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Abstract 

Architects are increasingly involved in the realisation of large-scale city-shaping 

infrastructure projects, exemplified by mega-transport projects in urban areas around the globe. 

This growing engagement by the profession has led to a widening fissure between the existing 

conceptualisation of architectural practice and the actions and roles of architects in these decidedly 

functional project types. This research explores the role of architects in the development of design 

for large-scale infrastructure, establishing the key contributions of the profession to the realisation 

of the modern expectations of urban public projects. These roles—advocates for human-centric 

ambitions, coordinators of multi-disciplinary inputs, and managers of data—are not foreign to the 

profession, but reveal unique elements of architectural knowledge developed through the design 

and delivery process in the context of contemporary, corporate practice. 

I conducted the research in an embedded mode as an architect involved in the design of a 

station for the Sydney Metro, a new underground railway project being designed and constructed 

while the research was undertaken. This hybridised participant-observation approach provided an 

opportunity to explore architectural design using auto-ethnographic and sociological methods, as 

well as theoretically informed thematic analysis. By leveraging methods from both within 

architectural practice and from other disciplines, the research establishes a new means of 

understanding architectural activities and contributions within the framework of existing linear 

interpretations of the architectural process—from conceptual design, through development and, 

finally, documentation. 

The research makes an original contribution to knowledge of the role of architect and 

architecture in shaping large-scale public infrastructure investment, focusing on management of 

data-centric elements of design and the production of deliverables. The research outcomes 

underscore the heterogenous roles of contemporary large-scale practice and the place of 

architecture in shaping key urban nodes as prominent people spaces in the polycentric city. The 

project also offers a new method of conducting research embedded within architectural practice 

and, more broadly, other professional practice. 
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Prologue 

On 31 March 2018, I departed Atlanta, bound for Los Angeles and onward across the Pacific 

to the sunburnt shores of Australia. Some had thought the announcement of my decision to decamp 

from the United States, where I was well settled in architectural practice and journalism, was an 

April Fool’s joke. Yet, through the miracle of the international dateline, I skipped ahead that year, 

touching down in the Harbour City on 2 April. The arrival in Sydney, while the start of something 

new, was hardly a new experience. Rather, the event marked a return to where I had studied abroad 

in 2012. Few were particularly surprised by the move—my fascination with Australia had only grown 

over the years as I returned between 2013 and 2015 to travel and visit friends under the guise of 

participation in the annual conferences of the Society of Architectural Historians of Australia and 

New Zealand (SAHANZ). Through the travel and conferences, I met some fantastic Australian 

architectural academics. 

Following my 2012 semester abroad, I returned to New Orleans for the final year of my 

Masters, dedicating my thesis study to the redevelopment of a rail gulch in the heart of Sydney—a 

great way to combine my undying love of trains and my newfound antipodean obsession. While I 

dabbled in academic writing (enough to net annual invites back to Australia), my career aspirations 

upon my post-university return to Atlanta—the city I was raised—were decidedly professionally 

oriented. After I received my architectural license in 2015 and started a position at a large firm in 

Atlanta, the prospect of returning to anything resembling research seemed farfetched. However, in 

2017, one of those aforementioned Australian academics forwarded me an email about an 

opportunity to work as an architect on high-profile rail projects in Sydney, with the added benefit of 

undertaking a PhD in the process. Ever the pragmatist, I was sceptical of how research and theory 

might have any relevance to the practical concerns of the architectural office. With five years of 

work experience, I was very content to never think of theory again. However, the promise of applied 

research in a practical setting convinced me the endeavour was worthwhile—the trains and 

Australian locale did not hurt either. Three years later, my understanding of the importance of 

theory and analysis of practice have transformed my understanding of architecture. I look forward to 

continuing this hybridisation moving forward. 
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Preface 

This PhD research was undertaken as part of the University of Technology Sydney (UTS) 

Industry Doctorate Program (IDP). The IDP facilitates industry partner collaboration with academic 

research to expand and advance research with practical pertinence to partner organisations.1 The 

unique arrangement allowed me, a registered architect already engaged in practice, to take on a 

dual role as both an industry member and researcher. For this research, the industry partner was the 

Sydney studio of Cox Architecture (COX). COX is one of Australia’s largest architecture firms in terms 

of both workforce and output. Headquartered in Sydney, the firm operates studios in major cities 

across the country and is engaged in projects around the world.2 Central to the firm’s practice is the 

ethos of “supporting the public life of … cities.”3 

When the work and research was undertaken, the COX Sydney studio was broadly divided 

into “clusters”, with each notionally focused on a specific sector or type of work; each cluster was 

overseen by a director with background specific to that type of work. The largest cluster during the 

research, and the one in which the research was conducted, was Cluster 5, which was predominately 

engaged in public transport facility design. When the research began, the cluster had approximately 

15-20 dedicated employees, but grew to more than 70 following the successful tendering for 

multiple projects, including two stations for the Sydney Metro City & Southwest line (anticipated 

2024), the Parramatta Light Rail line (PLR) (anticipated 2023), and the new Western Sydney (Nancy-

Bird Walton) International Airport (WSA) (anticipated 2026).4 Each Metro project had a dedicated 

team of about a dozen staff at various levels of seniority, though across the years of the project the 

size of the team would expand and contract with deadlines as members flowed between transport 

projects, assisted other clusters, or left the firm. Overall, the Sydney studio had between 120 and 

200 employees during the three-year research period. 

 
1. Graduate Research School, The Industry Doctorate Program, (University of Technology Sydney, 2018), 

https://www.uts.edu.au/sites/default/files/article/downloads/Industry-Doctorate-Program-%28IDP%29-brochure.pdf. 

2. “Studio” is the preferred means of identifying COX offices, which, as Dana Cuff points out, ties into a pedagogical and 

socially constructed conceptualisation of how architecture firms operate. As this is the term used by the firm, it is 

adopted and used through this dissertation as well. Dana Cuff, Architecture: The Story of Practice (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 1991). 

3. Cox Architecture, “Practice,” accessed 6 December 2020, https://www.coxarchitecture.com.au/practice. 

4. Cox Architecture was a design partner with London-based Zaha Hadid Architects (ZHA) for the airport project.  
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Generally, the cluster director was responsible for high-level oversight on all projects across 

the cluster. Specific projects were administered by project leads at an Associate and Senior Associate 

level who largely focused on ensuring technical accuracy, on time delivery, and client engagement, 

though the cluster director often participated in both formal and informal meetings about project 

development and was broadly across the trajectory of the work being completed. The overarching 

aesthetic design outcomes were the product of work between the cluster director and the design 

director for the Sydney studio, who took a particular interest in the high-profile transport projects. 

While a strong hierarchy existed within Cluster 5, both the cluster director and the studio design 

director were omnipresent in projects around major submissions to ensure the integrity of the 

design.5 

The structure of the research undertaken included direct, immersive engagement in the 

professional practice, with my part-time employment as an active team member, engaged in the 

day-to-day production works of an architect on various projects. Given the focus of the research on 

transport facilities, the work undertaken was generally related to transport projects, including nearly 

a year of involvement in the design process for a new station of the Sydney Metro line at Victoria 

Cross in North Sydney. Additional long-term Metro involvement included time on the design team 

for a second new station on the same line at Pitt Street in the Sydney Central Business District (CBD), 

and retrofit works for an existing railway station to be updated to serve Metro trains at Sydenham. 

Outside of Metro, long-term involvement included PLR—a new light rail system in the Sydney 

region—and services related to WSA. All projects were procured through public tendering, with COX 

forming part of a larger team including engineers, contractors, landscape architects, urban designers 

and various specialty consultants. 

 
5. While collaboration across the studio and on project development indicated a relatively “flat” or “democratic” structure 

where all levels of staff regularly sat at a table together to collaborate on design development, the reality for those 

responsible for production was defined by a “silent hierarchy” that was discussed openly at the lower levels of the firm. 

This structure shaped the design outcomes as they developed, with the design and project leaders effecting their 

“vision” for the project outcomes on the outputs, rather than a more organic means of design stemming from inputs as 

they were introduced. This will be seen in Chapter 4. Andrew D. Brown, Martin Korberger, Stewart Clegg and Chris 

Carter, “‘Invisible Walls’ and ‘Silent Hierarchies’: A Case Study of Power Relations in an Architecture Firm,” Human 

Relations 63, no. 4 (2010), https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.uts.edu.au/10.1177/0018726709339862; Robert Schmidt and 

Andy Dainty, “The Influence of Practice Culture on Designed Artefacts,” Architectural Research Quarterly 19, no. 4 

(2015), doi:10.1017/S1359135516000051. 
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While the work and research focused on public projects presently under construction and 

countless images and visualisations were created through the design process, this dissertation 

includes very limited use of imagery. Primarily, this is a result of the complicated contractual 

arrangements present in the multi-party team structures, resulting in hesitancy by multiple parties 

to permit images to be used outside of official release channels. Notably, this condition affords the 

reader the opportunity to focus on the process being interrogated, decoupling the research from a 

singular project and permitting the outcomes to be more easily understood in a non-specific form. 

Throughout the research engagement, I spent time outside of the studio in various academic 

pursuits. I held regular meetings with the academics advising the research and composed and 

presented conference papers on different aspects of the project. Overall, the hybridised role of 

practitioner and researcher offered a unique format for exploring the active architectural process 

from the inside, generating both challenges and benefits. This dissertation is the direct output of the 

prolonged period of embedded research and is constructed around the experiences, observations, 

and analysis that emerged from the arrangement. Its outcomes make an original contribution to 

knowledge related directly to the role of architecture in shaping these types of large-scale projects 

and, while derived from involvement in transport typologies, are applicable to the activities of 

architects engaged in the design of various types of mega-projects. Further, this work contributes to 

the growing discourse on the role of academic research in professional practice (and vice versa). This 

has been an emerging issue in schools of architecture and design professions more broadly, with the 

topic featuring strongly in two conferences in which I participated during this research.6 Finally, this 

work builds on previous research undertaken to analyse the profession of architecture and explores 

new means of engaging in such research in the future. 

 
6. The Australia & New Zealand Association of Planning Schools (ANZAPS), “ANZAPS 2019: The Role of Research and the 

Researcher in City Making,” accessed 6 December 2020, https://anzaps.net/anzaps-2019/; Australian Institute of Traffic 

Planning and Management (AITPM), “2019 National Traffic and Transport Conference,” (Adelaide, 30 July-2 August 

2019). 
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