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It seems that the architecture profession is and has been in a 
destructive identity crisis for some time now. Every summer 
students and recent graduates are left to navigate the field 
from the corporate giants to the lone designers, weighing the 
pros and cons of each. Within this spectrum it seems that the 
more ambitious a firm is, the less they’re willing to pay their 
employees, a concept that is somehow perversely prevalent 
in architecture school’s culture where the chance to work on 
interesting projects comes with the assumption of sacrificing 
more. The Architecture Lobby recently suggested “architecture 
has fallen between the cracks of art and profession, getting the 
worst of both.”1 This dilemma runs rampant throughout the 
profession where economic stability runs contrary to creativity. 
The pitfalls of apathy and debt lie on opposite ends of this tug-
of-war as we seek to find alternative business models for this 
paralyzed profession. In this • we argue the conflicting desires 
of clients and designers with Paul Segal and ask FAMILY + 
PlayLab how and why they chose to work outside the traditional 
architectural hierarchies. 

1 The Architecture Lobby. “Meet the Architecture Lobby” by Samuel Medina. Metropolis. 
Dec. 18th, 2013. http://www.metropolismag.com/

http://c-o-l-o-n.com
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Paul Segal in conversation with C and JQ. Recorded February 14th, 
2014

C: In Dana Cuff’s book from 1991 called The Story of Practice 
she outlines the mindset of a typical architecture firm. One of 
the things she starts off saying is that “architecture is a dialectic 
between art and business.”1  With that as a starting point we are 
suggesting that the idealism within schools, the profession and 
media tend to subjugate business as a means to realize the art. 
So the building or object is the ultimate goal and the business 
is merely a way of achieving that goal. There is a huge series of 
problems that stems from this way of thinking.

PS: Ok, first of all, the notion that it’s a dialectic improperly 
implies that the two are opposite and not mutually supportive. 
I have a very strong view that the business, the art, and the 
service are three components that are mutually supportive 
and reinforcing rather than competing with one another. I 
don’t think that you can do good design if you’re not running 
a good business. Good design relies on the time and resources 
to explore alternatives and do research —a good business 
supports that. 

JQ: It’s interesting that you bring up the idea of service, 
although it gets kind of complex because in that model the 
service is really a client-and-architect relationship, but then the 
architect can also be considered a public servant.
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PS: Well, you are a public servant because you are franchised 
by the state and by the public to practice. A license is a 
franchise to practice, something that is inherently about public 
health, safety and welfare. Service is a little different from 
business per se and involves ethics and responsibility. Service 
implies independence and one of the greatest things you are 
offering as an architect is the advice you give to clients that is 
strictly for their benefit. That only happens by you being totally 
independent. Service also implies reliability, meeting schedules 
and budgets. You’re not going to have a business if you’re not 
providing service. It’s like a three-legged stool, they’re not 
competing with one another, they’re supporting.  

C: Perhaps we should back up and identify what we see as one 
of the biggest aggravations and then how we traced that back 
to some of the causes. A particularly oppressed architecture 
employee is the temporary hire. Someone who works fulltime 
but only for a short period, for very little wage and long hours 
in a somewhat abusive atmosphere. And the reason…

PS: It’s called exploitation, which requires two parties: the 
exploiter and the exploited.

C: Yes, but the exploited is framed…

PS: And it happens because both are doing bad things. So 
the exploiter is breaking all kinds of laws —if they are hiring 

someone and calling them a consultant so as not to pay them.

JQ: Well even aside from that there is this whole class that is 
not even acknowledged or covered in the AIA compensation 
surveys. The bottom rung is “Intern 1,” someone who is salaried 
and on a supposed career track in the firm.2  But there is a 
whole group of young architects who work jumping from office 
to office almost on a project-to-project basis with no benefits.

PS: It’s terrible for them, it’s terrible for the profession. I am 
violently opposed to this, and it seems that the firms who do 
it are typically young, ambitious firms that are exploiting the 
even younger and more ambitious architects. It’s a bad mix, 
the firms are doing illegal things that people should blow the 
whistle on. But we certainly shouldn’t provide the other side of 
exploitation —being exploited.

C: One of the reasons we have identified that leads to this 
consensual exploitation is that people will sacrifice economic 
capital and endure these conditions in order to gain cultural 
capital with the recognition of having worked at a prestigious 
firm.

PS: Ok, let me give you another point of view on that. I ran 
an office for forty years and I got hundreds of resumes all the 
time. I know the firms that don’t pay people. Every practicing 
architect knows them because they hate them and it’s unfair 
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competition, but that’s another matter. If I see a resume and 
it has one of those firms listed on it, I throw that resume 
right in the garbage pail, because I know that applicant has 
no self-respect and has no ability to watch their own wallet. 
If they have no ability to watch their own wallet and stand up 
to people, how are they going to protect my clients from very 
tough contractors and so on. So you may think it looks good on 
your resume but I think it’s a real black mark.

C: But these are the same people that Columbia invites to the 
lecture series, these are the idols we are held up to.

PS: And you guys make the mistake of not being out there 
picketing when those people come here. I have said to the dean 
many times and I will say to the new dean that we make a big 
mistake giving our credibility and prestige to the very employers 
who are hurting the people we are responsible for helping. Why 
are we giving them our prestige, we should shun them and the 
students should be out there picketing and throwing eggs!

[laughter]

PS: Don’t throw eggs, that’s against the law, but picketing 
is alright. Why aren’t you guys picketing? You’re a bunch 
of wusses. Until you guys learn how to stand up for yourself 
we’re all in trouble.x It’s a downward death spiral that you are 
contributing to!

JQ: It isn’t just relegated to architects at our stage of career, it 
scales up all the way to the top. 

PS: Absolutely, but if you all boycotted the people who abuse 
you, that would cure them, you’re not going to cure them of 
their bad habits by buying in.

JQ: We see this as a result of attitudes that trickle down 
from the top. It starts at the top with this charette ethos that 
Dana Cuff speaks about. Basically that good architecture isn’t 
possible within the fee, time, budget…

PS: Well, look I…

JQ: Hold on, I am going to quote it actually. This charette ethos 
“can be seen as reaction to and rejection of the client’s control. 
By working without pay or longer than is reasonable to create a 
building, beyond the client’s subsidy, the architect asserts some 
independence and at the same time justifies decisions that 
might go against the client’s wishes. In a sense, the architect 
comes to ‘own’ some part of the project.”3  

PS: Boy, anybody who believes that I could sell them several 
bridges! I mean that is so dumb! It is beyond comprehension 
that anybody bright enough to get into this place would buy 
into that nonsense. Let me just address a couple things. You’re 
right that it begins at the very beginning, and it probably even 
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began before you even came here. Maybe we just preselect a 
bunch of naïve people who are born to be suckers, I don’t know, 
but then we process it all the way through in the following 
ways. First of all, you guys get suckered into being unpaid 
interns, you get suckered into being “consultants” and not 
get benefits, and getting totally cheated and put into a liable 
position in a lot of ways you’ll learn more about. It then goes 
on into the profession, that same attitude is why the profession, 
or a good chunk of it, is in the mess that it is in. Why do we 
do competitions? This is a total sucker’s game! There are a 
lot of people teaching here, and everyplace else, who try to 
convince you that you have to make a choice: you can do great 
architecture and starve, or do garbage and make some money. 
This is totally contrary to the way the rest of the world works. 
In every other part of the world the people who do things well 
get paid better. 

JQ: And this is a split that goes all the way back to Vitruvius, 
who makes the distinction between the “gentleman architect” 
and the “architect of wealth.”4 

PS: But why do we live in an alternate universe?

JQ: In the same Dana Cuff article she cites a survey asking 
why clients return to the same architect, ranking those reasons 
in order. And design quality is ranked 10th.

PS: What’s first?

C: The ability to deliver a project on time and on budget.

PS: How familiar are you with owner reps? 

JQ: I have worked with them personally.

PS: OK, how did this disaster occur? It occurred because we 
were unreliable on Dana Cuff’s first point. We totally abdicated 
on our responsibility of providing good service. You wouldn’t 
hire an accountant who’s brilliant about the tax code but can’t 
add. And that’s what we have been, the accountant who can’t 
add. We’ve said, oh that’s not important, we’ll get it to you a 
week late. Ridiculous! You say you’re going to have something 
by Tuesday you deliver it on Tuesday or you die. 

C: It seems there are different aspects of architecture that each 
has a different weight according to the relationship between 
the parties. The employee works at a firm with the aspiration 
to have creative control over some part of a project and assert 
their design sensibility, whereas a client is not as interested 
in the design of the building, unlike the employee, but the 
reliability of the business side of the firm to deliver.

PS: It depends on the client, to talk about any group 
monolithically is a mistake. But, to go back to this, really what 

fold
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the young architect should be interested in is not asserting 
their personal expression, they should be interested in learning 
the craft. There is a lot about learning how to do the process so 
that what you want to get built gets built. That’s what should be 
happening after school, forget about your personal expression! 
That’s what school was about, and that’s what your profession 
will be about later. 

JQ: But those ideas are maintained vertically throughout the 
profession. So we referred to the stats of the client survey, 
but when asked what was most important for architects, 98% 
said that creative control and design input were the biggest 
motivations.5  

PS: A real architecture project is a relationship, it’s a 
partnership. The client knows much more about certain things, 
the architect knows much more about other things. Think 
about Louis Kahn and Jonas Salk. Kahn could have never done 
the Salk Institute had he not spent so much time with Salk 
and learned about how a research scientist works. Kahn didn’t 
know anything about this, and that’s what a partnership should 
strive for, not control. What a petty, sad, pathetic little goal.

C: But, whether or not it’s morally just, I would agree with this 
survey that creative control is the strongest motivator and it 
helps understand why so many architects take moonlighting 
jobs. They work from 10am to 6pm and then at 6pm they say 

OK I’m done paying the bills, now I am going to work on what 
I want to do with my own project. 

PS: Any group that is as misguided and egotistical and sad as 
that deserves the failure they are getting. Not to mince words…

JQ: If you look at technology companies, employees prefer to 
work at places like Google and Apple because they feel like 
they are working on something exciting, they feel like they have 
an impact on people’s daily lives. Google is famous for giving 
their employees a certain percentage of their time to work on 
their own passion projects. So, where’s the disconnect?

C: What’s different about Google is that they are not only able 
to provide this creative outlet and lure new talent by allowing 
them work on creative innovative projects, they also pay them 
extremely well. There seems to be the opposite correlation in 
architecture, where the more ambitious the firm is the less they 
pay their employees.

PS: I know, it’s astounding. But Google has figured out a 
business model that produces a huge amount of cash. See, we 
haven’t.

C: So that’s the bottom line, there’s more money in tech than 
there is in architecture.

flip
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JQ: There are some instances where innovation has come 
hand-in-hand with profits. If we look at SHoP’s Porter House 
project, it was innovative in the way it dealt with New York city 
zoning, in the way they went around the façade manufacturers 
and did it themselves, but it was precisely because they had an 
equity share in the project that helped drive these innovations.

PS: If you look at the construction industry it is the most 
backwards, most primitive, stupidest thing – if you ever tried to 
build a car the way we build a building you’d end up with a four 
million dollar piece of junk that wouldn’t be a tenth as good as 
a $20,000 Volkswagon. Right? So why are we so dumb? Here’s 
the ticket, figure out a better system. Figure out a smarter way 
to build things, that’s the brass ring, that’s the low hanging 
fruit. And when you figure that out, you’re going to be richer 
than Google because construction is the largest segment of the 
American economy, not information systems. 

C: SHoP are also part owners as developers for the Porter 
House project. So they are invested in the amount of money 
these apartments actually sold for.6 That way of tying back in 
the success of a project to the compensation is something that 
we’re really interested in as an alternative model —to motivate 
someone with the idea that the quality of the design has the 
direct ability to return profits.

PS: I did a development project myself and they are very 

complicated. First of all, to be a good developer requires a lot of 
skills and knowledge that you don’t pick up in school remotely. 
Raising money requires skills and knowledge, so now you’re 
talking about having three sets of skills instead of one —that’s 
a tough act quite frankly. But the other part is that very often, 
incorrectly, goals are not exactly coincident. A developer’s 
goal, unless they are not for profit, normally is to make money. 
Period. Not do good design unless they think it has a marketing 
value. So now we’re back to your media question: who is your 
audience and who are you playing to. And if you’re playing 
to the average public in order to sell apartments with marble 
bathrooms rather than something you would consider to be 
more fundamental to design it’s a conflict.

JQ: We could also briefly touch on fuseproject, an industrial 
design firm that similarly does what they call design ventures 
where the cash fee is reduced in turn for royalty or equity in the 
product that they’re making. I’d be interested in speculating 
on how a model like the fuseproject could be translated to 
architecture. 

PS: The problem with the analogy is that industrial design 
can’t leak, it can’t fall down, it can’t hurt anybody, the worst 
that it can do is not succeed. It comes back to doing things in a 
mass produced world where you design it once and it gets built 
a million times as opposed to you design it once and it gets 
built once. Why don’t we do buildings the way they make cars. 
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What’s the big incentive to make buildings so unique at such a 
ridiculous un-prototyped wildly high cost? 

JQ: It’s easy to attack that from either direction though right? 
I mean Buckminster Fuller tried to do that. He was really into 
the mass production.

C: And so did Frank Lloyd Wright with the Usonian House.

PS: The Usonian houses were really still one-offs. 

C: Ok, ok…

PS: Talk about exploitive! Not only did he not pay people, he 
charged them to work for him. So we should at least look at 
progress…

rotate + flip

1 Cuff, Dana. Architecture: The Story of Practice. MIT Press. 1991. p. 35
2  The American Institute of Architects. AIA Compensation Report. The American Institute of 
Architects. 2011. P 20.
3  Cuff, Dana. Architecture: The Story of Practice. MIT Press. 1991. p. 70
4  Ibid. p 71.
5  Ibid. p 52.
6  Grossberg, Deborah. “Architects Turned Developers.” The Architect’s Newspaper. July 27th, 
2005. http://archpaper.com

http://c-o-l-o-n.com
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FAMILY and PlayLab in conversation with C and G. Recorded  
February 13th, 2014.

G: FAMILY and PlayLab—how do you identify yourselves as 
separate entities and also as an ongoing collaboration? 

DPW: The split between offices is actually fairly easy. If we are 
working on a project together, our names are together. Each 
office still has its own stable of projects.  

G: The reason that we started with this was that we noticed 
that, beyond the pool, this seems to be an ongoing series of 
collaborative projects between the two offices.

ALCIV: We have done six together. We did a competition 
together that we probably should have spent way more time on. 
We did an exhibition at Storefront (No Shame: Storefront for 
Sale). Also there were some proposals for the Domino Sugar 
Factory. 

DPW: We’ve also realized that the stuff that we work on 
together manages to get published more. 

C: How did the collaboration between the two offices get 
started?

ALCIV: Well, I met Jeff in architecture school but I dropped 
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out of architecture school to pursue graphic design. That is how 
PlayLab got started, as a graphic design office. Jeff and Dong 
met working at REX together. So when they left REX it was 
a pretty easy conversation. Our attitudes towards design and 
our attitudes towards life in general are just very similar. The 
way that we talk about work is fun and we both enjoy building 
worlds around things. 

G: It seems that there is a greater credibility or interest when 
you come together. The model we often make comparisons to 
is the Wu-Tang Clan. When there is a full collaboration the 
public pays attention and the quality of the work drastically 
improves. When it’s just Inspectah Deck, nobody really gives 
a shit.

DPW: It also comes out of necessity. We can’t do the stuff 
that Jeff and Archie do. Besides that, they just do it way better 
than us. Whether you are in a partnership like we are or hire 
consultants, you need to work with people. I think it’s actually 
very rare to have a group of people that work as well as we do 
together. It’s a lot more than just a professional relationship. 

ALCIV: And we are still learning. It’s an ongoing conversation 
about work and practice. The reason we still try to clearly 
define the offices as separate entities is because we do have 
different goals and intentions. 

C: In architecture there is often a discussion about the 
developmental phases of an architect’s career—a rite of passage 
or moving up the ranks. This generally goes from graduation to 
working an entry-level position as an intern. One then works 
their way up the firm. At the later stages one is expected to 
either become an authoritative figure or break off on their own. 
It seems that the three of you skipped many of the stages in the 
middle.

DPW: Skipped or missed…It depends on how you want to 
phrase it.

[laughter]

G: Right. It’s not skipping the seventh grade because I am fully 
capable of being in eighth. It’s a decision to start life in the 
world without the seventh grade and now I have to learn all of 
that information on the fly.

DPW: Is that good? Is that bad? It’s something that you will 
have to ask us in thirty years.

C: Could you tell us more about why that decision was made? 
Why did you feel the need to break out of this traditional 
system of paid dues?

ALCIV: Well I have ADD and I like to juggle a lot of things 

flip
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at once. I had one job for eleven months to get me to New 
York City as a designer for Cornell and Columbia’s medical 
facilities. I was in a cubicle without natural light. Jeff and I had 
this studio at night where he came after REX at midnight or 
later and we worked on fun ideas. A point was reached where 
we were going to start PlayLab for real. So we decided, let’s live 
now and not worry about building a future in that way. 

JF: We just thought, “What was the worst that could happen?” 
We had some projects and we wanted to try them out.

ALCIV: I don’t think that we are a complete reverence for the 
way that things should be done. It’s just not important to us. 
We just like working and doing what feels right at the time.

DPW: I think that if those developmental stages were a really 
satisfactory model, I personally would not have had a problem 
going through it. Obviously there is no doubt that if you go 
through that you learn a lot of things that are much harder for 
us to learn because we are not receiving that mentorship. 
It’s also that we know the kind of work that we want to do. The 
trick is actually getting it. The trajectory of the developmental 
stages did not guarantee that. Worst case, it seems like it 
actually knocked down a lot of people, where it just becomes a 
job. That was something we wanted to avoid. 

ALCIV: When Jeff left REX we did a weird project called 

PieLab, a pie shop in Alabama, with a group called Project M. 
In a lot of ways it embodied the type of work we wanted to 
do which is exploratory. It’s with people. It’s physical. It’s not 
digital. 

After that Dong won a competition and had the time and the 
money to explore something that was interesting to him. He 
called us on + POOL. It was incredibly situational that the two 
groups came together. We literally had coffee and said, “Yea-
yea-yea, that doesn’t seem like it would be a big deal.”

[laughter]

ALCIV: Four years later, we are attached at the hip, same 
physical office, and we have a twenty-one million dollar beast 
on our hands—which is cool. Every day we have to say, “It’s big 
but it’s not that big.”

C: Other than the experience of this mentoring that you 
mentioned, it’s also part of gaining credibility to secure work. 
It’s great that you said, “We are just going to go out and do it by 
ourselves.” This is coming around to this idea of anticipatory 
design. 

G: Archie and Jeff have spoken about how they want to move 
to a model that consists of as many self-initiated projects 
as possible. It seems that you were able to get the + POOL 

fold
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going through using alternate methods of securing funding, 
credibility, and creating awareness in opposition to the typical 
model of the RFP or RFQ. What is the strategy for growing this 
initiative model? 

DPW: Just to be clear, we are nowhere near solving this model.

ALCIV: I think it’s a matter of being known for doing this kind 
of work. If somebody comes to you because of your work, then 
it’s a step in the right direction as opposed to doing a project 
that you had to do for money as a necessity. 

DPW: The aspect of getting jobs is a huge thing that most 
architects are actually terrible at. Everybody fights with that. 
The flip side of that is what kind of jobs do you actually want 
to get? I don’t think that either of our offices is adverse to 
client-based work. You also want to position yourself to attract 
the kind of projects you are actually interested in and good at 
doing. At the same time, how do you convince people to hire 
you without that track record?

ALCIV: It’s even more so about turning clients into partners 
as opposed to strict clients—where in graphic design it’s much 
easier to find a project because they are smaller in nature than 
architecture projects. We are in this point now where people 
are approaching us for the way we think about things and then 
asking us to play in that arena. This is in contrast to saying here 

is this project, execute it in this time, and here is the budget. 
Because of this we have a bit more freedom. It’s almost like the 
Eames office where someone comes and says, “Hey! We are 
paying you to be naïve about this thing. Go and play in that 
sandbox and bring us something that is of the quality of work 
we know you are capable of producing.” 

C:  You mentioned PieLab before. That seemed to be at a point 
where you had no track record. Nobody asked you to enter the 
arena. How were you able to swing that into manifesting the 
project?

ALCIV: In that case there was a non-profit that was invested 
in the town. There was also an architecture program called 
Rural Studio that had been involved with the town and had a 
track record of building projects with a sustainable model. A 
non-profit called Hero Housing, lead by Pam Dore, found us 
an old school house that she rented from the city for a dollar a 
year. We used that to do a pop-up pie shop. We left that in the 
hands of a few other designers. They applied for a grant and 
received forty grand, bought a building on Main Street, and got 
additional funding through grants which led to a governmental 
program where someone can actually get their GED by working 
at the pie shop. It was never setting out to be that, but grew into 
becoming sustainable in a very unique way. It’s not something 
that can necessarily be replicated.

rotate + flip
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ALCIV: I think that is what the aim of our office is about—
building these worlds and growth through branding. We try to 
be very clear with our intention with things. 

JF: PieLab was also a weirdly amazing project because it was 
just set up like fucking tee ball. We just got down there and 
there was a building to use. We need materials and there is a 
building full of materials. We spent $800 in total to renovate 
everything and we did not have to pay utility bills. Just start 
selling pie for a dollar if you want. 

JF:  That was a great way to get started. We had it in our minds 
where we could do anything. It made us overly ambitious and 
naïve in a great way.

G: You discussed earlier about wanting to build relationships 
with people. How do you approach your the clients? In PieLab 
and + POOL, you seem to be making connections directly to 
those who will be using the space. 

DPW: A lot of the times the desires of the client are not 
necessarily in line with the desires of the designer. With the 
pool, it grew from public sentiment, from public reaction. 
We used that as a leverage to bring in political and corporate 
support for what we are building towards. It’s all based on 
the desire to do it for the public. That is the whole reason for 
initiatives, that you have control of what the project is for. In 

our case, this is a pool for the people of New York. 

C: A way that we have been thinking about your respective 
firms is through the lens of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital, 
that capital manifests in multiple forms: economic, social, 
and cultural. There is always an exchange between these 
three types. In short, cultural capital is best summarized as 
knowledge and expertise. Social capital is developed through 
a network of connections.1 It seems that you have been able 
to successfully leverage your social capital to offset the 
guaranteeing consistency of economic capital. In + POOL you 
were able to leverage the community support from Kickstarter 
to then go to ARUP and then prove feasibility which equals to 
cultural capital…

G: What is interesting in relation to Bourdieu’s theory is how 
much things have changed since it was written in the 80’s. In 
the text he states that the greatest potential to be successful 
in any of the three forms of social capital still involved being 
born into it. In contemporary society the playing field for the 
accretion of social capital has become more leveled through 
technology and social media. You seem to be working in a way 
that you place yourselves into all of these different networks 
of relation, whether through social media to garner public 
support or through institutions like Storefront for Art and 
Architecture. How do you curate these networks of relation?

fold
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ALCIV: It’s like what Dong said—whatever feels right. We 
wouldn’t be chilling with Storefront all the time if Eva [Franch 
i Gilabert] wasn’t really as supportive as she has been.

DPW: The collaboration with ARUP is a good example. The 
social capital was generated by the project hitting Gawker 
and blew up until eventually ARUP saw it and offered their 
services. That was a point of exchange where a great amount 
of cultural capital was brought in because of social capital 
gained from exposure on Gawker. With that combined, we 
were able to take it to Kickstarter and actually get the initial 
economic capital to get the project going. We used Kickstarter 
to generate money, but in generating the money you are also 
generating more interests in the project. The new social capital 
puts you in contact with the necessary people to work together 
and generate the next round of economic capital. You are also 
right in that; I don’t think we could have done this project five 
years ago before Kickstarter, Twitter, Facebook, etc. which 
have become serious tools. 

JF: This is actually the reason after our last Kickstarter 
campaign that we decided to invest in a PR person to keep 
things moving. There has to be this constant cycle of news in 
the social media in order to raise money. This would be followed 
by a period where we would be making things and social media 
would just tank. We would then have to build that back up. 

ALCIV: This is partially because we are not aware of what is 
newsworthy and what is not. We have our own opinions, but an 
outside opinion is really good to have. They will take something 
and run with it, allowing us to focus more on the creative work. 

JF: We spent a lot of time building connections and now she 
manages a lot of that. 

DPW: She also makes sure that we don’t get lazy about it. We 
have talked a lot about the idea of a service industry vs. a product 
industry. Obviously architecture is inherently a service industry 
but I believe that part of it often causes problems. You are being 
asked to do something that somebody else wants you to. In a 
product industry, you are putting out something you hope or 
believe people want. We have been trying to look at the pool in 
that way. You do need different modes of communication to get 
the word out on the project and to sell the project in a different 
way than a client-based or service industry model. The model 
we are attempting is not that new or different, but only when 
it’s discussed in relation to architecture. 

G: A conversation that seems to come up a lot is that when 
young designers are looking for different methods of creating 
work, they are looking less and less at traditional architectural 
firms as an inspirational model. There are many other industries 
where innovation is happening rapidly and the thought is why 
can’t that be us. 

flip
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ALCIV: In architecture, I think people are afraid of 
oversimplification. With branding and product design there is 
often a fear of packaging up an idea too cleanly and delivering 
something in that way. Architects are scared of simplifying a 
project down to a simple diagram or to a brand. We are trying 
to do both. 

C: Our final question is how do you see your firms growing in 
terms of both work and employees? Because your model is so 
based on feeling, intuition, and social relationships how can 
that be something that can scale up to encompass more people 
and projects?

DPW: We also talk about this all the time. We have different 
ideas about how big or small we want to keep the offices, even 
between Oana and myself. Me personally, I want to grow as big 
as we can possibly grow. 

[laughter]

DPW: Part of that is actually getting back to the kind of scale 
of firm that I am actually most comfortable with in terms of 
my prior professional training. In terms of using social and 
cultural capital that we were discussing and how we use what 
we have going in the office, I think we are able to reach more 
people and bring them in to want to work with us through this 
model than the typical one. The group of partners or friends 

for the pool alone is exponentially larger than any other project 
that I could think of because you don’t need that network if 
you have a straight path to getting it done. Anyone beyond 
the three of us that we actually hire for the project is someone 
who approaches us. There is enough public interest that people 
want to be a part of it. 

G: It seems that the hope for as many initiatives as possible 
comes with greater risks. How do you grow when you are really 
gambling every time on the project? 

ALCIV: With PlayLab we don’t know. The only thing I am 
betting on is Jeff. The only thing Jeff is betting on is me.

G: That’s beautiful…

[Jeff reaches out and holds hands with Archie.]

ALCIV: But we do believe in relationships and we hold that 
strong with Dong and Oana as well.  The only thing that I know 
for certain is that it’s Jeff and I. I can’t do PlayLab without 
Jeff. It would look like something completely fucking different. 
I do know that we want to make products, films, buildings, 
toys, furniture… So we have to just allow each day and week 
transpires into the next. There is just no other way around it for 
us. It’s definitely scary for girlfriends and wives and shit, and 
whether or not we are going to have a baby or what…
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[laughter]

DPW: Whoa, whoa…

ALCIV:  I want a motherfucking baby dude! I think that would 
be tight. But yea…who knows.

DPW: The gambling thing is funny because no matter what, 
somebody is gambling. Someone is putting up their money. 
That comes down to agency. You hear architects complaining a 
lot about having no control. It’s true. The more risk you take on, 
the more agency you have. When you look at other industries, 
this is what they do. Any small fashion brand, every line they 
put out is a risk. Every six month cycle they risk everything and 
if they don’t sell they are fucked. With architecture it’s much 
more slow. It’s a five or six year cycle. If you look at it the same 
way, we hope that this is a product that puts us on the map in 
a different way to attain success. I don’t think it’s that scary, it 
just takes a little while in architecture. 

http://c-o-l-o-n.com

1 Bourdieu, Pierre. “The Forms of Capital” in J. Richardson (Ed.) Handbook of Theory and 
Research for the Sociology of Education. Greenwood, New York. 1986. p 46-58.


