social matters require a socially oriented approach. One possible framework 
for managing communication problems that can be categorized as social in nature is the development of techniques to 
allow the participation of users in every step of the design process (Sarvarazadeh, Lamit, Norouzi, & Shabak, 2013). 
Coughlan & Macredie (2002) suggested encouraging the participation of stakeholders through interactive and 
communication activities and creating supportive design tools and techniques. 

2. Architect-client Interaction and communication activities in architectural design practice 

Techniques for understanding client requirements that are socially oriented lead to the development of a 
collaborative environment. This allows the architect and the client to communicate as equals and decisions satisfy all 
parties (Coughlan & Macredie, 2002). Successful relationships between designers and their clients are commonly 
based on socially oriented models where knowledge can be more easily shared. The better level of communication 
seen in these situations, which means that understanding between stakeholders, is increased, and ambiguity decreases.   
Communication activities can be used to resolve requirement issues and facilitate the flow of information (Coughlan 
& Macredie, 2002). A communication activity is an activity where the end user participates in the development of the 
product (Hartwick & Barki, 2001). Productive communication activities attempt to acquire information, share and 
combine tasks (Walz, Elam, & Curtis, 1993), and coordinate efforts (Kraut & Streeter, 1995). Walz et al. (1993) 
proposed that the following behaviors should be a component of any communication activity: 
 Knowledge acquisition: A relationship must be established between the knowledge and experience of the designer 

and the client. The technical options available for facilitating communication and creating a common goal must 
also be established. 

 Knowledge negotiation: Knowledge negotiation is also known as sharing. Iterative processes contain 
requirements that must be understood by stakeholders and negotiated. 
When these communication activities have been completed, they provide a framework for managing 

communication challenges. However, this framework must take into account the techniques used to facilitate 
communication. 

3. Definition of Communication in architectural design practice 

Communication finds it origins in the Latin word, “communis”.  In its broadest sense, communication is the 
transmission of information from one person to another (oann Keyton, 2006).  (A. F. den Otter & Prins 2002) stated 



637 Nima Norouzi et al.  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   172  ( 2015 )  635 – 642 

that communication is, the “process of exchange of information between the sender and receiver to equalize 
information on both sides”. (A. Den Otter & Emmitt, 2008) stated communication as “sharing of meaning to reach a 
mutual understanding”. Maier & Thalmann (2008) clarified the meaning of communication by claiming it is a 
“cognitive and social process by which messages are transmitted, and meaning is generated”. 

3.1. Communication as a function and behaviour 

Another way to define communication is to focus on its function. Pietroforte (1997) indicated that the function of 
communication is to facilitate the achievement of common goals.  In other words, communication is a way of 
influencing relationships between architect and client (Breu, Guggenbichler, & Wollmann, 2008a). According to (A. 
Den Otter & Emmitt, 2008), communication can be defined as a “human behavior that facilitates the sharing of 
meaning and that takes place in a particular social context“. Gabriel & Maher (2002) extended the definition of 
communication into the field of architecture when he stated, “Architecture is primarily about communication.” The 
basis of (Gabriel & Maher, 2002) claim lies in the fact that the theories espoused by architects are the result of solid 
communication between the architect and the client that ultimately is expressed in the built environment (Mayam 
Shabak, Norouzi, Abdullah, & Khan, 2014), (M Shabak, Norouzi, & Khan, 2013). The most important characteristic 
in any communication is a social relationship through which the assumptions and expectations of another can be 
explored and even explained. In regards to collaborative design, problems can be solved by using different forms of 
communication instead of relying only on more communication (F. Smulders, Lousberg, & Dorst, 2008). 

3.2. Communication as a process  

Some researchers have defined communication as a process because of its dynamic nature and because it includes 
the trading of opinions, ideas, and goals (Ayodele Elijah Olusegun, 2008). He added to this definition by pointing out 
that communication means more that obtaining information.  It also means that the information must be credible, heard 
by the right people, and lead to an appropriate response. Breu et al. (2008a) confirmed that the communication is a 
complex process.  In terms of building projects, it is a process that ultimately leads to information relevant to the 
project and that ensures success. To identify the role and meaning of a communication process, the current definition 
of information, communication, communication processes, and communication models must be established.  
Afterward, the characteristics and relationships between these factors can be investigated (Norouzi, Shabak, Embi, & 
Khan, 2014).  

As a social process, a successful design process depends on a shared understanding between participants 
(Valkenburg, 2000); (Kleinsmann, 2006). Clark & Brennan (1991) further defined shared understanding as a “mutual 
knowledge, mutual beliefs and mutual assumptions” that exist between parties. A sender, receiver, message, and 
channel are all required if a communication is to take place. In terms of architecture, the architect is the sender and 
the client is the receiver, and the proposed design is the message (information). The channel can take the form of 
software that can take a paper drawing and turn it into a digital model using encoded information and symbolic 
language so that it can be transmitted.  Understanding how communication occurs and how it can be effectively used 
is a critical skill for an architect (Moum, 2008). 

3.3. Communication as an interface 

Over time, several different communication models have evolved ranging from had written documents to 
Computer- Mediated Communication (CMC) such as telephones, fax, email, and video conferencing. In the field of 
architecture, communication between the architect and his client is based on a relationship that uses everything from 
verbal communication to computer generated technical architectural drawings to communicate. Digital technology in 
architecture has been used throughout the design process as a computer generated two-dimensional drawings, three-
dimensional volumetric renderings, animations, and simulations. Architectural renderings and walk-through are 
additional and valuable forms of communication (Kitchens & Shiratuddin, 2007). Digital technology not only 
facilitates communication between the client and the architect, but it also enhances the architectural design process 
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(Gabriel & Maher, 2002). Effective communication relies on the use of the right media (Ean, 2011). As in the field of 
architecture, the advancement of information technology has impacted communication media (D’ambra, Rice, & 
O’connor, 1998). Despite its dependence on computers, Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC) is classified as 
a form of human communication. It can be interactively allowing both the sender and the receiver to engage in two 
ways, interactive communication model. 

4. Charting the architect-Client Relationship in design process  

Several studies have examined the relationship between clients and designers and to examine how the behavioral 
attitudes of all involved can impact the success of the client-designer relationship (Siva & London, 2011). The most 
common complaints from clients who have used architectural services are related to misunderstandings and 
dissatisfaction (RIBA, 2007). Even though the client is pivotal in the design process they often do not understand 
design processes and are unaware of what information they need to pass on to the design team (Tzortzopoulos, Cooper, 
Chan, & Kagioglou, 2006); (Siva & London, 2011). Clients who find themselves involved with strange architectural, 
design processes often suffer from “habitus shock” or the feeling of stress and confusion caused by these unfamiliar 
processes. As the client learns more about these processes, they become more comfortable, and the architect and 
client’s attitudes fall into line.  The education of the client is a fundamental component of the successful client-architect 
relationship (Siva & London, 2011). 

In addition to education, mutual respect is another important component of a successful client-architect relationship 
(Stater, 2002), (Tusa, 2002), (Long & Wilson, 2002). Too often successful build projects only came about after time-
consuming negotiations and compromises (J. Chen, 2008). Architect-client meetings are one way to facilitate 
communication at each stage in the design process and to quickly find solutions to any problems that might arise 
(Emmitt & Gorse, 2006); (Otter & Emmitt, 2008). Meeting needs of highly demanding clients to create advanced 
architectural design project requires effective communication.  Unfortunately, client-architect communication is not 
intuitively driven to accomplish this because there is a lack of mutual understanding (L. Chen, 2004). 

5. The Architect, the Client and Their role in the changing working environment 

Simply put, an architect is someone who plans, designs and models a building project.  In order to bring a building 
design to fruition, an architect uses a wide variety of information from a variety of areas including technology, science, 
and art. Previously, conventional methods created problems because they are not well coordinated and intelligent; 
meaningful information was not provided to clients. Consequently, the building design process would not be 
supported, and poor decisions were made. The most important person in the architect-client relationship is the client. 
They require accurate information about the building design, and they are the one person who will have a close 
relationship with the architect (Tessema, 2008).  

The development of technology since the Industrial Revolution has had a significant effect on the way buildings 
are designed and built. Architecture has also evolved to combine creative design, building techniques, and social 
aspects and, as a result, successful architects have the skill to integrate knowledge from various fields into the design 
process (Sariyildiz & Veer, 1998). As noted above, communication and social skill are important skill for an architect. 
Advances in technology mean that architects can capitalize on their communication and social skills to gather, 
organize, and assess information that will allow them to make the best decisions. The Australian Institute of Architects 
and Palea, Ciobanu, & Kilyeni, (2012) has recommended that the following traits should be possessed by an architect: 
The ability (a) to communicate effectively, (b) to coordinate and manage complex projects, and (c) to negotiate with 
a client to resolve issues. 

Advances in information technology and the development of the Internet have had a profound impact on the role 
of an architect.  Modern Information Communication Technology ICT can provide the tools for architects to 
coordinate designs, manage core information, and ensure the flow of information. ICT can be used to create a more 
effective design process (Lee, 2001). Despite the advances made in technology, increasing amounts of information 
that must be managed challenges architects.  Additionally, the time required to complete projects has decreased. For 
instance, the use of ICT means that a quick communication between stakeholders can speed up the project as less time 
is wasted (Penttilä, 2006). 
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6. Definition, Classification and function of Information or knowledge in architectural design practice 

Information is commonly defined as data or message that passes between a sender and a receiver (Bessonov, 2008). 
In terms of a building design, information can take the form of drawings and reports (Tessema, 2008). The information 
pertaining to the building process does not only include describing the client’s wishes and turning them into a building. 
It also includes transmitting information to the right people, ensuring that the message is understood and that all the 
client’s requirements are realized. In other words, the communication of information can be used as a channel to 
influence personal relationships and achieve a mutual goal (Pietroforte, 2010). Information regarding the experiences 
of the client can be used as inspiration for the design process and enhance communication between the client and the 
architect. Information can be obtained by asking about past and present experiences as well as future expectations 
(Sanders, 2002). Information can be subjective. In order to obtain relevant information, the architect is responsible for 
creating a venue for discussion with their clients.  The quality of information will lead to better communication 
between stakeholders (Tessema, 2008). 

The foundation of a successful building process is the strength of the generation, interpretation, distribution, 
coordination, management, and storage of design information (Gray & Hughes, 2001), (Emmitt & Gorse, 2009). The 
evolution of information to knowledge means that it was transmitted by a neutral media and passed to a human receiver 
(Moum, 2008). F. Smulders et al. (2008) categorized knowledge as: explicit, implicit, or tacit (silent). Explicit 
knowledge can be easily expressed and transmitted. However, it is implicit and tacit knowledge that are of the most 
importance in the design process. In this regard, F. E. H. M. Smulders (2006) suggested that the implicit component 
of a mental model is where knowledge is located and that this knowledge can be made explicit. Challenges can arise 
when the participants in a conversation are not aware of what implicit knowledge they should divulge to the other 
party.  To overcome these difficulties, the parties involved in the conversation should maintain a cooperative attitude 
and avoid assuming that they understand what the other party is trying to say (F. Smulders et al., 2008) 

In terms of the building process, architects have a better understanding of architectural problems and can develop 
solutions based on their knowledge.  A well-educated client will have more knowledge and will thus be able better to 
understand the conceptual solutions proposed by the architect and make valid suggestions. The important point here 
is that stakeholders must take the time to communicate their implicit knowledge in a factual and clear manner rather 
than leaving their knowledge locked in the perceptual domain (F. Smulders et al., 2008). 

7. The Critical Components of information factors in effective communication  

There are three important factors used to define design information, and that can affect communication 
effectiveness.  They are listed below: 
 Semantic: It is important that the receiver of the message have the knowledge necessary to decode the message. 

Communication strategies benefit from smaller communication costs and faster communication times. The 
effectiveness of the message is significantly impacted by the attitudes of the sender and receiver and the relationship 
between them over the course of the exchange process (Pietroforte, 2010). The steps in the communication process 
can influence the quality of communication.  When problems occur during a step, communication effectiveness 
can be damaged (oann Keyton, 2006). 

 Emotional: Effective communication relies on the content of the message and its emotional impact. Emotional 
impact is related to response of the receiver to the message. It is necessary to span the gap between the content of 
a message and its emotional impact and give each component equal value if effective communication is to take 
place (Breu, Guggenbichler, & Wollmann, 2008b). Considering semantic and emotional factors will lead to a 
strong, stable, and effective bridge between message content and emotional impact (Breu et al., 2008b),  

 Technical: How information is structured will affect how it is disseminated. When information is codified, it can 
be more quickly distributed over a wider area (Boisot, 1986). One important first step is to choose the right medium 
from a large number of mediums, to transmit the message (Lunenburg, 2010). The quality of the communication, 
information sharing and participation are all components of communication behaviour, and they facilitate 
relationship behaviour (Mohr & Spekman, 1994). 
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8. Approaches for improving communication performance in architectural design practice 

Technical tools and social actions are the principle ways to improve communication (Marshall-Ponting & Aouad, 
2004).  Combining technology and human management approaches lead to effective and strategic methods. Effective 
communication is measured by looking at how well the functions of communication were applied and if the message 
was fully communicated.  There are several important traits that are exhibited by successful architects in terms of how 
they communicate information to their clients. In terms of administrating communication-related design project, 
Thomas, Tucker, & Kelly (1998) and Breu et al. (2008a) established the factors listed below: (a) Management 
characteristics, (b) Message or information characteristics and (c) relationship characteristic. Each of these factors 
will be explained below: 
 Tools characteristic: Building design information is affected by collaboration between stakeholders.  When 

information can be fully coordinated and organized, it enables better communication between the client and the 
architect. The role of management can be seen in the Information technology used for the project including 
computer software and hardware and the communications media infrastructure that will be used as a framework 
for project-related communications.  The communication infrastructure includes email systems, a project specific 
intranet system, and the processes for holding meetings (Breu et al., 2008a). It is crucial all the design documents 
needed to complete a building project are visually defined and represented in the design approach. 

 Message characteristics: Messages can have many characteristic including credibility, accuracy, and timeliness. 
Credibility and accuracy can work together because if the receiver regards the message to contain accurate 
information, then they will deem it to be credible. In the field of architecture, accuracy describes how close the 
client’s requirements are represented by the building design or other relevant documents. Timeliness is also 
important, as a message must be received as soon as possible so that it can be used. Timeliness is especially 
important at all design and construction stage where the information contained in the message may contain changes 
to the design (Thomas et al., 1998); (Breu et al., 2008a). 

 Relationship characteristics: The relationship between the building design documents and the information 
provided by the client can improve communication between the architect and the client. Responsiveness refers to 
the architect’s willingness to meet project requirements and answer client inquiries. It is important because it 
strengthens the client-architect relationship. As discussed earlier, successful relationships are based on mutual trust. 
Other characteristics of a successful relationship include similarities between parties and mutual knowledge. 
Conversely, unsuccessful relationships exhibit mistrust, differences between parties, conflicts, and 
misunderstandings (Ziegler, Ylitalo, & Mäki, 2004) 

9. Conclusion 

This study reviewed the researchers, which have concentrated on architect-client relationship, to bring into focus 
the important factors of effective communication that has classified into social and technical factors. Then, it attempted 
to identify the role of these factors in the effectiveness of this relationship, which benefits the researchers and 
practitioner to have a better views and perception about the prevailing circumstances of architect-client relationship. 
Furthermore, This study investigated the architect-client relationship from the view of communication study. Thus, 
the role of the architect, client, the exchanged design information and the used interfaces in architectural design 
practice as essential components of the communication process has established in architectural design context.  

Considering the architectural design from the view of communication study will improve the quality of architect-
client relationship, architectural design, and consequently the built environment. In this context the role of the 
architect, the client, and their personality have a strong effect on developing the client-oriented design approach, which 
stimulate the client consciousness about architectural design. Thus, Communication activities facilitate the flow of 
information and proprietary knowledge between clients and architects to either bridge or exploit the gap between these 
two cultures.  

This study identified technical tools and social actions as ways to improve communication, which Combining 
technology and human management approaches leads to Effective and strategic communication methods. Thus, In 
terms of administrating communication-related design project, participatory design approach with considering of 
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following factors should be established: (a) tools characteristics, (b) information characteristics and (c) relationship 
characteristic.  
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