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CASE STUDY: GEOGRAPHIC EXPANSION IN A SHIFTING
GLOBAL ECONOMY

Bria n Le w is kn e w th a t th e e cono m ic turm oil of 2009 cre a t e d a
proble m h e ha d to solv e . As th e pra ctic e m a nager a nd se nior
principa l of a Trinid a d firm st art e d in 1944, h e re cogniz e d tha t th e
days of ple ntiful proje cts w ere cle arly in th e re arvie w m irror, a t le ast
for th e tim e b e ing. As a firm of 18 in tot a l staff siz e , a cla: w orks w as
consid ere d a strong play er in th e m ark e ts of Port of Spa in a nd oth er
Trinida d loc a les. His firm h a d b e e n responsible for th e d esign of
m a ny iconic structures, a list including Re public Ba nk , th e Ha lls of
Justic e , th e M inistry of Public A d m inistra tion a nd Inform a tion
Building, th e F ina ncia l C o m ple x , a nd th e Institut e of M arin e A ffa irs.
H e a lso sp e arh e a d e d th e use of BIM on th e firm ’s proje cts as e arly
as 2005, le veraging th e firm to b e co m e th e le a ding propon e nt w ithin
th e C aribb e a n. Th e oil a nd gas rich es of th e region ha d b e e n good
for e veryon e over th e y e ars, but th e globa l slo w do w n w as hitting
this country of 1.3 m illion p e ople v ery hard. In a ddition to th e cre dit
crunch a nd ba nking crisis, th e gov ern m e nt ha d ta k e n to giving m ore
proje cts to nonloc a l firms, m a king th e squ e e z e e ve n w orse .

By th e su m m er of 2009, Bria n’s w h e e ls w ere turning fast er. A long
w ith th e thre e oth er dire ctors of th e firm , h e e nvision e d a d e lib era t e
a nd co m pre h e nsiv e outre a ch to a nu m b er of C aribb e a n isla nds to
th e north, in se arch of n e w partn erships, n e w clie nts, a nd m ost
c erta inly, n e w w ork . As Gary Turton, h e a d of m ark e ting, re c a lls, “We
d e ve lop e d this vision of a n e t w ork of firms tha t our firm could le a d
a nd d e ve lop a cross a nu m b er of isla nds. In tim es lik e th ese , cre a tive
a pproa ch es are d e m a nd e d, a nd w e w ere d e t erm in e d to m a k e this a
via ble solution for our firm .” With a h a lf-doz e n supporting
subconsulta nt firms on th e t e a m , re prese nting servic e provid ers in
Trinida d w ho ha d w ork e d w ith a cla: w orks in th e past, th e y w ere
re a dy to la unch . Th e ir first st e p w as a thre e-day stra t egy session to
ha m m er out id e as a nd ha nd out initia l assign m e nts. Th e d e cision
w as m a d e to base th e n e w consortiu m op era tion in Barba dos, sinc e
Bria n w as born th ere a nd it ha d th e right fina ncia l infrastructure to
m e e t th e group’s n e e ds. Within w e e ks, a trip to Barba dos ha d
yie ld e d a sm a ll trucklo a d of cont a cts a nd possibilities. A bra nch
offic e w as esta blish e d, a nd through nu m erous lunch es a nd
m e e tings, th e n e t w ork b ega n to t a k e sha p e , int ervie w ing as m a ny
as 10 archit e ctura l pra ctic es in Barba dos.
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Fro m a m ark e ts p ersp e ctive , th e C aribb e a n O utre a ch progra m is
going to b e a cross th e board: corpora t e , institutiona l, urba n
pla nning, resorts, housing. Govern m e nts up a nd do w n th e cha in of
isla nds have large nu m b ers of proje cts on hold, so th e t e a m is
w orking hard to discover a ny fina ncing opportunities tha t c a n b e th e
im p e tus to resurre ct st a lle d w ork . O n th e priva t e sid e , th e fina ncia l
a nd tourism se ctors are m oving a t a sna il’s pa c e , but th e t e a m
re m a ins confid e nt th e y w il l b egin to m ove aga in soon.

In t erms of th e firm ’s overa ll id e ntity, th e stra t egy session brought a
fe w im port a nt points to light. Pe t er C ha ndler, a cla: w orks dire ctor,
e xpla ins: “We op era t e as a co m m unity le a d er h ere in Trinida d,
w hich is logic a l du e to th e re la tive ly sm a ll siz e of th e m ark e t as a n
isla nd country. We thought tha t m ay b e a w e a kn ess as w e m ove d
to w ards oth er C aribb e a n opportunities, but w e ’ve found tha t’s
e x a ctly th e a pproa ch tha t w orks in those oth er loc a les as w e ll.”

Survive and Thrive

Wh e n consid ering th e re a lities a t ha nd of e cono m ic turm oil a nd
unfavora ble loc a l govern m e nt policy, on e of th e k e y discussions
h e ld during th e stra t egy session w as “Survive a nd Thrive .” It ha d
a lre a dy b e e n d e t erm in e d tha t lim it e d m ark e t focus p er se w as off
th e t a ble for consid era tion—tim es w ere too tough to narro w things
do w n. A nd it w as cle ar tha t th e firm still n e e d e d so m e govern m e nt
w ork for c ash flo w purposes, a nd to k e e p th e mse lves in favora ble
st a nding for w h e n things got b e tt er. This is w h ere a cla: w orks’
e xp ertise in BIM b ega n to m a k e a big differe nc e: It w as d e cid e d to
use th e BIM story as a k e y m ark e ting tool both a t ho m e a nd farth er
north. A ccording to Junior Tho m pson, dire ctor a t a cla: w orks, “We
h a d w ork e d very hard for thre e ye ars on m a king BIM a m a jor forc e
for th e firm , a nd w e fe lt it could b e a n im port a nt part of this
stra t egy.” Fro m th e n e w id e as a ngle , it w as a lso d e cid e d tha t th e
sust a ina bility m e nt a lity w as re a dy to t a k e hold in th e gre a t er
C aribb e a n. Lastly, a n e w int eriors focus could h e lp k e e p pre vious
clie nts on th e ra dar scre e n a nd ge n era t e n e w clie nt cont a cts as
tim e w e nt by.

Th e e le m e nts of th e Survive a nd Thrive c a m pa ign are sho w n in
F igure 4.3. Th e lin e d e picting th e split b e t w e e n BIM a nd
sust a ina bility shouldn’t b e t a k e n as a divid e . BIM a nd sust a ina bility
are va lid a nd im port a nt drivers a nd tools on e ith er sid e of th e
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e qua tion; ho w e v er, BIM is se e n as a m ore po w erful topic to a ttra ct
govern m e nt w ork a t this tim e . In a ddition to th e govern m e nt versus
priva t e clie nt positioning, it w as d e e m e d im porta nt tha t th e firm
pursu e d esign-build contra ctors, p articularly for w ork in Trinida d.
C onsortiu m w ork “up th e isla nds” is lik e ly going to b e m ore
C M-base d.
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Figure 4.3 In this e x a m ple , th e firm is se e king to ba la nc e th e ir profile in th e ir lo-
c a l m ark e t w ith a n e w initia tive to e xpa nd to n e w C aribb e a n loc a tions. (Source:
a cla: w orks)

BIM

Th e firm is und erst a nd a bly proud of th e ir a cco m plish m e nts w ith
BIM , a nd th e overa ll stra t egy is articula t e d as follo w s:

“Wh e th er it b e w ithin Trinid a d, w orking w ith d esign-build
contra ctors, or looking to e nt er oth er C aribb e a n m ark e ts, th e BIM
stre ngths of a cla: w orks w ill play a signific a nt role . Th e firm has run a
Trinida d a nd Tobago se m in ar w ith M artin F isch er of Sta nford w ith
good results, a nd m ay w a nt to use his co m m e ntary a nd thoughts as
a m ark e ting le v er. H e m ay agre e to re cord a short vid e o or offer k e y
quota tions tha t w ould support th e firm ’s obje ctives.

“Th e firm should strongly consid er cre a ting a varie ty of versions for
our BIM story. O n e v ersion for contra ctors, on e for govern m e nt
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(Trinida d & Tobago), a nd on e for oth er C aribb e a n govern m e nt
e ntities w ould b e a dvisa ble .

“Wh e n w e sa t around th e offic e discussing th e BIM e qua tion, w e
d e cid e d to co m e up w ith th e dre a d e d list of re p e titive qu estions
tha t a ll archit e cts a nd consult a nts w restle w ith on e very proje ct.
Those k e y qu estions should b e ask e d a nd a ns w ere d in BIM-t a lk as
part of th e prese nt a tion. Fro m our e xp erie nc e , th ese qu estions are
typic a lly:

� Ho w to m inim iz e th e cost of cha nges?

� Ho w to ge t b e tt er cost controls, less proje ct d e lay?

� Ho w c a n w e e lim ina t e coordina tion errors a nd se qu e ncing
proble ms?

� Ho w to e nsure / m e asure contra ctor p erform a nc e?

� C a n th e clie nt ge t a co m ple t e se t of a ccura t e fully coordina t e d
error-fre e dra w ings?

� Ho w to avoid conflicts of servic es? (Pip es into b e a ms)

� A dditiona l topics for qu estions to b e a ns w ere d: qua lity control,
risk , clie nt e xp e ct a tions, visua liz a tion, c ash flo w , e n ergy
e fficie ncies, sch e dule p erform a nc e , a pprova ls, e tc .

“ As w e discusse d a nu m b er of tim es in our pla nning session, th e
BIM topic is t errific to bre a k th e ic e w ith a n e w clie nt, a n e w isla nd
or a n e w constitu e ncy. We ’ve d e ve lop e d a po w erful Po w erPoint
prese nt a tion of th e firm ’s profile tha t includ es th e b e n e fits of using
BIM w ith a nu m b er of a nim a t e d e x a m ples tha t are quit e co m p e lling.
Th e BIM progra m w ill b e position e d as a n e duc a tiona l e ffort—
non-thre a t e ning, th e sharing of im port a nt inform a tion—a llo w ing
those in a tt e nd a nc e to e xplore th e t e chnology a nd its e ffe cts on
proje cts w ithout th e pressures of shortlists or th e fina l se le ction of
th e consulting t e a m for a sp e cific proje ct.”

Ta k e n fro m th e m e m ora ndu m of und erst a nding (M OU) th e firm has
d e ve lop e d for its n e w positioning e ffort, h ere are th e m ission a nd
vision of th e overa ll progra m:

Th e m ission of a cla: w orks is to b e th e pro m in e nt archit e cture firm in
th e C aribb e a n by 2020 in t erms of im age , p erc e ption, servic e le ve l
a nd d e livery. Its busin ess pla n is to e xpa nd out w ard into th e
C aribb e a n to c a pture busin ess opportunities through stra t egic
initia tives, loc a l joint ve ntures, a nd n e t w orking colla bora tions.
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Within th e pla n are th e follo w ing obje ctives:

1. Expa nd th e a cla: w orks bra nd

2. De ve lop a m ark e ting n e t w ork

3. Provid e th e high est-qua lity d esign, servic e , a nd tools [BIM , LEED, IPD]

4. C olla bora t e w ith stra t egic a lly se le ct e d d esign partn ers

5. Expa nd d esign a nd support resourc es to co m p e t e to und erta k e
larger proje cts

6. Cre a t e a pool of sp e cia liz e d d esign servic es

Th e first ph ase of our m ission is to op e n bra nch offic es in stra t egic
C aribb e a n countries a nd th e n to form a liz e w orking re la tionships
w ith c are fully se le ct e d loc a l archit e ctura l firms. Bra nch offic es sha ll
b e responsible for a ccounting, a d m inistra tion a nd m ark e ting but w ill
not a ctua lly b e co m m ission e d for professiona l servic es.

a cla: w orks m ay d e ve lop a lic e nse for th e use of c erta in bra nding
tools tha t m ay b e ava ila ble a nd could includ e [for insta nc e]
m ark e ting tools, soft w are tra ining, offic e m a nage m e nt soft w are
syst e ms, fina ncia l pla nning tools, d esign a nd proje ct m a nage m e nt
soft w are tra ining, building inform a tion m od e ling syst e ms, int egra t e d
proje ct d e livery, d esign-build, e tc . Th e int e ntion h ere is to e nsure
stra t egic p artn er firms d e ve lop c erta in skills tha t w ill pro m ot e
gre a t er int er-offic e colla bora tion a nd e xpa nd resourc e c a pa bility.

While still a w ork in progress, th e C aribb e a n O utre a ch progra m is
m oving a long a t full sp e e d. With fiv e m onths of e ffort und er th e ir
b e lt, th e nu m b ers are im pressiv e . A ft er four trips to Barba dos,
th e y’ve ge n era t e d ov er 100 cont a cts, est a blish e d a bra nch offic e ,
id e ntifie d thre e job prosp e cts, a nd a cquire d 17 n e w le a ds. Th e y
have a lso produc e d a 30-p age brochure of th e firm ’s w ork , a nd are
ge tting re a dy to re va m p th e w e bsit e to m a k e it m ore int era ctive a nd
dyna m ic .

Th e t e a m is re a dy to m ov e on to St. Lucia n e xt, a nd continu e to
spre a d th e w ord a bout th e ir c a p a bilities, tools, a nd id e as for ge tting
im porta nt proje cts a cco m plish e d in a tim e w h e n m a ny firms find
th e mse lves unc ert a in of w hich w ay to turn.

—(Author’s note: In November 2009, acla:works published a
book about its founder titled Manikin: The Art & Architecture of
Anthony C. Lewis.)


