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List analysis
A closer look at the billing 
and employment numbers 
of Metro Vancouver’s top 
architecture firms 
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Biggest architecture 
firms in Metro Vancouver 16

Thinkspace is the prime consultant delivering the four-storey mass timber Robert G. Kuhn Building  
at Trinity Western University | SUBMITTED

ARCHITECTURE

Tech trends reframing architectural design
INNOVATION | Big data, VR are radically changing how buildings are designed

BY HAYLEY WOODIN
HWOODIN@BIV.COM

Virtual reality, artificial in-
telligence and big data are 
reframing the operations 

of an industry often thought of as 
a technological laggard.

Those technologies are also 
fundamentally changing how 
buildings are designed. 

“Technology is just looming 
there as the big game-changer,” 
said David Thom, president of 
IBI Group, which ranks second 
on Business in Vancouver’s Big-
gest Architecture Firms in Metro 
Vancouver list (page 16). 

For many of the firms on BIV’s 
list, technology has changed 
the way they work. It’s changed 
their historical business mod-
els, their relationships with 
clients and the traditionally 
sequential and siloed process 
of designing and developing 
buildings. 

It has also unlocked the ability 
to create more complex struc-
tures more efficiently, with new 
building materials and greater 
precision.

“It’s a data business,” Thom 
said. “How are these buildings 
designed? They’re designed by 
inputting data, not lines on a 
paper.” 

Omicron Arch itecture Engin  - 
eering Construction Ltd., for 
example, integrated data from 
four different continents into its 
building information model for 
the multimillion-dollar Molson 
Coors Canada Inc. (TSX:TPX.B) 
brewery in Chilliwack.

“That’s something we didn’t do 
five years ago or 10 years ago,” 
said Omicron CEO Bill Tucker. 
“The capability and the tools just 
weren’t there.”

The adoption of parametric 
modelling allows firms to crunch 
large amounts of data and com-
pute realistic and incredibly de-
tailed plans in minutes. 

“Instead of somebody slaving 
away, testing different things 
and you get three out of one 
week, you’re getting 300 in two 
minutes,” said Veronica Gillies, 
managing principal of Western 
Canada architecture at HDR, the 
oldest firm on BIV’s list by more 
than 40 years. 

On a $1.5 billion hospital pro-
ject, H DR ca n model a pla n 
rig ht dow n to the level of a 
single screw.Gillies said that 
prevents the need for revisions 
when mechanical engineering 
and architectural specifications 
clash, for example. 

Thom said IBI Group has pion-
eered the use of robotics in clash 

detection. The first generation of 
its tools had virtual robots roam-
ing through the digital twins of 
to-be-built buildings around the 
clock to detect clashes. The next 
generation uses artificial intel-
ligence to determine the best 
design solution where a clash is 
detected.

According to Tucker, using 
virtual reality (VR) and other 
immersive technologies helps 
provide clients with a clearer 
sense of a space than do two-di-
mensional drawings or miniature 
renderings. Clients want to see – 
and now can see – their finished 
building, down to the tile, before 
shovels break any ground. 

“That’s the most cost-effective 
time to make changes or tweaks,” 
said Tucker. “I believe it’s going 
to be one of the most important 
tools we have delivering buildings 
in the future.”

At IBI Group, which has 2,600 
employees across the globe, VR 
allows the firm to assign tasks 
to the best people for the job, re-
gardless of geography. They can 
collaborate and work on a model 
at the same time, in real time. 
Clients can also use the technol-
ogy to train staff within a virtual-
reality hospital, for example.

Technology – and the compan-
ies developing it – is also shaping 

the work of local architecture 
firms indirectly. Vancouver, as a 
city of small commercial tenan-
cies – 3,000 to 5,000 square feet 
– has been supplanted by demand 
from technology and co-working 
companies looking for floor plates 
of between 12,000 and 15,000 
square feet or more.

“One of the things that I’m going 
to find interesting is with all of the 
tech and co-working space, and 
the brain gain that we’re going to 
be getting, is, where are all these 
people going to live? Where’s the 
housing?” said Mark Whitehead, 
a second-generation partner at 
Musson Cattell Mackey Partner-
ship (MCM), which did work for 
The Post, which will house Ama-
zon (Nasdaq:AMZN). 

Whitehead said MCM – which 
has grown to 110 employees from 
25, mostly in the past five years 
– has had clients asking about 
multi-use campus developments 
that house employees where they 
work. 

“We always knew that eventu-
ally there would be a critical mass 
here, and I think that is having 
a big impact on our commercial 
sector,” said Patrick Cotter, man-
aging partner of ZGF Architects 
Inc.’s Vancouver office. 
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He explained that complex-
ity and convergence capture 
how the industry is being trans-
formed. “We’re now starting 
to see less distinct building 
typology,” Cotter said, add-
ing that regional, national and 
international influences – and 
the needs and experiences of 
American technology giants – 
are increasingly shaping archi-
tectural design in Vancouver. 

Mass timber construction has 
also generated excitement and 
opportunity in the industry. 

“It feels l i ke t he ma rket’s 
taken a little while to get over 
that mass timber hump, and 
it feels like it’s over the hump 
now,” said Ray Wolfe, partner in 
Thinkspace Architecture Plan-
ning Interior Design, one of two 
firms on BIV’s list not based in 
Vancouver. 

Thinkspace is designing the 
four-storey mass timber Robert 
G. Kuhn Building for Trinity 
Western University’s school of 
business. 

After completing a six-storey 
mass timber hotel in Penticton, 
HDR is now looking at design-
ing a 12-storey mass timber 
structure. 

The cost premium concerns 
have disappeared, Wolfe said. 
The challenge is availability. 

Net-zero-ready construction 
is also a dominant trend. 

“B.C. needs to catch up, and 

I’m glad we are,” said Wolfe, 
who added that Thinkspace is 
wrapping up a net-zero-ready 
study for a school in the Lower 
Mainland.  

“ We’re not t a l k i n g L E E D 
[Leadership in Energy and En-
vironmental Design] anymore. 
We’re talking passive house and 
beyond,” said Gillies, pointing 
out that environment-related 
policies are increasingly man-
dated and not simply voluntary.

A s t he i ndu st r y ad apts to 
emerging trends on multiple 
fronts, BI V ’s conversations 
with firms on this year’s top-
20 list highlight the need for 
talent, and the challenges some 
firms face in acquiring talent 
for a much more digital and 
data-driven time. 

The cost structure, for some 
firms, also hasn’t changed, even 
though expectations around the 
use of new – and expensive – 
technologies have.

D espite some ch a l len ges, 
there is excitement in the in-
dustry, as new technologies are 
unlocking opportunities with 
the power to shape how com-
munities are designed.

For example, Thom said IBI 
Group has a team working on 
codifying happiness. 

“All the things that make you 
happy – what’s its connection 
to the physical environment? 
And it’s really interesting,” he 
said. “When I get the answer to 
that one, I think we’ll really be 
in the money.” •

TECH TRENDS 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15

Five years ago, Vancouver resident 
and entrepreneur Charles Chang 
sold his business. Now, his busi-
ness is all about investing in com-
panies like the one he sold.
Chang is the founder of Lyra Growth 
Partners. Prior to starting Lyra in 
2015, Chang was the president and 
founder of Vega, a brand of clean, 
plant-based nutritional products.
While Vega was a successful busi-
ness, Chang was ready to move on 
to finding exciting new entrepre-
neurial companies and investing in 
their growth. So Chang sold Vega 
to WhiteWave Foods for US$550 
million. 
Over the last five years, Chang has 
learned a lot about what makes 
a company attractive to potential 
buyers. 
Lyra is a growth equity investor, 
meaning it invests in companies 
that grow rapidly. If a company 
shows the potential to be attractive 
to buyers, Lyra becomes a minor-
ity partner. It puts capital into the 
company and provides coaching, 
contacts and best practices to help 
get the business to a lucrative exit 
where they can sell the entire com-
pany.
“We want to invest in companies 
that would be successful without 

us so that we just add incremental 
value,” Chang said. 
A lot of that scouting comes from 
paying attention to a company’s 
growth metrics.
“We like to see really strong growth 
year after year. We like to see real-
ly strong unit economics meeting 
really good gross margins.”
Entrepreneurs vs. investors
Chang says that as a young entre-
preneur, he found he was overly 
optimistic in business decisions.
“You think that if you can, then you 
should. But when you’re an inves-
tor, you have a lot more business 
options.”

Chang says buyers need to be care-
ful not to believe everything they 
read and see based on how a possi-
ble acquisition is marketing itself. 
A lot of companies spend a lot 
on marketing to get going, which 
makes their bottom line look bad.
“But if we see a scale where the 
marketing spend is proportionate-
ly less, then the company could 
become really profitable. We call 
that good unit economics.”
What makes a company attractive 
to investors?
If a company has won a niche cus-
tomer base, it has the potential 
for a much broader mainstream 

reach. “We like to see companies 
that have crazy stark raving fans 
– what we call a tribe, where they 
are really actively passionate about 
the product and the brand of the 
company,” said Chang. 
Chang says one of the biggest mis-
takes he made during his transition 
from seller to buyer was not being 
diligent enough about assessing 
the management, people, founders 
and teams of the companies he was 
looking to invest in.
“Being more selective about the 
people and the capabilities of the 
team was my biggest learning expe-
rience.”
Explore debt options
Another way founders and potential 
sellers can prove themselves as 
lucrative investments is to be as 
financially tied to the success of 
their company as possible.
“Typically companies come to us 
without fully utilizing the other 
options available for them. Instead 
of taking equity and diluting their 
ownership, they can take charge of 
their financial situation by being 
really, really good at managing 
their cash flow.”
That means collecting their receiv-
ables quickly and finding ways to 
have longer payment terms with 

their suppliers, Chang says. He 
wants to invest in companies that 
find other ways to finance them-
selves, including using debt.
“I fully expect a company to have 
cash flow coming from the founders 
– their personal wealth, including 
putting their house on the line, 
using their personal credit cards.”
This should happen before a com-
pany raises money through equity, 
which dilutes founders’ ownership 
when their company is still small. 
Chang says founders who exhaust 
their debt options are more trust-
worthy in his eyes. 
“They have a lot to lose. It also 
shows that the company is 
resourceful.”
Charles Chang will be speaking at 
the Business Transitions Forum 
in Vancouver November 6. A con-
ference for business owners, the 
Business Transitions Forum pro-
vides tactical takeaways to help 
owners make smarter decisions in 
the short term while setting up for a 
successful transition in the future. 

How to make your business attractive to potential buyers

This content was produced by Business in Vancouver’s 
advertising department. BIV’s editorial department was 
not involved in its creation.

To learn more, visit www.businesstransitionsforum.com

BUSINESS TRANSITIONS FORUM

Charles Chang, President & Founder, Lyra Growth Partners Inc, seasoned buyer, will 
be speaking at the Business Transitions Forum this November.

Growing fees and falling architects 
ANALYSIS | Top architectural firms becoming more efficient

BY ALBERT VAN SANTVOORT
AVANSANTVOORT@BIV.COM

British Columbia’s largest 
architecture firms grew 
an average of 20% in the 

past year, according to data on 
Business in Vancouver’s Biggest 
A rchitecture Firms in Metro 
Vancouver list (page 16). 

The average architectural fees 
charged by the largest firms in 
2018 nearly doubled to $11.6 mil-
lion last year compared with $6.7 
million in 2014.

Eighth-ranked HCMA Architec-
ture + Design recorded the biggest 
one-year increase in architec-
tural fees on the list: up 42% to 
$10 million in 2018 from $7 mil-
lion in 2017. Dialog, No. 7 on the 
list, posted the steepest decline 
in fees: down 36.8% to $12 million 
in 2018 from $19 million in 2017.

The five largest architecture 
firms on BIV’s list recorded a 
slightly lower average growth 
rate than the list as a whole, in-
creasing only 19.64% in 2018 
from 2017. Since 2014, fees gener-
ated by the five largest architec-
ture firms have grown 148.67%.

Despite the increase in archi-
tectu ra l fees, the nu mber of 
architects working at the prov-
i nce’s top f ive f i r m s fel l  a n 
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Fees charged by the top five architecture firms in Metro Vancouver
Top five firms grew an average of 19.6% from 2017 to 2018

SOURCE: BIV LIST

average of 8.5%. 
Most of the decline in the num-

ber of architects has occurred 
over the past year. 

When looking over the past five 
years, the number of architects 
has dropped only 2.5% for the 
largest firms.

Increased fees in conjunction 
with fewer architects means 
B.C.’s largest firms are becoming 

more efficient. 
Architectural fees per archi-

tect skyrocketed for B.C.’s largest 
architecture firm. No. 1 Kasian’s 
fees per architect grew 531.9% 
to $1.9 m i l l ion i n 2018 from 
$304,348 in 2017. 

The firm with the second-high-
est increase in fees per architect 
– 19.6% in 2018 from 2017 – was 
No. 3 Stantec Architecture Ltd. •


