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Not every design firm wants to tap into the international market — many are quite content and successful with domestic clients and pro-

jects. But some of the challenges and lessons learned from operating offices overseas can be applied to the management and marketing

of offices on the home front.

• Don’t assume all cultures are the same. It goes without saying in the global market, but rings true at home

as well. Government agencies differ from private developers. Residential clients differ from corporate and hospitality clients.

• Watch market trends, and be adaptable. To be successful at home or abroad, says Cheryl Neumann

of Wilson Associates, “you must have the foresight to recognize opportunities in the market and be flexible enough to quickly

pick up on them.”

• Go where you can best serve your clients. Most companies operating overseas are there not because

of some gold rush, but because a move meant serving their clients more effectively. If your firm is in Boston, but the bulk of

your work is in Chicago, consider opening another office.

• Keep learning. “Become familiar with what foreign firms are doing,” says RTKL’s Kim Heartwell. You’ll broaden your

perspective and become a better designer, she says, by embracing the broad range of materials and techniques

used in different countries.

Advice from

truly unique, innovative spaces. The

rigorous standards of quality, safety

and aesthetics that Western designers

uphold are highly sought after in up-

and-coming countries. And the

extreme budgets that follow provide

designers with a playground-like

ability to literally think outside the box.

MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE

Obviously, opening a remote office is

much more involved than simply rent-

ing commercial space and hanging up

a sign, Hoover says.

For starters, “you have to go

through a formal registration

process, which takes about five to

seven months,” he says. Then you

have to properly staff the office.

International architecture, engineer-

ing and planning firm RTKL sends

one or two senior staff people abroad

to manage a new office and bring

with them the organization’s culture,

but it hires all additional staff locally.

“As our firm grows, we want to meld

the threads that are important to us

as a company,” says Kim Heartwell,

AIA, Co-director of RTKL’s interior

architecture studio, “but we also

need to grow new offices that meld

with their locale and culture.”

The largest hurdle to running a for-

eign design office is understanding a

new culture and language. Every

country has different customs, each

of which influences spatial design

(see “Sense and Sensitivity,” p. 6).

For example, in Japan, it’s bad luck

to place a mirror where it can be

seen from a bed. In Saudi Arabia,

public facilities are constructed with

separate entrances for men and

women. And in India, office workers

are provided about 69 square feet of

space, compared to the 225 typically

given to U.S. employees, according

to Contract magazine. 

Business practices also vary

from place to place. Heartwell says

RTKL’s London office produces bid

documents quite differently than

in the U.S. “In the U.K., each trade

is given a separate tender [bid]

package,” she says, unlike in the

U.S. where one general contractor

manages the trades. Heartwell rec-

ommends hiring local experts who
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understand the region’s building

codes and construction tech-

niques. It’s also worthwhile to

employ someone who specializes in

helping foreign firms establish

offices — a legal and accounting pro-

fessional to advise on tax issues, cur-

rency issues, contract requirements

and other formalities.

JUST DO IT

It’s no doubt that entering the interna-

tional market can be a daunting task.

But for designers looking to expand

their portfolio overseas, there are a

multitude of available resources to

help ease the pain. 

IIDA, for example, has 30 Chapters

located around the world and uses its

Web site to promote global networking

for IIDA Members. There’s much to

learn from colleagues in the design

community about how, why or where

to open branch offices abroad.

The market is open to design firms

of all sizes, “if you’re smart and you

want to capture another part of the

world’s economy,” Neumann says. She

admits that Wilson’s foreign offices are

the result of grabbing opportunities

when they came along.

Dalluge of Leo A. Daly takes a more

conservative approach by suggesting

that a firm “truly look at the long-term

prospects of a market.” In order to stay

viable, a customer base must be built.

But he adds, “It’s amazing, the work

going on around the world today. And

there’s so much more work to be done.”

Whether a firm takes the more

spontaneous or moderate approach to

branching out overseas, adventure

awaits. “It’s a great time to be in this

profession,” Dalluge says.   
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