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Pelsmakers

2
Sofie has a particular view on the 
research requirements of architects, 
in particular research into the 
performance !ap – the !ap between 
predicted performance of a buildin! 
and that as-built.
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Sofie Pelsmakers stron!ly believes that there 
need to be more systemised and robust 
processes to shape the research that is part 
of architects’ everyday practice; there are few 
standardised !uidelines to formalise data 
collection and encoura!e research practice. 
Sustainability – the focus of Sofie’s research – 
is one of the most quantifiable and scientific 
fields of architecture, and she believes that 
many of the processes from this field could 
be applied to others.

She notes that environmental performance is 
just one area where there is a lack of detailed 
!uidance on product specification, installation 
and commissionin!. This may be responsible 
for a performance !ap – that between the rated 
performance of construction products and their 
performance in use.

The architect

Sofie Pelsmakers is currently a doctoral research 
student at the UCL Ener!y Institute, she has 
worked as a senior lecturer in Environmental 
and Sustainable Desi!n at the University of East 
London and is a cofounder of Architecture for 
Chan!e, a not-for-profit environmental buildin! 
and research or!anisation with an emphasis on 
practical advice to help clients and architects deliver 
environmentally friendly buildin!s. 

In 2012 she published The Environmental Design 
Pocketbook, (RIBA Publishin!, 2012) which was 
commended for its contribution to practice-based 
research. Sofie sits in an unusual position as both 
an academic and a practi in! architect.

She believes that at present, the majority of 
architects see the sole purpose of research as 
informin! project work and practice e"ciency. 
If architects were able to see a how their research 
could have cross-sector impact, architectural 
research would improve and stren!then.

Understandin! research

Sofie’s research back!round is stron!ly 
influenced by academic practice, and she 
has spent time reflectin! on how architects 
use research in their everyday practice.
 
This perspective is sli!htly tan!ential to other 
architects interviewed, who often were unable 
to dedicate time and resources to research 
outside of project time. 

Research “is just part of the job.”

Sofie reco!nises that practices undertake 
research intrinsically in their everyday activity, 
thou!h they may not re!ard this as research, 
but she does not consider talkin! to clients 
to be research. She feels architects should 
be encoura!ed to see a distinction, and more 
importantly a value, in challen!in! the status 
quo of conductin! project-based research. 
Sofie believes that chan!in! the current 
approach of research in practice would enable 
specific project based research to become 
meanin!ful and useful to the rest of industry. 
For her, this process of chan!e is centred on 
three main areas: transparency, standardisation 
(or systemisation) and access.

Case study 2 : Sofie Pelsmakers



26

Case study 2 : Sofie Pelsmakers 

Transparency

Sofie notes there is a ‘performance !ap’ between 
the capabilities of a product or buildin! and its 
actual output or performance, and believes that 
architects are too trustin! of product specifications 
as well as lackin! the capacity to investi!ate and 
conduct their own tests; they never !o to the primary 
source. Traditionally architects are reco!nised for 
their ability to be inquisitive and !enerate ori!inal, 
creative desi!ns and so are well placed to undertake 
research, but these skills need to be applied 
more thou!htfully to how they can investi!ate, 
record, evaluate data and share their findin!s.

She proposes that the increasin! uptake of BIM 
software may o#er a solution as architects may feel 
their decision makin! is more exposed, and in turn 
will be encoura!ed to question their own sources of 
information more thorou!hly. 

Sofie believes that transparency also extends to the 
dissemination of the individual practice’s research 
findin!s and lessons learned to the wider industry. 
This is to ensure the entire industry benefits and 
delivers better buildin!s to!ether.

Standardisation

Sofie notes that standardisin! and systemisin! 
research processes would help architects to 
address the performance !ap.

In an academic sense, research methods need 
to be systemised, repeatable and comparable; in 
architectural practice they are currently too ad 
hoc, informal and non-comparable. In the lon! 
term, standardisation and systemisation of data 
collection on product and buildin! performance 
would benefit architects and clients, as there 
would be:

  improved e"ciency in selectin! materials 
and products for clients; and

  less time spent chasin! ‘dead ends’ for 
products.

  a feedback loop, ensurin! we learn and 
disseminate knowled!e !ained to understand – 
and reduce – the performance !ap, leadin! to 
better performin! buildin!s.

Standardisation and systemisation would also 
add ri!our to architectural practice, increasin! 
architects’ drive and competition between 
practices.

Part of the stru!!le is to be able to translate 
academic research into somethin! that is 
meanin!ful and useful for architects. Current 
systems are not well suited to help academics 
disseminate their work amon!st practices, 
nor are practices !enerally in a position to 
receive academic insi!hts. Sofie is concerned 
that the skills !ained by students whilst studyin! 
architecture are not bein! e#ectively applied in 
the workplace.
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Access

Beyond lackin! capacity to conduct research, 
Sofie believes that architects are faced with barriers 
to accessin! data on product performance and 
e#ective practice. Few practices have access to the 
academic journals which publish peer-reviewed 
scientific data on product performance and the 
monitorin! of buildin!s. Most frequently architects 
are likely to access secondary industry literature, 
such as buildin! re!ulations and plannin! policy 
documents (for example from the Construction 
Information Service).

Knowled!e about the relationship between ener!y 
performance and buildin! desi!n is constantly 
developin!, thou!h in many cases there are currently 
no precedents or research-based !uidelines 
available to practices. In order to !ain insi!hts – 
and to be able to apply them – architects need 
to en!a!e directly where those insi!hts are bein! 
!enerated, in this case primarily within academic 
institutions.

Sofie’s Environmental Design Pocketbook attempts 
to brid!e the knowled!e !ap between academia 
and industry by translatin! useful academic research 
into an industry publication, as will a future publication 
for 2016. Sofie believes that if more architects and 
construction industry professionals see the value of 
residin! in both worlds, the construction industry will 
have a better opportunity to understand and reduce 
the performance !ap.

Research
“is just
part of
the job”


