
How architects can help

When it comes to buildings, some issues can seem unsurmountable, making it difficult to imagine 
how they can be overcome. Some of the most common challenges clients come to us with are:

•	 How do I achieve planning permission for alterations to my listed building or a site located 
in a protected area? 

•	 How can I reconfigure the internal arrangement of my building to address a new set of 
needs?

•	 How do I establish a clear brief from a client body such as a school board or community 
building committee? 

•	 How do I build on a site which is topographically or climatically challenging?

•	 How do I create more space in my house?

However, as architects we are trained to use our creativity to examine issues which are in conflict 
with each other and then to generate ideas that resolve them. This is what architectural thinking is 
all about and how a designer works. A simple example from our own experience might be helpful 
to illustrate how we have been successful in solving what appeared to the client at first to be an 
impossible situation.

The client’s problem

Our clients for this project had lived in their house for 19 years and required additional 
accommodation to suit their growing family of 3 boys. Larger bedrooms, a new kitchen, dining and 
family area as well as a new bathroom and home office were to be created in a combination of 
adaptation/extension. 

A previous architect had unsuccessfully attempted to extend the house in the narrow space 
between building and road and we were commissioned to take a fresh look. One proviso from the 
client was that there should be no development on the western side of the house as they felt this 
generated potential overlooking issues with neighbours. As it turned out, the solution to the clients’ 
brief was found by doing exactly this, but not in the way they had initially envisaged.



The design stage went well. We quickly developed a clear sense of how the house could be 
adapted and extended and where the best place on the site for that would be. It was quite clear 
to us why the previous proposals could not have achieved what our clients were seeking. 

Consequently, we constructed an early model of our design proposals on their steeply-sloping site 
showing both why we thought the previous design couldn’t work and why we thought our proposals 
offered the opportunity for a design that would meet (and hopefully exceed) their aspirations. This 
early model was pivotal for them in understanding our design rationale and gaining confidence 
in us as architects with whom they would be able to work fruitfully and collaboratively. The model 
also revealed to them that to their surprise and delight, there was an architectural solution which 
nevertheless occupied the western part of the site. 

By inventing a new kind of bay window, we resolved the privacy and overlooking issues that 
had concerned them previously and achieved both views and daylight into the bedrooms on 
the sensitive westerly side. This is a simple yet powerful example of good design solving difficult 
problems.

Our approach

Like all our projects, the process involved developing a close relationship with the client. This 
involved us as architects listening carefully to what they said as well as how they said it.  This is 
never a passive process, but involves a lot of concentration, reading between the lines and asking 
further questions. Our clients explained why things hadn’t worked out with their previous architect. 
They were very clear about the extent of their brief, the qualities they wished for in their project 
and above all, that they wanted to avoid extending their house on the westerly side of their site. 

Left: the early model of the proposals
Below: the proposed GF plan 



The outcome

Our involvement in the project continued from initial chat to the full completion of the build and 
afterwards during the first year of occupation. Sometime later, we asked our clients about their 
experience with us at that early stage. They said,

“We could see that you were enthusiastic and you were prepared to put that work in. You said to 
us “this is what we can deliver for you. We want to listen to what you want, but this is the idea we’ve 
got.” We knew we were wanting an extended house, bright, light, but we didn’t really know how to 
get there. And your design overall, well it blew us away. It really did. We came away thinking, this 
is fabulous, absolutely terrific”.

Top: the finished dwelling
Above: the new side bay windows 

Right: the finished interior


