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SUMMARY 

The aim of this paper is to share the information on key requirements of a design office to be successful in their 
operations. There are various basic principles upon which a design office works and improves continuously 
throughout its organisational lifetime. Some key challenges and the possible measures/best practices to meet 
those challenges from an organisational perspective are discussed in the following script. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

A ‘Design office’ is a place which gathers a collection of people with experience, skill & knowledge to provide a 
technical solution for a given problem by processing it rationally, logically & sequentially. It is a place where the 
issues are broken into small parts for easy processing to arrive at optimum solutions to a given problem. There is 
always an emphasis on the design office for a successful, timely and safe delivery of the designs and it becomes 
even more important if the designs relate to safety critical works. “The design is right’ � the safety of the end 
user is right, � the quality of work is right”. To achieve this, we have to ensure that the ‘skills and knowledge is 
right’ within the design office. So, for achieving the goal of delivering a safe, quality, timely output, there are a few 
more requirements in addition to technical knowledge, skill & experience to be met by a Design office. We shall 
discuss each of the key requirements faced as challenges by the design office and the possible measures to 
overcome the same. 

 

                                         Figure 1: Key Ingredients for a successful design office recipe 
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2 COMMUNICATION 

2.1 Challenge: 

The first Challenge faced by the Design office is to reduce the distance between the design office and the work 
site. More often there is a situation where the design staff has no direct access to the work site for which the 
designs are being produced.  It is important for the Design office to have access to the information from the site 
for progressing with their designs and to obtain the right information at right time is always a challenge. Lack of 
information or incorrect information can lead to a “not fit for purpose design”. Any incorrect/incomplete 
information will lead to confusion and it is to be kept in mind that the implication of such instances are not only 
restricted to the Design office but also to others who are dependent on the designs produced by the design 
office. The reputation of the design office/company may be seriously affected, if the designs produced and issued 
are likely to lead to any serious safety implications. In addition it may also result in wastage of time both for the 
design office and for the affected parties and ultimately lead to financial loss to a design office which is not 
acceptable for any company/organisation, worth the name. Apart from the site information the design office is 
also dependant on the client’s decisions on a number of issues. Communication with the client is therefore an 
important ingredient for the success of a project. Maintaining a good communication with the client is also a 
challenge for any design office. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Ways to reduce communication gap within a design office 

 

2.2 Solution: 

The possible solutions for meeting the above challenge are discussed hereunder. 
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To reduce the communication gap it is always better to get to know each other face to face and have a one to 
one contact. Hence it is always recommended to have a start up meeting as the best practice before the start of 
a project. This opportunity shall be used by the Design office executives to understand the requirement of the 
client, to understand how best the interaction can reduce the communication gap during the project lifetime, the 
issues the clients are facing in their task and to identify any special requirements in need of specific attention. It 
is always a important to obtain a clear scope of the work and all the relevant base documents required for the 
designs before starting the job. The risks and hazards identified shall be mutually discussed and agreed for an 
optimum solution and recorded before the start up of work for follow up during the life time of the project. 

After the start up of a project, it is essential to continue to maintain the relationship between the Client and the 
Design office, for which various IT facilities like electronic mail (email), Tele conference, Video Conference, Text 
chat, etc can be brought into use. Video/Tele conference shall be conducted at regular intervals and it is equally 
important to record the minutes of the meetings and circulate them to all the parties concerned for guidance, 
follow up action and for future record. 

Apart from having the regular communication through video conferences and through mails, it is necessary for a 
design office to record the issues involving any potential hazards or any risks which are identified during the 
project life cycle. It is not enough to identify and record them, but there is a need to advise all the parties 
concerned. The mailer option may not be adequate and properly useful for this purpose. This brings in the 
necessity to have a centralised data base to record all such issues and providing accessibility for all the parties 
involved.  

It is good to get continuous feedback from the client on the communication between the design office and the 
client during the project life time as this helps the design office to take appropriate action in time. 

3 COMPETENCY 

3.1 Challenge: 

Another challenge a design office has to face is to maintain their competency (Competency of the staff) levels as 
best in the market. This is important, since the client will not only be looking for a cost effective solution from their 
design consultant, but also on their capability / competency to solve their technical problems. Thus the 
competency plays a major role. The level of competency a design office has will decide what type of new 
challenges / works they can pick up from the market.  It will give confidence to the clients to select this design 
office as their preferred option if all other criteria are met equally. 

3.2 Solution: 

The possible solution for a design office to achieve competency is to ensure that their resources are competent 
in every field in which they are involved by continuous actions as listed below: 

• Providing formal training to the staff. 

• Assessing their knowledge through regular evaluations. 

• Organising them to work under mentorship, if required. 

• Assessing their knowledge through interactions and reviewing their work. Only competent persons 
with suitable and sufficient experience shall undertake this assessment. 

• Once the Design office is confident of the individual’s competence, for taking up the safety critical 
work, the candidate shall be certified so and allowed to work on the designs. 

Apart from the certification by the Design office(organisation), it is a always a good practice to get the staff 
certified as competent by a third party agent who is authorised to do so in their respective industry. For example, 
in the Railway Industry, IRSE is doing an excellent job by assessing the individuals and certifying them as 
competent in their respective domain.  
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It is strongly recommended to encourage the employees to get certification in the relevant field through a 
registered third party agent engaged in evaluating the competence of individuals and issuing competency 
certificates in the particular discipline.  

 

                                                            Figure 3: Competency Flowchart 
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4 FOCUS ON SAFETY & QUALITY 

4.1 Challenge: 

The next challenge which a design office has to tackle is ensuring the quality and safety of the designs they 
deliver. The most important requirement for a design office is to stay in the market. A single safety issue can 
spoil the reputation of the company. The client expects an output that meets their quality standards and safety 
requirements. The design office should be in a position to demonstrate through evidences / audit that for carrying 
out the job and all the safety issues involved are addressed and resolved. They should be able of demonstrate 
that they have a robust practice/system to ensure safety in the designs they issue. 

4.2 Solution: 

To tackle the above challenge there should be good practices and processes in place which are robust in nature 
to ensure the safety and to maintain the quality of the output design within the design office. The following 
practices shall be adopted to achieve this goal. 

• Follow the safety standards relevant to their field. 

• Define the roles and responsibilities of each and every individual in the design office. 

• Frame the guidelines and best practices on how to progress with the design meeting all safety and 
quality requirement. 

• Have a Business Management System which shows the design processes in detail. 

• Make all the staff aware of such guidelines and encourage them to adhere to the guidelines. 

• Continuously monitor the guidelines and make appropriate changes as and when required. 

• Get certification from a third party agent for the processes in place. 

 

Apart from the above, there is a need to check the robustness of the set guidelines / processes followed by the 
design office. 

• Conduct regular audits within the Design office teams.  

• Identify areas in need of improvements. 

• Implement the improvements and monitor the progress continuously. 

• Have a periodical third party auditing in place including review of the process. 

• Renew safety certifications, if any provided by the third party agents by demonstrating the robustness 
of the process in place to achieve safety and quality. 

• Motivate the individuals to stick to the guidelines and practices to ensure they realize their    
responsibilities for the efficient functioning of the Design Office.  
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                                                      Figure 4: Process to achieve safety and quality 
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5 INNOVATION 

5.1 Challenge: 

Another major challenge for Design Office is to deliver a safe and quality output in a cost effective manner. 
Developing new methodology/process for doing things differently and efficiently within less time without any 
compromise to the quality of the required output is often called Innovation. The market around us today is very 
competitive and the clients are looking at cost effective options (at high quality & safety) for the forth coming 
projects. Naturally, they will be looking for the organisation/companies which meet the requirements at lower 
costs but at the same quality and standards what they aim at. Thus innovation is to be considered as a vital 
requirement of a design office to stay in the market. 

5.2 Solution: 

• The driving factor for the ‘innovations’ are the staff. Each individual has to take initiatives, to find new 
methods of doing things in more efficient ways instead of sticking to the routine tracks. 

• Individuals need to be motivated to participate in the innovation activities. 

• Individuals shall be asked to apply their mind and suggest and develop innovative methods for 
bringing improvements for the items identified for this purpose.  

• Attempts shall be made to locate new products/systems which are cost effective and capable of 
reducing the overall project cost and introduce in designs by taking the client in to confidence. 

• In-house tools shall be developed for achieving reduction in time. 

• Consistent approach in design shall be followed within design offices to ensure error-free quicker 
output. 

6 STAFF ENGAGEMENT 

6.1 Challenge: 

The key resource for any design office is their staff. It is great challenge to any design office to keep their staff 
motivated which has a direct bearing on the retention of the staff with the organization and to ensure their 
working spirit to be always positive. As an individual every employee aspires to obtain an elevation to the higher 
level in organizational hierarchy. Any individual may be interested to take up a variety of works within their 
discipline. Staff would wish to increase their domain knowledge and increase their professional status by 
obtaining professional qualifications etc. Staff needs to be recognized for the work they do then and there. There 
should be a friendly atmosphere and informal interaction with colleagues. The company shall take a few 
initiatives in all such cases to retain the resources with their knowledge and skills failing which frustration may 
creep up, affecting the overall health of the organisation. 

6.2 Solution: 

The following practices shall be adopted to meet the above challenge. 

• Have direct interaction with staff and identify their needs for technical growth. 

• Identify and encourage the individuals based on their performance. 

• Motivate them to get higher professional qualifications 

• Encourage them to appear in technical exams conducted by third party agencies. 

• Provide opportunity to individuals to expose themselves in different type of jobs and help them to 
expand their knowledge. 
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• Identify and give due recognition to the knowledge and experience of the individuals and offer 
remuneration (monitory/position)  

• Have social get-together outings, parties etc. 

 

7 LEARNING FROM THE PAST 

7.1 Challenge: 

The old saying “Experience is the best teacher in this world” is very relevant to the situation in a design office 
also. It is very important for a design office to learn from their past experiences. The design office shall have a 
system in place to capture the learning from the past projects and maintain proper records of such learning. 
These lessons shall not only focus on “what went wrong” but also on “what went right”.  

7.2 Solution: 

The following practices shall be adopted to meet the above challenge. 

• Get feedback from the clients on the performance of the design office. 

• Analyse and take corrective measures based on client feedback and ‘lessons learnt’ based on the 
errors/deficiencies identified in the project. 

• Inform other design offices about these along with the remedial measures recommended. 

• Review the processes regularly and amend them whenever necessary, based on the learning’s. 

 

8 CONCLUSIONS: 

The items discussed above are a few challenges which are faced by any Design offices across the globe, most 
of which can be solved if the solutions recommended are adopted in the day to day activities of the design office. 
The discussions in this paper are quiet generic in nature, and can be applied for any design office in any industry. 
Though there may be other qualities a design office should have to be successful, to my knowledge, I would like 
to conclude that the above discussed qualities are the minimum requirements for a design office to operate 
successfully. 

Happy Working in a Successful design office! 
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