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Abstract 
 
It is commonly assumed that building regulation and control is a technical and value-
neutral activity, and part of a bureaucratic machine external to the design process. For 
many architects, building regulations are no more than a set of rules to be adhered to, 
and are usually seen as ephemeral, even incidental, to the creative process of design. 
However, the main argument of this paper suggests that the building regulations are 
entwined with, and are constitutive of, architects’ practices. Far from being an 
insignificant part of the design process, as some commentators suggest, I develop the 
argument that the building regulations influence aspects of creative practice and 
process in architecture and, as such, ought to be given greater attention by scholars of 
urban design.  
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(1). Introduction 

 

‘I think a lot of our architectural life is actually dominated by regulations. I 

mean you’re prescribed, almost as soon as you start building, by 

regulations of one sort or another.’ 

 
Interview with an architect, June 15th 2005 

 

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the understanding of the social context of 

architecture, by referring to the role of building regulations in influencing the content 

and conduct of the design process. The actions of architects are influenced by a 

complexity of socio-institutional and political processes and relations in which, as 

Frampton (1989: 17) notes, of all the forms of cultural production ‘it may be claimed that 

architecture is, in fact, the least autonomous, compelling us to admit to the contingent 

nature of architecture as a practice’ (also, see Hill, 2003, Knesl, 1984, Knox, 1987, 

Sarfatti-Larson, 1993). This observation contrasts with the dominant traditions of 

research about design that, as Markus (1993: 27) suggests, are bifurcated between social 

historians or critics who conceive of close connections between art and society but 

rarely mention architecture, and architectural historians who ‘treat buildings as art 

objects’ but do not say much about social and political context. 

 

This orientation, in the study of architecture, tends to conceive of the architectural 

process as ‘autonomous’, in which the architect is, what Bentley (1999: 28) suggests, the 

‘heroic form giver’, deploying their creative talents to design and produce the built 
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environment. It is assumed that architecture is a form of artistic expression and 

endeavour, and, in Ghirardo's (1991: 9) terms, 'that art has a high moral purpose in the 

formation and transmission of culture...of the design of aesthetically pleasing forms of 

poetic spaces' (also, see Frampton, 1989, Porphyrios, 1985). However, for Bentley (1999) 

and Sarfatti-Larson (1993), such discourses (of architecture) are problematical because 

they tend to side line certain subject matter from scholarly consideration, by 

emphasising, first and foremost, the importance of study of artistic or creative 

behaviour, and/or the technical or investment attributes of buildings and the design 

process (also, see McGlynn and Murrain, 1994, Knox, 1987, Prak, 1984).  

 

A consequence is that a fuller study of architectures’ contexts is not always evident, 

especially in relation to subject matter such as the interrelationships between architects 

and the rules and regulations that codify and regulate architects’ practices. However, 

from Alberti’s (1452) conception of buildings as a form of living body, which led him to 

construct rational rules of architectural form determined by mind and matter, to the 

structuring of space around the four cardinal points, codes and/or rules have always 

been core to architects’ conceptual schema and practices. Indeed, they reflect, in part, 

the imposition of a moral order on spatial representation and practice. For Bentley 

(1999: 27), rules enable architects to ‘get to grips with the otherwise implausibly 

complex flux of the world’, and, since the late 19th century, rules relating to design and 

building structure have been increasingly institutionalised through formal, usually 

legal, regulation and conduct by government. 

 5



This conduct occurs through a range of institutional forms and processes, including the 

building regulations and the practices of building control (1). The design and 

construction of buildings is conditioned, in part, by legal requirements itemised in the 

building regulations that, in the English context, seek to ensure ‘the health and safety of 

people in and around buildings by providing functional requirements for building 

design and construction’ (ODPM, 2005). The design and construction of all buildings 

has to adhere to the building regulations, yet there is limited research about how 

precisely building regulations and control interact with architects and creative design 

practices (although, for exceptions, see Baer, 1997, Wright, 1983). Popular conceptions of 

the building regulations do not help in this regard, in that they conceive of them as 

technical and value neutral, and part of bureaucratic and procedural processes external 

to the creative practices of architects. 

 

This way of thinking about the building regulations, and its interactions with 

architecture, can be referred to as ‘substantialist’, in which, as Emirbayer (1997: 282) 

suggests, ‘it is the substance of various kinds (things, being, essences) that constitute the 

fundamental units of all inquiry’ (also, see Dewey and Bentley, 1949, Foucault, 1979). In 

the context of the building regulations and architecture, a substantialist view would 

conceive of them as entities ‘which come performed, and only then to consider the 

dynamic flows in which they subsequently involve themselves’ (Emirbayer, 1997: 283). 

It is as though the building regulations and architecture are separate spheres, as acting 

under their own powers, rather than, as I will argue later in the paper, a relational 

 6



matrix whereby their meaning and significance is derived, in part, out of the different 

ways in which they are conjoined as part of ‘a dynamic unfolding process’ (Emirbayer, 

1997: 287).  

 

In developing this observation, I divide the paper into three parts. First, I outline the 

importance of the building regulations in shaping architects’ practices, and I develop 

the proposition that one aspect of the study of architecture ought to be based, in part, 

on a relational understanding of building regulation and control and the design process 

(see, for example, Emirbayer, 1997). Second, referring to interviews with architects 

based in architectural practices in England, I describe and evaluate architects 

understanding of, and engagement with, building rules and regulations, and show 

some of the ways in which building regulations are entwined with architects’ practices. 

Third, I conclude by noting that the development of a relational perspective or 

approach, to the understanding of design processes, has some potential to enhance the 

study of the interrelationships between building regulations and architecture and, in 

doing so, to contribute towards the study of the social context of design. 

 

(2). Rules, building regulation, and the design process 

 

An important task of research is, as Lefebvre (1991: 17) suggests, tracing the coming into 

being and disappearance of spatial codings/decodings, and to highlight the social 

practices that shape such processes. In particular, the history of western architectural 
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practice has been underpinned by the rise to prominence of the norm, or what Foucault 

(1979: 4) refers to as ‘standards that the subject of discipline came to internalise and 

manifest in behaviour’ (also, see Canguilhem, 1992). For Foucault (1979), such standards 

are subject to increasing legal regulation and acquire a particularistic character laying 

down detailed rules and procedures (see Eward, 1990). Thus, from the unitary codes of 

cities, dating from the writings of Vitruvius (1960), to the rise to prominence of 

Euclidean geometric proportion between the 15th and 19th centuries, architecture has 

been subject to what Bentley (1999: 60) characterises as structures of assumptions or 

constitutive rules about process and product.  

 

The emergence of the English building regulations and control, in the late 19th century, 

was organised around the new knowledge of the norm that, as Canguilhem (1991: 238) 

notes, was a means ‘to impose a requirement on an existence’. By this, Canguilhem 

(1991: 239) is referring to the norm as a standard of conduct characterised by a mode of 

regulation ‘designed to correct deviations and to secure compliance and conformity’. 

The normalising process, in relation to buildings, was achieved, so Rowe (1993) argues, 

by the application of scientific criteria relating to physiology and construction, in which 

an objective was to attain ‘normalcy of family life’ (quoted in Rowe, 1993: 57). It was 

argued, by government officials in the later 19th century and onwards, that producing 

minimum standards of building performance, to ensure the physical, mental, and social 

health of the population, guaranteed such normalcy (for instance, see Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government, 1918). 
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In this respect, the regulation of building form was part of a broader concern of 

government with the health and safety of the population, or part of a process of risk 

management by the application of supervision and examination around the use of 

prescriptive design criteria. Such criteria, relating to matters concerning drainage, fire 

hazard, rights to light, and unstable structures, were no more than forms of reasoning 

to permit what Dean (1999) regards as ‘the ordering of reality…into a calculable form’. 

This reality revolved around the setting of numerical or ordinal limits of (building) 

performance, in which building control evolved as a technical and, purportedly, 

objective system for the administration and management of the regulations. Such 

regulations tended to require no more than minimum standards of (technical) design, or 

measures that, as Rowe (1993: 311) suggests, were expected to ‘hold a minima in all 

situations, regardless of specificities’. 

 

One example is the discourse of (building) standards evident in Germany, and 

elsewhere, in the 1920’s, in which the notion of the ‘minimum house’ 

(existenzminimum) was coined. ‘Minimum house’ was outlined by the Congres 

Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in Frankfurt in 1929 to describe the 

possibilities of producing functional living spaces derived from standard measures 

relating to human biological and psychological needs. Thus, bodily performance was 

translated into technical (design criteria), or the minimum spaces required to facilitate 

efficient (bodily) functions. In this sense, design was no more than the application of 

technical standards to specify the rational disposition of physical layout and function in 
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dwellings. The pervasiveness of this approach was such that Sarfatti-Larson (1993: 39) 

concludes that ‘when planning and building standards decided so much, what, then, 

did architects contribute?’ 

 

Any answers to this have not emerged from scholarly studies of design and building 

regulation and control because such studies are not that well developed, and the 

writings on the subject are, almost without exception, non theoretical and descriptive 

(for example, see Dobson, 1968, Wright, 1983; for exceptions, see, for example, Baer, 

1997, Rowe, 1993). In particular, there are few studies of architects’ interactions with 

building regulations and control, beyond those that present the application of 

regulations as restricting architects practices and likely to inhibit the creative process 

(Burns and Mittelbach, 1968, Knesl, 1984, Saint, 2001). Saint (2001), for instance, makes 

the claim that building regulations matter more than architecture in influencing the 

design of the built environment. As an example, Saint (2001: 25) refers to the London 

terraced house that, he suggests, ‘is more or less the clauses of the building regulations 

turned into brick and mortar’.  

 

Likewise, Knesl (1984: 9) notes that ‘architecture has seldom been more than a recipient 

of the laws affecting the built environment’, so suggesting that architects are passive 

and compliant in the face of regulatory control and practice (also, see Knox, 1987). As 

Knesl (1984: 9) suggests, ‘architecture is pre-determined by political and economic 

power, including laws, statutes, codes…’ This narrative, and that by Saint (2001), is, 

 10



potentially, problematical for conceiving of building regulations as (a). external to what 

architects think and do; and, (b). determinate of architectural processes and outcomes 

(also, see Baer, 1997, Imrie and Hall, 2001). Thus, if architecture is ‘pre-determined’ by 

political power, as Knesl suggests, it renders architecture, and its practitioners, as 

somehow inert or without substance, inactive and not able to influence, in any 

significant ways, the actions of regulators and the outcomes of regulatory activities. 

 

This conception (of the design process) is not particularly tenable because it is based on 

an understanding of process in which the ‘self actions’ of politicians and/or regulators 

are shaping architects’ practices when, as some of the empirical substance of the paper 

will show, the relationships between the actors are recursive or relational. That is, they 

are, in Lefebvre’s (1991: 15) terms, ‘part of a practical relationship, part of a dialectic’ in 

which regulations and architects’ practices are conjoined in context specific social, 

political, and institutional processes. Sarfatti-Larson (1993: 5) refers to this as 

‘heteronomy’ or ‘the architect’s dependence on clients and the other specialists of 

building’, while Bentley (1999) notes that architects’ actions are inextricably connected 

to a project’s context. What is important to study, then, is not, as Saint (2001) suggests, 

the issue of whether the regulations ‘matter more’ but, rather, how they matter and 

function in relation to the design and production of the built environment. 

 

This, then, is to recognise and document that the daily activities of architects take place 

in contexts of negotiation, disputation, and debate about different aspects of the 
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development and design process. The notion that there is a simple linear relationship 

between design and buildings is, as Hill (1999) suggests, problematical. Of significance 

is the role and raison d’etre of rules and regulations relating to architectural form, and 

how and where in the process they are absorbed into the design of buildings. In 

particular, rules and regulations about design and building form often stress the 

importance of vernacular, localism, and tradition. That is, the specificity of authorship 

(i.e. who wrote the rules), context (i.e. their interpretation and where, and under what 

conditions, they are applied), and implementation (i.e. how they are applied) are 

paramount to an understanding of the interrelationships between architects’ practices, 

regulation, and design. 

 

(3). Regulation and the practices of architects 

 

As suggested in the introduction to the paper, studies of the interrelationships between 

architects and government rules and regulations in relation to design has not featured 

that much in writings about architecture (although, for exceptions, see Baer, 1997, 

Bentley, 1999, Imrie, 2006, Imrie and Hall, 2001, Knesl, 1984, Knox, 1987, Saint, 2001). In 

seeking to redress, in part, this research lacuna, the rest of the paper provides insight 

into architects’ attitudes and responses to building regulations. In particular, the paper 

shows that architects are not passive recipients of rules and regulations, but are active 

in their interpretation and outcomes. In this sense, what will be emphasised are the 

different ways in which architects’ practices and regulations are related as a dialectic, in 

 12



which design can be thought of as a dynamic unfolding process that cannot be 

understood separate from the (social and political) contexts in which it is embedded. 

 

The research that underpins the substance of the paper involved interviews with a 

sample of practicing architects. Using a Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) 

database and other web-based information, a sample of architectural practices, 

primarily based in London, was chosen as a basis for investigation. In total, 18 

interviews were conducted with architects in architectural firms using a semi-

structured interview schedule. Interviews varied in length between one and three 

hours, and were usually conducted with a senior architect in the chosen architectural 

practices. The practices varied in employment size, portfolio, and design philosophies, 

and all interviews were, with permission of interviewees, taped and transcribed (2). 

Supporting documentation, such as drawings, architectural plans, and photographs 

were also acquired where relevant. In addition, interviews with 12 other architects, as 

part of an earlier project on a related theme, are referred to in the paper (3). 

 

I divide the rest of the section into three. First, I consider formative influences, such as 

education and training, in shaping architects’ understanding of (the relevance of) the 

building regulations. Second, I describe and evaluate architects’ knowledge of, and 

attitudes towards, regulations and building control. As the data indicate, architects’ 

attitudes to the building regulations are not straightforward, in that most tend to regard 

them as exterior to the creative process, that is, as an add-on, while, simultaneously, 
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regarding them as the kernel of responsive and responsible design. I conclude by 

showing some of the ways in which architects’ practices are entwined with building 

regulations and control. I develop the view, after Bentley (1999), that much of the 

design process is not reducible to the practices of heroic figures or the imaginations of 

creative geniuses. Rather, as the data show, architects’ practices are constitutive of, and 

constituted by, broader social contexts of design, including the focus of the paper, legal 

regulation and control. 

 

(a). Formative influences and seeking to influence regulation. 

 

Reacting to and working with building regulations is part of an architect’s routine, in 

which the raison d’etre of regulations is rarely questioned. In asking architects, in 

interview, about how far regulations influence the design process, typical reactions 

were ‘I haven’t thought about this at all’ and ‘the thought (about regulations) rarely 

enters my head’. Others concurred with one architect noting that ‘I suppose I’ve never 

thought of regulations being that important in shaping my design philosophy’, a view 

supported by a respondent who suggested that ‘regulations are part of the background, 

and not something that seems too important’. This person was echoing those who argue 

that architecture is not reducible to building structure per se or, as another architect 

said, ‘architecture isn’t building, building is part of architecture, but I mean the art of 

architecture really shouldn’t be part of building…’ (also, see Sarfatti-Larson, 1993). 
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This observation reflects antipathy by some architects’ towards the provision of training 

and/or education in relation to the building regulations, in which, as Stevens (1995) 

notes, the objective of architectural training in most schools is not the transmission of 

technical knowledge but, rather, ‘the production of members socialised into the culture 

of architects’ (also, see Sarfatti-Larson, 1993). For one respondent, this is appropriate. 

He suggested that the remit of the architectural schools ought to be ‘to develop each 

individual’s capacity to think three-dimensionally and spatially. I think it’s correct to 

say that regulations do put restrictions on that’. This architect amplified the point by 

noting ‘that when you’re at university or when you’re going through architectural 

courses, there needs to be a time when each architect is allowed to develop their spatial 

thinking without having to comply with (learning about) regulations’. 

 

While respondents indicated some variations between schools in terms of quantity and 

quality of training in relation to the building regulations, the usual provision rarely 

departed from the inculcation into, what Sarfatti-Larson (1993: 4) characterises as, the 

professionalisation of architecture, and the discourses of ‘the rhetorical aspects of style’. 

A respondent noted that the emphasis of education in his architectural school ‘was 

always on design and not, if you like, the practical use of materials’. Another architect 

said that ‘we spent most of the time in the design studio…we went through the history 

and the practice of the building regulations and planning law, it was all lumped into 

one’. For others, the creative aspects of architecture were paramount. As a respondent 

observed: ‘the course was very encouraging and creative and…they give us freedom to 
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design anything we want. But they never give us enough support, well, not that we 

asked for it, but they wouldn’t encourage us to read up on building regulations’. 

 

An implication of this is that, as Symes and Seidel (1999: 8) suggest, ‘the pragmatics of 

building, planning, and construction can be altogether submerged’ by the ‘studio 

culture’ of architectural schools. Respondents expressed some concern that this might 

be reinforcing separations and divisions (of the building professions), abstracting from 

building contexts rather than stressing the relational nature of design and construction 

processes. As a respondent said: ‘I came out of architectural school ignorant of the 

broader process’, while, for another, ‘the architectural schools used to train you up to be 

able to run a practice without actually telling you that running a practice was, as you 

say, 90 percent paperwork and 10 percent design’. Others noted that diverse, although 

connected, parts of the design process were often overlooked: ‘I left the school with not 

much knowledge of builders, planners, all those things that you have to deal with 

everyday in practice’.  

 

Most architects, in interview, felt that more (relational) training would have benefits, 

and provide a basis for easier transition to the working environment. As a respondent 

said, “I think architects should be aware of regulations reasonably early’, a view echoed 

by another in relation to a trainee architect that he employs: ‘what we can find from the 

course that he’s on is that the regulations and even materials and construction 

techniques do not seem to feature so much, and there is more to be done in the practical 
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training of architects once they start working’. These views are neither isolated nor 

uncommon and are corroborated, in part, by Symes and Siedels (1999) survey of 395 

practicing UK architects, in whom 91% felt that architects should be trained in 

regulations, codes, and other technical matters, but only 57% felt that this had been 

done adequately where they had studied (also, see Knox, 1987, Sarfatti-Larson, 1993). 

 

However, perceived shortfalls in formal (formative) training does not necessarily make 

a difference to architects (practical) knowledge of regulations in that, as a respondent 

said, ‘it’s something you learn in practice as far as the architectural profession’s 

concerned’. Another architect concurred in noting that ‘it has to be said. It comes from 

being in the office really’. Most architects deal with ‘knowledge deficits’ of regulations 

through the context of support teams and/or individuals in the office that have remit to 

provide advice and guidance on regulations. Thus, a respondent noted that ‘shortfalls 

and gaps in knowledge are dealt with by back up staff’. In most offices, it is 

commonplace for expert assistance to be available. In one practice, ‘the ‘librarian 

generally keeps things in order and…issues a monthly information bulletin of new 

legislation, regulations, publications…we find these to be a very useful resource in 

order to keep up to date and they are an important part of our CPD programme’ 

(Roberts, 2006). 

 

Architects use of expertise and/or third parties, to inform them about aspects of the 

building regulations, reflects pragmatism about limits on time and resources to develop 
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a depth understanding of the regulations. As one architect said, ‘there are too many 

regulations now and they’re coming at us thick and fast, we need help to get to grips 

with them’. Some, however, see this as part of architects’ (historical) abrogation of 

engagement with regulation, to the point of disinterest in broader processes of who or 

what makes the regulations (Saint, 2001, Ventre, 1997).  For instance, Ventre (1997: 17) 

suggests that architects have ‘reviled and shunned’ the regulations, and ‘ceded so 

utilitarian and rationalistic a thing as the building regulatory system to others’. The 

consequence is, so Ventre (1997) argues, that architects refrain from seeking to control 

the processes that shape the rules underpinning the regulatory system and, instead, are 

‘controlled by it’.  

 

This, though, is a partial characterisation, insofar that respondents suggested that far 

from refraining they did not try to influence the formative processes that shape building 

regulations, and that they did not really know who or what to influence. As one 

architect, in interview, said: ‘I’ve no idea who they are, where they are, and where they 

are doing any of this work…I mean it’s a sort of world unto itself’. This view was 

echoed by others, with another respondent noting that those individuals responsible for 

drafting regulations are ‘probably clever people who are doing a reasonably good job 

but you know they are a bit invisible’. For another, ‘I don’t know who puts the 

regulations together, I wouldn’t know who to approach’. A common interchange was as 

follows: 
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Interviewer: Do you try and influence the content of the regulations? 

 

Respondent: I don’t think we as a practice or any other ecologically environmentally 

conscious practice have had one jot of impact on the regulations. 

 

Interviewer: So you don’t feel you’re part of the debate? 

 

Respondent: No, not at all. Absolutely not. 

 

This view is corroborated, in part, by evidence that shows that the influence of 

architects and architectural organisations and/or pressure groups is limited in relation 

to the formulation of the building regulations. For instance, Gutman (1988) notes that of 

the 461 changes proposed for the Uniform Building Code (1984) in the USA, none were 

sponsored or suggested by architects. Likewise, current revisions to Part M of the 

building regulations are taking place, largely, through the context of a working party 

set up by the ODPM, in which involvement of architects and their organisations is not 

evident. The composition of the working party includes academics, building 

professionals, management consultants, civil servants, local government officers, and 

representatives from the Housing Corporation and the house building industry (4). 

Architects, and their organisations, such as the RIBA, will enter the process as part of a 

consultation exercise at a later date. 
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The implication of little or no involvement of architects in the process was highlighted 

by some respondents: ‘there’s a danger with the building code when it’s not being 

written with architects in mind or with architects on board with the people who are 

writing it’. Such (perceived) dangers, however, were passed over by pressures of the job 

that do not permit much time for activities beyond project work. As a respondent said: 

‘I think as a practising architect, trying to push the boundaries of what’s possible, you 

have to devote a lot of time to the job…’. For another, the business was the priority: ‘I 

mean it’s a hands-on full time business, just getting through the business of designing, 

building and maintaining cash-flow and all that kind of thing’. Others suggested that 

they should do more but felt constrained: ‘sitting on committees about the future, I’m 

sure is very worthwhile but it’s one of those things that probably takes second place or 

third place to some of the other pressures we have…we’re all so involved in the 

immediacy of the latest building, the latest commission’. 

 

(b). The creative process and the ‘burden’ of (building) regulation. 

 

It is common for many building professionals to characterise planning and building 

control as imposing additional costs on development, and to criticise the burden of 

regulation. For instance, Burns and Mittelbach’s (1968) analysis, of the 1968 House and 

Home Survey in the USA, indicated that up to 7% of the cost of constructing a single 

family home could be saved by eliminating what they saw as the most wasteful 

building codes. Others suggest that strict enforcement of building regulations or codes 
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is one cause of city centre decline in the USA, because, as Burby, et al (2000: 21) 

comment, ‘it adds to the costs of development in unnecessary ways’. Similar views are 

evident in relation to architecture, with Liebing (1987: 5) noting that architects see 

regulations ‘from mere nuisances as necessary evils, to highly restrictive…’. Likewise, 

Fowler, past acting President of the American Institute of Architects, has commented 

that building codes ‘are written from the enforcer’s standpoint in a fashion that is not 

friendly to architects’ (quoted in Dorris, 1998: 171) (5).   

 

While these, and similar, observations were made by some interviewees, much of the 

evidence to support such views, unequivocally, is lacking and, if anything, architects 

feel that the building regulations have a positive role to play in the design and 

development process. A common observation, voiced by a respondent architect, is that 

the regulations ‘set a standard of building, which is a positive thing’, while, for another, 

‘I am in sympathy with the aspirations of the building regulations’. Most respondents 

feel that regulations are helpful, and provide a basis for good design, or as one architect 

said, ‘I’ve never found regulations to be a problem, and they’re about giving a better 

quality of environment’. Others feel that the regulations create predictability of process 

and outcome that, as one person said, ‘can be a good thing…we’re just looking at 

renovating some tower blocks from the fifties, and I’m sure a lot of people there wished 

there had been higher standards of building regulation’.  
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Such sentiments are part of a broader (ideological and political) genre in which rules 

and regulations (of design) became adopted, so Rowe (1993: 57) suggests, as ‘a social 

tool indispensable to the new era’. This era, of scientific rationality and calculability, 

propagated the rule and regulation that, for Le Corbusier (1925: 39), was ‘the strategic 

base for the journey towards progress’, in which, as he suggests, ‘complete uniformity 

in detail’ creates circumstances in which ‘the mind is calm’ (Le Corbusier, 1925: 74). 

Some architects, in interview, expressed similar views about what they perceived to be 

the progressive, rule-based, nature of the building regulations, in noting variously that, 

‘It does make life easier, and at the moment it doesn’t seemingly cause any problems’; 

‘having a regulation helps us to design something better’; and, ‘it helps us to design 

something that is good for the end user, and it’s very important, I mean there’s no point 

building something pretty and it doesn’t work’. 

 

Despite such comments, architects rarely begin the design process with the building 

regulations in mind, and, for some respondents, there is a tendency to think of them as 

exterior to the creative process (also, see the next section). For some, albeit a minority of 

architects, the conception of a building occurs in a regulation-free context, or where 

initial design is conceived of with few references to the practicalities relating to its 

construction and use.  As an architect said: ‘we always design what we think is best for 

the scheme, and then we’ll look into regulations and see how they will affect the scheme 

and try to comply with the regulations’. Others concurred with another respondent 

noting that ‘it’s probably not the first thing you think about’. One architect outlined the 
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approach of his practice: “…this is what we want, if we can’t kind of then tweak that to 

comply with the regulations then we’ll go and argue why we don’t think it does quite 

comply and see if we can get that okayed, and if that doesn’t get okayed then we get a 

bit pissed off and argue it a bit more…’ 

 

However, most architects said that the building regulations are a paramount feature of 

the design feature, and a consideration at the earliest stages of the process. One architect 

suggested that ‘it is something we have to think about right from the beginning of 

anything’, while, for another, ‘it does shape (what we do) from very early on in the 

design process. A simple thing is the geometry of staircases and the requirements for 

widths and heights of stairs’. Most recognised the importance of early incorporation of 

building regulations: ‘If you’re aware of the regulations at the beginning you produce a 

design which you know will comply with, and it’s easier then to live with the 

regulations’. Likewise, one person commented that ‘it’s natural for me to start off with 

all of the dimensions and sizes as laid out in the regulations…they’re always to the 

fore’. I’ve always worked closely with the regulations which are all about making it 

happen’.  

 

For most architects, the relevance of the building regulations relates to the (legal) 

guarantee of a safe and secure environment for the public (Imrie and Hall, 2001). One 

respondent said, ‘if you didn’t have any regulations and you didn’t have building 

control then there could be lots of unsafe situations’ (also, see Bentley, 1999, Baer, 1997). 
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Others agreed, with another interviewee noting that ‘you have to regulate what 

architects do otherwise they produce buildings that fall down…so I welcome 

regulations, they are there for good reason’. As one respondent put it, ‘regulation 

provides a framework…it protects us from litigation’. All those interviewed, without 

exception, said this. For example, one architect observed, ‘it is less worry for me if I 

know that the building I’ve designed meets all the regulations that are in place’, while 

another noted that ‘I think architecture should be regulated…we should be held 

responsible for our actions’. 

 

There were, however, mixed feelings about the role of regulation in influencing the 

design process. For one architect, ‘whatever you want you can do under building 

regulations’. Some agreed, with another respondent noting that ‘the regulations give us 

a framework but they don’t pre-determine design. That’s pre-determined usually by 

cost and what the client’s prepared to pay’. For some, the regulations are only one of a 

number of challenges in creating good design and, as an architect said, ‘I think there is a 

role for codes, because I think if they’re used well there can be scope for 

innovation…there always are a lot of constraints, well, usually in any type of design, 

and a good architect works within those constraints and produces something good and 

innovative as a response to that’. Likewise, others noted that a design skill was to work 

with the regulations to best advantage: ‘it doesn’t matter what kind of restriction there 

is, a good designer can always design something that suits, that is innovative and also 

comply with all the regulations…so I don’t see that’s a problem’. 
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In contrast, some commentators, such as Bratton and Choay (1997: 121), suggest that the 

building regulations are characterised by technical inertia and bureaucratic 

management and that they make ‘innovative ideas very hard to introduce’. For Bratton 

and Choay (1997), the building regulations have potential to be antithetical to creativity 

and innovation in design and, in this respect, likely to lead to the perpetuation of design 

‘types’. This view was more common than not amongst respondents, and, as one 

architect said: ‘by definition I don’t think they encourage innovation whatsoever’. 

Others felt that fulfilling the requirements of the regulations reduced the creative 

component of the design process, characterised by architecture that is derived from, and 

conditioned by, non-aesthetic objectives, such as health and safety: ‘I think it makes it 

mundane and repetitive, because there are straightforward ways of achieving 

regulations’. For another, ‘I think it becomes too consistent, and you cannot vary 

components to the same extent’. 

 

Some architects expressed frustration with what they characterised as the ‘traditional’ 

orientation of the regulations, and the feeling that they are not able to provide much 

guidance about design and construction that differs from ‘time-served’ or conservative 

(building) practices. As an architect said: ‘I think it’s based on precedent you know, sort 

of old models and old technologies, and I think it’s very rare that a building regulation 

will encourage innovation’. Others said likewise: ‘I think that the regulations have not 

caught up with technology and with social structures’. Some feel constrained or ‘held 
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back’ by the regulations, and as one person noted, ‘it’s difficult to work out what to do 

from the regulations…they do indicate a more traditional area of architecture'. For 

another, ‘they make it very difficult for architects who want to do something different’. 

  

The formulaic nature of the regulations appears to reside in what is perceived to be 

variable and inconsistent interpretations by building control officers, and the 

observations of other officials, such as fire officers. Some thought that where officers 

follow the ‘rule book’, and due process, regulations could be inhibiting and likely to 

produce, what one respondent called, ‘least best outcomes’. For one architect, ‘it’d be 

nice if sometimes I could judge where I think those rules lie, rather than them being 

imposed’. There was some feeling that the building control process was, in part, doing 

the designing, or at least constraining, potentially, the aesthetic judgements of 

architects. For instance, one respondent felt that ‘we’ve had to basically follow their 

recommendations, so they’re designing it’, while, for another, ‘the opinions of building 

control officers are important, and you have to fight for what you want, or else you can 

easily end up with something that wasn’t really intended’. 

 

This seems to occur most often in relation to fire regulations. In one example, the 

architect feels she has had to compromise both what the client wants, and what she 

wants from an architectural point of view, to meet fire regulations. As she explained: 

‘we’ve managed to squeeze in some extra population on our top floor by putting a door 

where building control officers asked us. It’s only one door but it’s like, well, actually 
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we’d design it differently, from an architectural point of view’. The architect of a 

prestigious dwelling, shown in figure 1, made a similar point. He said that the need to 

accommodate the provisions of Part M meant that his plans for a series of steps up to 

the front entrance had to be shelved to ensure that a ramp could be constructed at a 

gradient less than 1:15. His original plans would have meant a gradient in excess of this, 

but as he said, ‘what we ended up with was what the building control officer 

wanted…he designed it’. 

 

Figure 1: A design with combined ramp access and stepped entrance 

 
 

Others provided examples of where the regulations made a difference to the design 

outcome, and sometimes contrary to what the client and/or architect had originally 

intended. For instance, figure 2 shows the design of a residential building after changes 
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to Part L of the building regulations, relating to energy conservation (6). The building is 

part of a major mixed-use development that extends to 100 acres with the creation of 

1500 new homes. The application for building control consent for the original design 

was submitted in phase one of the development, to include two flats on the top floor. 

Prior to consent being granted, a change to Part L, requiring higher standards of energy 

conservation in buildings, came into effect and the architects were requested by 

building control to re-design the building. The outcome is what the architect 

characterised as ‘solid infill to spandred panels’ that, as he said, has ‘had a detrimental 

impact on the quality of the building…it looks top heavy but with more glass it would 

have looked alright’. 

Figure 2: A residential building 
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In other instances, however, the regulations have potential to enhance the quality of the 

built environment. For example, architects pointed to instances in which the application 

of the regulations can lead to better quality buildings by providing legal redress to 

influence clients to spend extra on particular design features. This is particular so in 

relation to the earlier example, above, that is, Part L of the building regulations. As an 

architect said:  ‘we welcome the increase in the regulation as far as energy conservation 

is concerned in particular, because it gives clients no choice. Before it was always a case 

of, “We think we should have twelve inches of insulation in your loft. How much extra 

is that going to cost? Oh no.” And they wouldn’t go for it. Now it’s a regulation’. This 

reflects the view of others, with Kessler (1998: 4) noting that ’codes and standards are 

tremendous benefits to architects because they allow us to start at a much higher plane 

when designing a building’.  

 

(c). The interrelationships between architecture and building regulation 

 

The building regulations are part of a broader discourse concerning standards and rule 

in relation to the appropriate structure and functioning of cities. Rabinow (1989: 77) 

notes that the emergence of modern elements of urban regulation was premised, in 

part, on conceptions of urban form as ‘a technical object to be worked on, improved and 

regulated’ (also, see Baer, 1997, Bentley, 1999, Canguilhem, 1991, Foucault, 1979, Imrie 

and Hall, 2001, Rowe, 1993). Such objects, ranging from physical elements that comprise 

a house, to the form and functioning of transport routes, are characterised, by the 
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discourse of (building) regulation, as ‘autonomous’ or what Rabinow (1989: 13) refers to 

as ‘defined by their own operation’. These perspectives conceive of the building 

regulations and control as acting under their own powers, or perpetuating ‘self action’ 

in which the acts of regulation are reducible to the systems of regulation themselves. 

 

The reduction of processes to static conditions is part of the epistemic bases of the 

disciplines and practices that, collectively, provide comment on, and intervene in, the 

built environment. These disciplines, and related practices, such as building surveying 

and architecture, are usually divided into discrete or divisible parts, characterised by 

often poor communications between (different constituencies of) practitioners, and 

contrasts in their conceptual and linguistic structures, forms of communication, and 

objects of interest. For practitioners, absorbed into the discipline of disciplines, (their) 

reality of the built environment is fragmentary, or, as one architect said, ‘we don’t know 

much about what building control officers do’. Others saw this in stronger terms, 

distinguishing between the creative work of architects, and the practices of building or 

construction that, as an architect said, is ‘the actual practicality of building it…that’s 

what needs to be controlled really’. 

 

This ‘common sense’ understanding is, problematically, part of academic commentary 

about building regulations, in which, as Saint (2001) suggests, the building regulations 

and architecture are separate spheres, and not conjoined as part of the design process 

(also, see Wright, 1983). For Saint (2001: 159), the regulations are the ‘passive tradition 
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of urbanism’, in contrast to ‘the active model represented by design’. Whereas the latter, 

so Saint (2001) argues, serves to create and inspire, through lateral thinking and 

application, the former is characterised by the application of (one-dimensional) 

functional and technical rules and regulations (also, see Baer, 1997, Bentley, 1999, 

Sarfatti-Larson, 1993). Some architects, as previous sections have intimated, articulated 

this understanding of regulation and its outcomes, and, as a respondent said: ‘buildings 

have to work; architecture has to inspire. You’re trying to get something deeper into 

your buildings than just the regulations’. 

 

However, most architects recognised that analytical and/or practical distinctions 

between their (creative) practices and regulation was sometimes difficult to defend or 

sustain. As an architect noted, ‘it depends on the situation, but creating design is 

indissoluble I would think from working with building regulations’. This view was 

common, and most respondents rejected the dualism between regulation and design, 

and instead suggested that regulations are constitutive of, and integral to, design 

practices. For one architect, ‘I think about the regulations as I put pen to paper as 

they’re always in the back of your mind’, while another noted that ‘it’s difficult to step 

back from knowledge of regulations and so it becomes ingrained in the ways you think 

about design’. Others concurred: ‘I think it’s intuitively part of the initial design 

process’; ‘you learn to start to include regulations as they change, so you’re aware of 

that at the starting point and it doesn’t become something which has to be forced on a 

design which has got to a certain point’. 
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Respondents rejected any sense of architecture as subservient to regulations and, 

instead, conceived of rules and architecture as entwined, or part of a relational context. 

As Emirbayer (1997) suggests, the meaning, significance, and identity of the different 

actors involved in the design and regulatory process comes, in part, from the changing 

functional roles that they play in the interchanges or transactions that take place (also, 

see Dewey and Bentley, 1949). Thus, the interrelationships between regulations and the 

aesthetic qualities of buildings is, as one architect put it, ‘complex and there are no pre-

determined outcomes…we never quite know what we’ll end up with’. He amplified: ‘I 

think the fact that you have certain buildings that are beautiful and functionally 

extremely elegant and satisfying, and you have other buildings which are absolutely 

awful, but both designed within the same sort of parameters, I think suggests that 

there’s more to it than just sort of almost feeding in the regulations and you spew out a 

building’. 

 

These, and related, views are suggestive of alternative ways of thinking about 

architecture and regulation to those expounded by Saint (2001) and others. They 

suggest that far from reducing building regulations to ‘things’ or ‘objects’, they need to 

be understood, in part, ‘as networks of social-material interactions’ (MacKenzie, 2003: 

4). These networks are, for architects, manifold, and one characteristic is the widening 

of agents involved in the design process. As a respondent said: ‘there’s far more people 

involved in the building process now, you know, design teams have project managers 
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and all sorts of people who in the past were never really involved’. Such networks were, 

for one respondent, ‘extended and quite messy and not predictable, and every time you 

deal with a different building control officer you never know what the outcome will 

be…you spend much of the time in meetings trying to get a consensus’. 

 

This observation is particularly pertinent in relation to the interpretation and 

implementation of the building regulations that, as Baer (1997: 48) notes, is a messy 

indeterminate affair, whereby ‘observer and observed, controller and controlled are – 

reflexively – inevitably one’. A feature of building regulations is that they are open to 

interpretation by building control officers, and are written in ways that provide scope 

for debate and negotiation about how precisely, in design terms, they should be 

achieved. All interviewees provided textual evidence that conveyed aspects of this 

point, and, as a respondent said: ‘it doesn’t matter what the written word is, or what 

advice documents provide, it comes down to how you get on with building control and 

fire officers’. For others, the range of different views was a product of local political 

differences: ‘local authorities change dramatically from one to the next, which again 

doesn’t help you know. But yes, I find it’s a pain, a real pain’.   

 

One response to this is that some architects seek to manage the regulatory process by 

forming partnerships with building control officers, whereby clients and/or their 

architects work with a building control team of their choice on projects across a range of 

local authorities (7). The partnering scheme has been in operation since 1997 and, as an 
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architect said, ‘we use if on simple projects that are easily replicated across the 

country…it makes sense to use the same building control officers, because you build up 

a rapport and they get to know you and your needs, they’re like part of the design team 

and we take advice early on from them’. For others, partnering reduces uncertainty and 

creates constructive dialogue and rapid progress. A respondent noted: ‘we’ve been 

working with one local authority building control team for years and they’re good, they 

know our style and approach, so it means we can usually get a good solution’. 

 

However, partnering is not that likely on complex projects and most projects are still 

open to what one architect referred to as the ‘looseness of interpretation and 

inconsistency between building control officers’, that, for another, is characterised by 

rules ‘being imposed’. Such views denote that architects do not see regulation as neutral 

or passive, but rather as the conjoining of aesthetics and politics in what Haber (1996) 

refers to as ‘strategies of power’. For instance, in some circumstances, architects note 

that building control decisions are risk averse, often influenced by officers not wanting 

to upset local politicians, or do anything that might work against building control 

officers’ perceived understanding of what the rules are that underpin the regulations. In 

one exchange with a respondent, it was felt that the building control decision was doing 

no more than following the ‘rule book’, and providing limited scope for alternative 

views or design possibilities:  

 

Interviewer: How do officers interpret the regulations? 
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Respondent: It says in the foreword, this is a guide only and each circumstance should 

be taken on its merit. Is it hell. 

 

Q: You reckon they just read off of it? 

 

A: I know they do. I know all these guys very well and the point is that if he sticks his 

neck, if he sticks his head above the parapet and there’s an accident he gets his arse 

kicked. ‘Why didn’t you follow the design guide? Your pension’s in jeopardy, young 

man’ (8). 

 

In these, and similar, circumstances, some respondents feel that interactions with 

building control officers and other agents requires them to improvise, or think in ways 

to ensure that a range of design options and/or possibilities will be discussed. One 

architect noted that ‘we have to plan how we approach certain officers, and we have to 

work out ways of ensuring our design ideas stay intact…it can be quite a battle. For 

another, ‘part of the skill of being an architect is working around the constraints’. Such 

attitudes, as Emirbayer (1997: 292) observes, relate to ‘moves in a game’ in which 

members of a categorically bounded network, such as architects, seek to defend 

‘symbolic, positional or emotional resources’. For instance, a respondent suggested that 

‘we, at all times, try to preserve the integrity of our design, while, for another, the 

design was something ‘you’ve got to really sort of fight for it and make it your own 

corner’. 
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Working in and through the building regulations appears to be part of reflexive actions 

for most architects, in which, as one architect said, ‘it has to be kind of second nature, 

because the trouble is if you produce a design, if you come up with a design that 

doesn’t actually meet the regulations you’re stuck, and it could be quite fundamental.’ 

For others, the building regulations were referred to as a mechanism that encouraged 

self-disciplinary behaviour, in which an architect will rarely conceive of design without 

close reference to regulation and rules relating to building standards. This is akin to 

Foucault’s (1979: 303) observation that a feature of modern society is the shift from 

‘external constraint to internal states of conscience’, or, as one architect said, it’s 

something I have to conform with, and I think at a very simple level I will abide by the 

building regulations because if I don’t it’s going to cause me more work in the future to 

amend the plans according to the building control officer’s recommendations’.  

 

For others, the (self) disciplinary nature of the building regulations meant that they saw 

little need for building control officers, or, as one respondent suggested, ‘if I could 

consult the building regulations, but without being actually checked on it you know, 

having to have something approved, then that would be the ideal situation. Because I 

know I’d try and follow those recommendations, from a safety point of view at least’. 

Other respondents referred to the (over) zealous policing of building control officers, 

not dissimilar to Foucault’s (1979: 59) observation that a key characteristic of modern 

society is ‘the supervisory control of individuals’. One architect recounted the views of 

most respondents: the regulations would work better if they were ‘less open to 
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interpretation by individual building control officers’, while, for another, her frustration 

related to officers’ procrastinating: why should we have ‘to wait for some vague answer 

from some vague officer who’s not willing to stand behind anything he says’. 

 

(4). Conclusions 

 

One argument of this paper is that building regulations are a constituent part of the 

design process and, as such, warrant serious attention by scholars of urban design. The 

rules and regulations that condition the building process are neither ephemeral nor 

insignificant and, as Frampton (1989: 19) notes, ‘society tends to transform the 

subjective originality of the work through the process of appropriation’. Such 

appropriation is, however, best thought of, so Bentley (1999: 20) observes, as architects 

interacting with society as part of a practical, or dialectical, relationship rather than as 

passive consumers of rules and regulations. In particular, some of the evidence in the 

paper suggests that the interpretation and use of the building regulations is contingent, 

that is, dependent on what Bathelt and Gluckler (2005: 1545) refer to as ‘particular 

institutional structures and social relations, as well as on the knowledge contexts and 

mental models of the agents involved’. 

 

This observation opens up, potentially, interesting areas of enquiry, not the least of 

which is to challenge the ‘autonomous’ discourse of architecture, or architects’ practices 

as somehow external to building processes. Architects interrelationships with systems 

of building control show that while formative conceptions of design may preclude 
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explicit incorporation of regulations and building standards, such standards do 

influence, in variable ways, aesthetic and/or design outcomes. As indicated in the 

paper, (interpretation of the) regulations have capacity to influence design, or the 

aesthetic of a building, such as, for example, Part M’s insistence that dwellings 

incorporate ramp features, or Part L’s insulation requirements impacting, potentially, 

on the scale of window glazing. These examples suggest that building regulations 

ought to be conceived of as much more than technical instruments, or part of a non-

creative process somehow removed from architects’ practices. 

 

By stressing the processual (inter) relationships between architects’ practices and 

regulations, or the ‘heteronomic’ nature of the design process, a non-reductive 

understanding of regulatory process is possible. This is one in which totalising 

identities and naturalised categories, such as ‘designer’, ‘architect’, and ‘building 

control officer’, may be challenged and subject to scrutiny in ways that opens up their 

multidimensional and sometimes contradictory modes of thought and action (see 

Emirbayer, 1993: 309). Data from interviewees suggests likewise, in highlighting that 

the interactions between different professionals in the design process is messy and 

indeterminate and bound into project contexts. This includes, amongst other aspects of 

analytical enquiry, the matrix of professionals and the evolving ways in which they 

interact in and through the course of developing and delivering specific building 

outcomes. 
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Such foci is likely to challenge commentators who characterise the regulations in 

caricatured ways, in which, so it is suggested, building regulations, and the exercise of 

control, imposes cost burdens and inhibits creative practice. These views lack sensitivity 

to the complexity of regulations and the contexts in which they take shape. Rather, 

views from respondents shows that far from architects conceiving of regulation as 

anathema, and a burden and cost pressure on creative practices, building regulation 

and control is usually conceived of as ‘necessary and worthy’ in seeking to achieve, as 

one architect said, ‘a good environment’. For most architects, there is overlap and 

complementarity between what they do and what building control officers are looking 

to achieve, in terms of workable and safe and healthy design. While architects 

sometimes feel frustrated by some officers procrastinating, and perplexed by those who 

appear to follow the rulebook, there is general appreciation for a function that provides 

reasonable rules and guidance for them to follow.  

 

This, and related evidence, is suggestive of a research agenda that ought to treat 

building regulation and control much more seriously as a subject of scholarly enquiry 

and investigation. There are volumes of research and writings about planning, 

architecture, and design, yet major gaps, and absences, in the writings about, and 

understanding of, building regulation and control systems. This is curious because, as 

the paper argues, regulation is core to architects’ practices, and, in turn, such practices 

(re) define, in part, the scope and possibilities of regulation. If one accepts this 
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proposition, it seems incumbent on future research to (re) centre the understanding of 

architects’ practices within the broadcloth of the rules and regulations that, in turn, are 

part of the broader contexts within which architecture unfolds. 
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Footnotes 

 
(1). These legal rules which architects and “anyone proposing to carry out building 
projects” are obliged to follow come in the form of Documents A to P, and Regulation 7 
together with various related publications. Such specifications, regularly being updated, 
are set by the government as minimum standards for building design and construction, 
and are there to ensure “the health and safety of people in and around buildings by 
providing functional requirements for building design and construction. The 
regulations also promote energy efficiency in buildings and contribute to meeting the 
needs of disabled people” (ODPM Website) There are a number of government 
departments and the European Union who advice people on the implementation of 
building regulations but the ODPM Building Regulations Division is the department at 
the forefront of taking responsibility and dealing with building regulations in England 
and Wales.  
 
(2). This article uses a small portion of the transcribed material and makes no claim for 
its objective or causal significance. The material reflects particular views of key actors 
and it is used to indicate feelings, ideas, and opinions of those involved in the day-to-
day operations of architectural firms.  
 
(3). These interviews were part of a project entitled ‘architects’ conceptions of the 
human body, funded by the Leverhulme Trust (grant number ID19980496).  
 
(4). The working party includes, amongst others, the following individuals: David 
Bonnett, DB Architects; Michelle Brannon, London Borough of Camden; Caitriona 
Carroll, JRF; Jonathan Chapman, Environment Agency; Clive Clowes, Housing 
Corporation; Gillian Connor, Age Concern England; Geoff Cook, University of Reading; 
Julie Cowans, JRF; Mike Donnelly, Habinteg Housing Association; Sandra Duncan, 
ODPM; Michael Finn, Barratts plc; Julie Fleck, Greater London Authority; Rob Imrie, 
University of London; Mike Johnson, ODPM; Chris Mills, National House Building 
Council; David Petherick, ODPM; Mike Roys, Building Research Establishment; 
Andrew Senatore, Countryside Properties; Andrew Shipley, Disability Rights 
Commission; John Slaughter, House Builders Federation; Mike Wright, Building 
Research Establishment. 
 
(5). Likewise, a proposal to introduce codes to regulate house building in Hattiesburg, 
Mississippi, has led local house builders to conclude that they will ‘create a new layer of 
bureaucracy, increase regulation and raise the cost of new homes by requiring county 
inspections before purchase’ (Smith, 2005: 1). 
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(6). The revised Part L of the Building Regulations, ‘Conservation of Fuel and Power’, 
came into force on April 1st 2002, and was extended in 2005. It seeks to improve the 
energy efficiency of all buildings. For existing buildings, including historic buildings, 
this means reducing heat losses - particularly through windows - and also means 
introducing much higher standards of insulation.  
 
(7). The partnering scheme is called the ‘Partner Authority Scheme’ (PAS) and it is 
operated by Local Authority Building Control (LABC). Partnering enables companies or 
advisers to 'partner' with their preferred local authority, who then adjudicate 
applications wherever they are submitted in England. In each individual area, site 
inspections, under the PAS, can be carried out by the local authority in close liaison 
with a partner authority.  
 
(8). The reference to ‘his’ in this quotation is accurate insofar that very few women are 
building surveyors or work in building control. Only about 4% of building control 
officers are women. 
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