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Resumé 
Ledelse synes at være svaret på mange af vores udfordringer. Blandt både teoretikere og praktikere 

er opmærksomheden stor. For mange er billedet af god ledelse forbundet med den medrivende 

leder, som i tæt samspil med sine ansatte udøver store visionære bedrifter til fordel for 

virksomheden og samfundet. Omvendt findes der også tilsvarende mange eksempler på, at dette 

ikke lykkes. Hæderlige ledere, der er knapt så hæderlige og standhaftige i deres udøvelse af ledelse.  

Ledelse er et komplekst socialt fænomen, der ikke kan afgrænses til et leder-centreret perspektiv. 

Hvis vi skal blive klogere på fænomenet ledelse, må det pilles ned fra piedestalen en stund, for at vi 

kan bygge det op igen. Med andre ord; ledelse må adskilles fra lederen. Der findes alternative 

teoretiske perspektiver på ledelse. Denne afhandling beskæftiger sig med en af dem - nemlig ledelse 

som proces i arkitektvirksomheden COBE. Frem for en forforståelse af fænomenet, sigter denne 

afhandling på at udforske, hvordan ledelse bliver en del af arbejdet og stiller spørgsmålet: Hvordan 

forstår COBEs arkitekter ledelse som organisatorisk proces? 

Ledelse bliver udøvet, når udtalte ideer bliver anerkendt af andre som værende i stand til at fremme 

opgaver og problemer, som er vigtige for dem (Fairhurst 2008). Ledelse bygger på et gensidigt 

forhold mellem ledelsesaktører. Vores forståelse er erfaringsbaseret og struktureret ved hjælp af 

metaforer. ’Tid er penge’ er et af flere eksempler på metaforer som er rodfæstet i vores samfund og 

som har indflydelse på vores arbejdsliv. Ved at undersøge hvordan vores forståelse af ledelse er 

struktureret ved hjælp af grundlæggende metaforer er det muligt at sige noget om, hvordan vi 

handler på baggrund af denne forståelse i vores hverdag (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Afhandlingen 

opstiller en interdisciplinær teoretisk ramme for metode og teori. Det empiriske arbejde består 

primært af kvalitative interviews og bygger på en etnografisk, kvalitativ tilgang til 

forskningsinterviewet. Emnerne ledelse og diskurs, begrebsmæssige metaforer og videnarbejde 

udgør teorirammen.  

Analysen af interviewdata bygger på tre ledelsestemaer: arbejde, fællesskab og identitet. 

Afslutningsvis diskuteres emner som kreativitet, arkitekter som kreative vidensarbejdere og 

organisatorisk ledelses som kreativ arbejdsproces. Afhandlingen konkluderer bl.a., at et stærkt 

professionelt fællesskab, der forankres socialt samt fysisk på tegnestuen, er grundlæggende for 

arkitekternes forståelse for ledelse som arbejdsproces. Denne forståelse omfatter også eksterne 

samarbejder. Ledelse er derudover forankret i tegnestuens indehaver og kreativ direktør, Dan 

Stubbergaard, i form af stemningen og ambitionen på tegnestuen, samt arkitekternes tilgang til 

arbejdet. Konceptuelle metaforer er en del af arkitekternes forståelse af ledelse som proces og er 

tilknyttet grundlæggende kulturelle værdier som »at se er at forstå« og »at argumentere er at 

tegne«. 
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1 Introduction  
Leadership is often perceived as the inspired behaviour of great leaders. What history has 

shown us however is that every economic crisis, every political, corporate or religious 

debacle, witnesses the fall of yet another heroic leader. As we saw during the global financial 

crisis (Elliott 2011), an entire sector may demonstrate poor leadership and even suffer global 

collapse, with disastrous consequences for huge numbers of people. Leadership is judged to 

have failed and disenchanted followers may perceive those responsible as poor leaders or 

even as bad people. From such a perspective, leadership is seen largely as leaders exercising 

leadership on followers. The notion of good leadership is often manifested in the image of a 

strong leader who approximates to an extrovert ideal in terms of personality traits and social 

skills (Cain 2012). Such an ideal transcends cultures and is likely to foster decisive and 

energetic leadership that neglects the importance of solitude, quietness and deep thought in 

strategic decision-making and creative thinking (Cain 2012). But leadership is not delimited 

to appointed leaders, and leadership is not inherent in a formal position. Focusing on leaders 

alone fails to acknowledge the complex, evolving nature of leadership. 

 

Leadership is essentially a social phenomenon and cannot be approached simply from a 

leader-centred perspective; there are other, more productive ways of exploring the 

phenomenon. From the cultural perspective, the financial crisis may be seen as the outcome 

of the fostering of unhealthy leadership and business practices in a globalised investment and 

banking culture, and not merely the consequence of self-acting leaders displaying poor 

leadership. This is not to discount the importance of individual responsibility and integrity to 

leadership in practice. Introducing metaphor to the study of organisational leadership may be 

fruitful in order to explore its dynamic and shifting nature. It also brings attention to the fact 

that leadership builds on understanding that is experience-based (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). In 

many businesses today, leadership becomes part of knowledge work (Alvesson 2004). 

Knowledge has become the cornerstone of many businesses, and we may still speak of a 

growing ‘knowledge economy’ (Drucker 1969). Knowledge is multifaceted and performs a 

variety of roles in our society. However, like leadership, knowledge is not an unambiguous 

phenomenon. In a ‘knowledge-intensive organisation’ (3.1), knowledge is a means of gaining 

legitimacy through affiliation. To the ‘knowledge worker’, it may moreover contribute with 

essential elements for identity construction (3.1.1). With the empowerment of knowledge 

workers comes self-leadership. How leadership and knowledge-work interact in knowledge-

based organisations is difficult to analyse from a leader-centred perspective. When creativity 

becomes part of knowledge work, as we shall see in this research study, alternative analytic 

approaches become imperative.  
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1.1 Research statement and research aim 
Rather than seeing leadership as ‘person’, identifying leadership as intertwined in work 

processes generates fresh insights into how we understand leadership within knowledge 

organisations. Being anchored in social interaction and language use, such an approach must 

embrace the changing, experience-based nature of how leadership is understood and 

practised, and also take account of its elusiveness. One such perspective is approaching 

leadership as ‘process’ (Jackson & Parry 2008). Viewing leadership as process positions 

leadership as integral to organising and to organisational dynamics. This paper subscribes to 

the view that the social world is continuously defined and redefined by people interacting 

with one another and with their environment. The world is too complex to grasp completely; 

we therefore extract fragments of it that accommodate our views and purposes. In so doing, 

we organise our cultural environment and draw upon metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 

Spradley 1979). By examining leadership as process, this paper seeks to explore what we may 

gain by focusing on leadership as a social, discursive activity played out amongst leadership 

actors in a creative environment, and how this understanding is rooted in metaphor (Lakoff & 

Johnson 2003). Leadership is seen as a social influence process that builds upon the 

reciprocal relationship between ‘leadership actors’ taking on the roles of leaders and 

followers on a symbolically structured cultural stage offering multiple means for building 

social cohesion (Fairhurst 2008, Spradley 1979).  

This paper investigates leadership as a collective process that is part of creative work 

processes within a creative knowledge organisation. It is rooted in a case study of COBE, an 

architectural practice based in Copenhagen (4.1). Rather than a pre-defined understanding of 

leadership, this study seeks to elucidate how the architects experience leadership as part of 

their work and work setting. This involves investigating how they structure fundamental 

concepts of work, identity, community, and leadership. Looking at how underlying concepts 

are structured metaphorically, culturally and ideologically in cultural domains and by 

conceptual metaphor, this paper seeks to uncover some of its shared beliefs and how these 

conceptualise leadership at COBE. Perceiving leadership as rooted in social interaction, this 

paper recognises the important role of language. It focuses on how the architects understand 

the role of leadership in project work, and how it is symbolised in the working environment. 

Part of this focus is upon how formal leadership is informed by an understanding of 

leadership as organisational process.   

COBE, established by Dan Stubbergaard and Vanessa Miriam Carlow in 2005, is a young, 

award-winning architectural practice, whose work includes high-profile projects in Denmark 

and abroad (Appendix 8.1). Stubbergaard is the owner and Creative Director of COBE. In this 

case study, we are faced with a creative enterprise to which industry collaboration is 
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axiomatic. The nature of work processes and salience of project competitions adds to its 

distinctiveness. COBE’s organisational structure is adaptive and its boundaries somewhat 

fluid in terms of exchange of manpower and level of industry cooperation. There is also a 

determined obscuring of hierarchy (Appendix 2.2, see 4.4). COBE and the architecture 

industry1 constitute an unusual and interesting case for a study of how leadership becomes 

part of creative work processes that are shared amongst creative knowledge workers within a 

creative working environment. Creativity becomes central to the understanding of leadership 

and of architects as leadership actors (5.1, 5.1.3). Being part of the creative work process, 

leadership is exercised through influencing and processes of self-organisation (4.4.6).  

COBE exemplifies leadership within a creative knowledge organisation and how creative 

knowledge workers understand and act upon leadership as part of collective work processes. 

It also demonstrates how a shared office environment and fellow feeling make self-leadership 

an important contributor to collective leadership processes. It thus embraces the complexity 

of leadership as a social, discursive phenomenon and facilitates investigating leadership as a 

shared social activity within a creative knowledge organisation. The study’s research aim is 

distilled in the following question:  

 

How do organisational members at COBE as creative knowledge workers understand 

leadership as a shared organisational process? 

 

To explore this question, an interdisciplinary framework has been developed for both the 

methodological approach and the theoretical foundation (Chapters 2 and 3). COBE is 

presented in a thematised analysis which investigates their ‘community’ and self-image of 

being ‘team players’. Together with a strong identification with ‘the profession’ and the 

creative leadership of their Creative Director, these structure work practices and how you may 

talk about leadership as work process. This paper also engages in a discussion of architects as 

creative knowledge workers and amongst other topics looks at organisational leadership as 

creative work process (Chapter 5). It also touches upon COBE’s apparent break with some 

traditions of the architectural profession (5.3). The organisational environment is also seen as 

crucial to this study and below is a sectional view of the architectural profession in Europe 

(Mirza & Nacey Research 2012)2. 

 

                                                
1 ‘Architecture industry’ involves project partners, investors, and community, and is not delimited to architectural 
practices or the architectural profession. 
2 The report, ordered by the Architects’ Council of Europe EU, is based on an on-line survey; questionnaires were 
sent to respondents by email. The DK response rate was 13,8 percent. According to Mirza & Nacey (2012), the 
survey covers 95 percent of the architecture architectural profession in Europe. 



 6 

1.2 The architectural profession 
The architectural profession in Europe is strongly influenced by the general economic climate 

and during the period 2008-2012 experienced worsening market conditions (Mirza & Nacey 

Research 2012). Despite the fact that rates of decline are falling, the architectural profession 

remains in recession. The prospects for construction output are nevertheless brighter in 

northern and central European countries than in the south. The European architectural market 

shrunk by a third between 2008-2012 and suffered twice the rate of the decline in 

construction output during the same period. Simultaneously, average earnings continued to 

fall and the unemployment rate amongst architects rose from 3 to 6 percent between 2008-

2012 (Mirza & Nacey Research 2012). At the same time, the number of architects in Europe 

rose by 13 percent and is now approximately half a million, of whom 40 percent are aged 

under 40. Moreover, the number of architectural firms grew by a quarter between 2008-2012. 

The market nonetheless became more stable and large companies in particular managed to 

increase revenue and profits between 2010-2012 (Mirza & Nacey Research 2012). The 

number of micro-practices also rose, mirroring an increase in the number of architects made 

redundant who set up their own practices. As we will see in the case study (4.1), COBE 

appears to buck this gloomy trend. However, mobility and the need for nurturing networks 

remains essential for COBE as well as the individual architect (5.2).  

1.3 Scope and chapter overview 
This study builds upon interviews with seven of COBE’s architects and one architect 

currently stationed at COBE; the study thus features approximately a sixth of the company’s 

workforce. The supplementary fieldwork builds upon four visits to the company itself, and 

covers two field records (Appendix 4.1-5.2). This paper does not attempt to make an 

ethnographic study of COBE or delve into all perspectives introduced by the informants. In 

addition, the interviews and additional fieldwork represent a situational, context-based 

account of COBE. The aim is to present some voices shaping and commenting upon COBE’s 

culture. The study builds upon how informants account for leadership as work process in the 

interviews. This could also be investigated through for example participant observation, but 

that would be beyond the aim and scope of this study. Though engaging with conceptual 

metaphor and cultural symbolism, the aim of this study is not to map out cultural 

categorisation or metaphorical conceptualisation of COBE or its workforce.  

Although this paper does not argue for strict terminological definitions, the following 

definitions from The Oxford English Dictionary may be useful in relation to this paper. 

‘Process’ is perhaps difficult to define in relation to leadership, but is usually understood to be 

a series of actions or steps taken in order to achieve a particular end, or as a natural series of 

changes.  An ‘organisation’ is defined as a group of people working together to achieve a 
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particular purpose, or the way in which elements of a whole are arranged. The definitions of 

‘culture’, ‘leadership’, ‘discourse’, ‘creativity’, ‘knowledge’, ‘knowledge work’ and 

‘knowledge worker’ are discussed in some depth in Chapter 3 and 5. Chapters 2 and 3 

present, respectively, the methodological and theoretical frameworks introduced above. 

Chapter 4 presents the analysis of findings, whilst Chapter 5 engages in a discussion of case 

study findings. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes on this research study. Interview and fieldwork 

material will be found in Appendices. 

 



2 Methodological reflections and scientific approach  
This chapter provides an account of the study’s methodology and research design. It argues 

that it is fruitful to approach the study of leadership from an interdisciplinary paradigm, and 

explores how an ethnographic framework may prove productive. Finally, this chapter 

discusses issues of validity. 

2.1 An interdisciplinary approach 
This paper draws upon an interdisciplinary scientific paradigm in an attempt to approach 

leadership as a complex social phenomenon. Within this paradigm, the social world is seen as 

constructed through language and metaphor (3.2). Knowledge requires understanding and 

depends on context (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). Understanding of both simple and 

abstract phenomena is embodied and anchored in our interaction with our natural 

environment. Building upon understanding, meaning is experience-based and subject to 

constant negotiation as people interact with their environment and with each other through 

discourse (3.1.4). Truth thus emerges from embodied knowledge. There are many truths, 

some of which have become established truths (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Culture-specific 

truths are embedded in the complex pattern of symbols that makes up cultural knowledge 

(Spradley 1979, 4.4.1). 

 In social research, the researcher is faced with underlying cultural structures of meaning that 

guide members in their natural environment, as well as enabling them to formulate and 

achieve goals (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). How people engage with their environment 

indicates how they understand and interpret that environment (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999, 

Lakoff & Johnson 2003). The researcher can capture only fragments of this social reality and 

of embedded meaning structures. Our identities build upon many and sometimes 

contradictory self-images that we are capable of balancing according to different situations, 

adding to the complexity of field research. Being a social process, research is continually 

defined and redefined through the interaction between researcher and field (Kristiansen & 

Krogstrup 1999). Whilst Lakoff & Johnson (2003) argues for a metaphorical conceptual 

system, Spradley (1979) argues for the systematised nature of cultural knowledge consisting 

of symbolic categories. Ethnographic research thus aims to discover how cultural knowledge 

is organised and to avoid imposing categories from the outside, emphasising making 

discoveries and not order. Fieldwork is therefore grounded upon carefully written 

ethnographic records (Spradley 1979). In both works, the conceptualisation and internal 

structure known to members is seen as tacit and largely unconscious. Spradley (1979) 

believes that the ethnographer is capable of discovering this tacit knowledge, whilst Lakoff & 
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Johnson (2003) sees the study of metaphor as a path to understanding our conceptual system. 

This paper focuses on metaphor, but attempts to bring in both approaches in different stages 

of the research (3.2). Through an interdisciplinary approach, the aim is to frame a research 

study that facilitates an explorative, yet critical approach to seeing leadership as a complex 

organisational phenomenon. Subsequent sections will touch upon two different approaches to 

the research interview that have informed this research – the ethnographic and the semi-

structured qualitative research interview – and look at the interview as a field study, thereby 

involving observation on behalf of the researcher.  

2.1.1 The ethnographic interview 
Ethnography explores how natives categorise experience and identifies the underlying 

questions that govern everyday activities. This involves drawing upon the language of field 

members. The aim is to minimise translation competence3 of both field members and 

fieldworker, respectively, in giving accounts and making field records (Spradley 1979). 

Members of a community experience their cultural knowledge as systematically organised 

into cultural categories. Ethnographic analysis attempts to discover cultural meaning and the 

way cultural knowledge is organised through symbolic categorisation encoded in symbolic 

folk terms and cultural domains (Spradley 1979).  

 

Symbolic categories reduce the complexity of our experiences, whilst language helps us 

create order out of our experiences through ready-made categories (Spradley 1979). To 

engage with cultural domains is to look for similarities that exist among folk terms and to 

investigate how they become part of the system of symbols that constitute a culture; thus   

studying how natives engage with cultural symbols and uncovering the relationships between 

symbols. Spradley (1979) distinguishes between two broad categories of interview questions: 

descriptive questions and structural questions. Whilst descriptive questions may elicit lengthy 

accounts, structural questions make it possible to explore the organisation of cultural 

knowledge through discovering and verifying cultural domains, their category names, and 

symbolic folk terms belonging to each domain (Spradley 1979). When engaging in 

conversation, informants however rapidly move from one domain to another. What becomes 

culturally taken-for-granted and anchored in symbols is arbitrary and cultural knowledge is 

tacit and difficult to reflect upon (Spradley 1979). The greatest barrier to discovering cultural 

domains is nonetheless the researcher’s own cultural background. Spradley (1979) argues for 

a relational theory of meaning that embraces the complexity of the empirical situation and of 

cultural knowledge; every cultural symbol is part of other meaning systems that collectively 

                                                
3 I.e. a natural inclination to translate cultural terms when sharing cultural knowledge with non-natives (Spradley 
1979) 
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make up cultural knowledge (Spradley 1979). Listening and asking for use and not meaning 

is therefore important in trying to understand how cultural knowledge is organised in 

symbolic categories and thereby capture cultural meaning (Spradley 1979).  

Using natives’ own language limits the need for translation competence in developing mutual 

understanding (Spradley 1979, footnote 3). Ethnographic studies should thus begin with a 

careful study of how people talk, which involves being sensitive to subtle, but important 

linguistic nuances (Spradley 1979). The aim is to discover how experiences are categorised 

by members of a community and how these categories are drawn upon routinely by members 

as informants. It involves identifying questions that are meaningful to informants (Spradley 

1979). However, the researcher is also faced with informants whose culture is intertwined 

with other cultural scenes of which every member may also serve as informant (Spradley 

1979).  

In the ethnographic interview, the researcher shows interest and cultural curiosity. The 

researcher trustingly incorporates introduced terms and uses hypothetical scenarios to assist 

the sharing of cultural experiences. In a non-authoritarian fashion, the researcher coaxes 

continuous and increasingly detailed accounts from informants to uncover cultural 

knowledge; gradually introducing ethnographic ideas into the conversation to assist the field 

member in the role of informant (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). From looking at the 

research interview as an ethnographic instrument, the next section will look at the research 

interview from the perspective of qualitative research. 

2.1.2 The qualitative research interview 
Conversation is at the heart of human interaction (Kvale 1997). The semi-structured 

qualitative research interview is a type of professional conversation that builds upon everyday 

conversation and aims to produce verifiable knowledge through careful questioning and 

listening (Kvale 1997). Like any other interview, the qualitative research interview has both a 

structure and purpose. The researcher depends upon the active participation and goodwill of 

her informants as generators of valuable personal accounts (Zuckerman 1972). Regardless of 

the informant’s cooperativeness or articulacy, it is the researcher’s responsibility to produce a 

knowledge-intensive interview. This involves being attentive and open to aspects as they 

unfold in the interaction. Conducting interviews effectively calls for both theoretical 

knowhow and people skills in establishing an atmosphere of mutual trust (Kvale 1997). 

In the interview situation, the researcher is granted privileged access to the worlds of 

informants, something communicated not only in words but by tone of voice, expressions and 

gestures (Kvale 1997). This adds a moral dimension to the research interview to achieve 

scientific aims whilst respecting the wellbeing and dignity of informants (Kvale 1997). The 
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strength of the qualitative interview lies in its tailored procedures and flexible nature which 

infuses intuition and craftsmanship into the research process. Methodological reflection is an 

embedded part of the process (Kvale 1997). In a more critical approach to the qualitative 

research interview, Alvesson (2011a) questions the role of the interview as a transmitter of 

meaning and experiences (Alvesson 2011a). Rather, the research interview demands a 

willingness to introduce theoretically informed interpretations that look at the various ‘logics’ 

implicit in interview statements (Alvesson 2011a). Although accepting their veracity, the 

researcher must challenge interviewees’ statements, as they may be governed by personal 

agendas and a social logic of which the informants may be unaware (Alvesson 2011a). The 

researcher should also be wary of suggesting superior insight. As an interpreter, the 

researcher should challenge her favourite lines of reasoning by considering using alternative 

vocabularies. Empathy, understanding and respect are therefore qualities which should be 

nurtured by anyone engaging in social research (Alvesson 2011a). Together, these different 

approaches bring cultural context to the research interview and emphasise the need for 

rigorous techniques and questioning its contribution to knowledge production. Whilst 

embracing this suggested complexity of interpretation, the present paper also turns to 

ethnography for lessons in humbleness and dedication (Alvesson 2011a, Spradley 1979, 

Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). It also draws upon participant observation as a supplementary 

method in fieldwork. 

2.1.3 Participant observation 
The aim of participant observation is to read and interpret social phenomena in order to 

illuminate the worlds in which people live (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). Embedded rules 

may not correspond with formal hierarchies or prescribed rules of behaviour, as the regulatory 

mechanisms may be latent, not manifest. Acting as a participant observer has much in 

common with what people intuitively do, using their empathy and social skills, when being 

faced with new and unfamiliar situations (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). Observing, asking 

and listening may provide insights into situational or organisational norms, values, 

membership roles and so forth. The purpose of observational studies is to expose the 

mechanisms, rules and assumptions that structure social behaviour (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 

1999). This study draws upon descriptive observation (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999) in a 

modest attempt to record as much as possible from the visits to COBE in order to 

contextualise the interview guides (see Appendix 4.1, 4.2). The following sections outline the 

research design and reflect upon the interview situation and the role of researcher. 
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2.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 
COBE ApS is the single case in this study (4.1).4 Its workforce has grown rapidly from a 

handful of employees in 2007 to a current staff of 40 plus interns. Ninety percent of the 

people employed at COBE are architects, and most of them are male. The average age of the 

people in the drawing room is just 32,3 yrs, whilst the average age of the architects that 

agreed to participate in this study was 30,3 yrs.  

As a field researcher, I have experienced taking on the roles of the curious ethnographer, the 

supportive interviewer and the reflective yet at times bewildered interpreter (Kristiansen & 

Krogstrup 1999). Documenting features of the drawing room was my most significant 

fieldwork activity (Appendix 5.1, 5.2). 

2.2.1 Interviewing COBE  
Consulting the firm’s website5 and searching the Danish press, told me very little about the 

people behind COBE. Other than a list of accomplishments and a number of articles featuring 

the co-founder, Dan Stubbergaard, my preliminary search yielded only some factual 

information about the number of people employed at the firm. I was eager, therefore, to meet 

some of the people behind COBE, to learn about their experiences and about the architecture 

industry about which I knew very little.  

My aim was to secure 8-12 interviews with architects working at COBE, as I estimated that 

the company employed some thirty people. I planned originally to conduct an additional 

interview with the Creative Director and owner of COBE, Dan Stubbergaard. The final 

number of informants was smaller and it was not possible to arrange an interview with Dan 

Stubbergaard himself. The profile of Stubbergaard presented in 4.3 therefore is the fruit of 

secondary data. The study involved six COBE architects, three of whom are working as 

sketching architects, a Project Manager, the Office Manager, and the Head of 

Communications.6 Another architect currently stationed at COBE, whilst working on a joint 

project, also agreed to participate in the study. This other architect provided me with my first 

insights into the internal organisation of architectural firms. The fact that he is currently 

stationed at COBE is something that I became aware of at the ‘COBE Behind the Scenes’ 

event (Appendix 4.1).  

                                                
4 The COpenhagen and the BErlin halves of COBE have developed into two distinct firms. Investigating the 
precise nature of this partnership is beyond the scope of this study. 
5 This has since changed: http://www.cobe.dk/contact 
6 On the new corporate website, launched since the interviews took place, the Head of Communications is now 
known as the Communications Manager. 
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As informants, I wanted to interview sketching architects as well as project managers and to 

include both men and women, those new to the firm as well as more established members. I 

did not look for diversity in terms of educational institution and discovered in the course of 

my investigations that all six COBE architects had studied at Aarhus School of Architecture. 

IP 6 studied architecture at The Royal Danish Academy School of Architecture in 

Copenhagen as did Dan Stubbergaard. Apart from Interview 6, the selection below was made 

by COBE. 

• Interview person 1 (IP 1): female 31yrs, Architect MAA, Head of Communications 
and Business Development, employed since August 2009. 

• Interview person 2 (IP 2): male 32yrs, Architect MAA, Project Manager, employed 
since September 2008. 

• Interview person 3 (IP 3): female 30yrs, Architect MAA, Office Manager since 
January 2013, employed since February 2010. 

• Interview person 4 (IP 4): male 27yrs, Architect MAA, Sketching Architect, 
employed since March 2012. 

• Interview person 5 (IP 5): female 29yrs, Architect MAA, Sketching Architect, 
employed since January 2012. 

• Interview person 6 (IP 6): male 37yrs, Architect MAA, Architect stationed at COBE 
whilst working on a joint project.  

• Interview person 7 (IP 7): male 33yrs, Architect MAA, Sketching Architect. 
Employed since April 2012.   

The interviews were conducted in four separate rounds. The interview with COBE’s Head of 

Communications took place in March 2013. The second round of interviewing, Interviews 2-

5, were all carried out in one day in April 2013. The third round of interviewing, Interview 6, 

was done in May 2013. Finally Interview 7, which was postponed from the second round of 

interviewing, was recorded in June 2013. The first two rounds of interviewing were carried 

out in COBE’s office in Njalsgade, whilst the final interview was conducted in COBE’s new 

office on ‘Papirøen’ (Appendix 4.2, 5.2). Interview 6 took place in a private setting.  

In addition to these interviews, this study draws upon documented studies of in-house as well 

as external material (see Appendices 2-8). Three books also provide supplementary empirical 

perspectives to the case study (Frederick 2007, Mikkelsen 2009, Weiss & Vidum 2012). Even 

though COBE has many ongoing projects and responsibilities, six architects agreed to 

participate and a majority of them moreover ended up giving more of their time than had been 

earmarked. The shortest and most concentrated interview lasted 44 minutes, whilst the other 

interviews lasted from 1 hr to 2hrs 20 minutes. The tempo in the different interviews varies 

and so does the intensity of background sounds. The following section describes the interview 

guide in some detail. 
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2.2.2 The Interview guide 
The interview guides presented in Appendix 1 reflect a process of writing and re-writing, 

beginning with a preliminary guide, which was based on newspaper articles, information from 

cobe.dk and insights that I received from IP 6, who later became involved in the study as an 

informant. Knowing my general interest in the architectural profession, IP 6 elaborated on a 

substantial issue for the profession (own translation): 

" The structure that characterises many drawing rooms is pretty weird, because the partners 

are generally very poor leaders that do not understand how to give feedback or communicate 

satisfactorily in relation to processes, expectations etc"  

IP 6 elaborated further on the internal organisation of architectural firms: 

"Usually there are only architects employed(..)The process itself is very different from one 

place to the other, but usually teams will be put together and afterwards work will be 

delegated, and then you'll typically meet a few times during the week to discuss things and 

make changes."  

 

Although my aim is not to assess the quality of leadership in the architectural profession, and 

my research interest in COBE is not leader-centred this caught my attention. At the Behind 

the Scenes event, the first of my four visits to COBE, my aim was to gather as much cultural 

and industry specific insight as possible. Frustration, fun and hard work were some of the 

themes that I picked up from informal conversations (see Appendix 4.1). The first interview 

was based upon these impressions. Insights from Interview 1 likewise laid the foundations for 

the much more tailored interview guides prepared for the subsequent rounds of interviews. 

The idea of asking for a floor plan was to use it as a jumping-off point to talk about changing 

office structures and the concept of the open office, about project walls and work atmosphere. 

This appeared fruitful. I also discovered that drawing, whilst explaining work is natural to 

informants. For the second round of interviews, I brought in a list of gibberish terms about 

architectural work and presented it to the sketching architects (Appendix 2.1). The idea was to 

investigate some of the more difficult aspects of architectural work. This also proved to be 

fruitful. It for example led to vivid corporate storytelling and direct encouragement and 

personal involvement in work practices and experiences (Appendix 2.7.2.24). Four separate 

interview guides were prepared, whilst the final interview guide was amended and 

abbreviated to fit the time slot of the final interview. The interviews were semi-structured and 

informed by the ethnographic paradigm and followed a thematic structure (Appendix 1). In 

order not the steer and limit the exchanges on leadership to formal leadership alone, the topic 

of leadership was introduced in the briefing and otherwise kept implicit until addressed as one 
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of the concluding themes. The focus overall was upon self-leadership; project and time 

management; group work; winning arguments and resolving conflicts; decision-making and 

empowerment; individual assessment, and the role of the firm’s head, Dan Stubbergaard.  

 

Some of these themes were common to all the interviews, whilst others were specific to 

informants and their field of work. COBE’s community, the project walls and working hours 

are examples of themes that figured in all the interviews. When interviewing sketching 

architects, my primary interest was in the organisation of work and the open office setting. 

These questions also touched upon issues of motivation; work identity; self-leadership; 

concentration; balancing individual and group work; ownership; conflict; recognition and 

feedback, and defeat in losing project competitions. Uncertainty, frustration and ambiguity in 

relation to work were also of keen interest, deriving partly from theory, but also from my 

preliminary field impressions, my reading about architectural work and about creative 

professionals (Frederick 2007, Mikkelsen 2009, Cain 2012). Descriptive questions played a 

central role in all the interviews (Spradley 1979). As my own cultural knowledge increased, 

more structural questions were brought into play, triggered by themes introduced in Interview 

1 such as: ‘pointy elbows’, ‘creative mess’, ‘headphones’, ‘the Walls’, and ‘the COBE 

community’ (4.4).  

 

Before conducting the interviews, certain ideas had shaped my thinking on leadership in a 

creative company such as COBE; these ideas were partly rooted in assumptions about 

leadership and organisation within creative organisations and about introversion in creative 

work (Cain 2012, Mikkelsen 2009). I also wondered what the implications might be when 

architects lead architects. Somehow I imagined that the competitive nature of the architectural 

industry would influence people’s mindsets, and wondered whether competitiveness between 

COBE employees would be an issue. I also anticipated that long working days and the open 

office structure would have a certain effect on architects. Finally, I wondered whether the 

company’s vision was present in the mindsets of the architects (Appendix 6.1). Some of these 

matters were explored in the interviews. In addition, some additional and quite central 

questions emerged during the interviews. But there were also equally important questions that 

remained wholly or partly unanswered, either because of interruptions or through my failing 

to encourage people to elaborate. The next section looks at the role of the researcher as 

interviewer and at the interview situation itself. 

2.2.3 The researcher as interviewer 

This paper shares the view that the researcher is part of her field of study, both behind the 

desk and when working in the field (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009). Working with verbatim 
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audio accounts and transcripts in the analysis of data has been important in identifying my 

influence as researcher and interpreter (Spradley 1979). In taking on the role of interviewer, 

the researcher becomes herself an instrument for research (Kvale 1997). Conceding that one 

interview is seldom enough to win the trust of informants, I had no other option than to seek 

to build a trusting relationship and foster a willingness to share experiences in single sessions. 

Whether the interview accounts are more normative and less openhearted than they would be 

if repeated in a longitudinal field study, is unknowable and beyond the scope of this paper 

(Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999).  

 

Kvale (1997) argues that the skills of interviewing are developed through practical experience 

in conducting interviews. These skills must however be seen as contingent upon the mutual 

goodwill of interviewer and informant (Zuckerman 1972). Whether I have demonstrated 

being an effective interviewer7 must be judged by my informants and by the quality of my 

research findings (Kvale 1997). Although making every effort to conduct the interviews in an 

impartial and culturally sensitive manner, I have used leading questions, as well as testing 

previous interview statements in order to investigate their cultural importance (Kvale 1997, 

Spradley 1979). In my approach to the task, I strove to remember the importance of wording, 

tone of voice and body language in how accounts are shaped (Kvale 1997). From the first 

interviews for example, I realised that I had used terms from my own specialism that 

confused interviewees rather than enlightening them. The following section looks at the 

interview itself.  

2.2.4 The Interview situation 
“The more an informant translates for your convenience, the more the informant’s cultural 

reality becomes distorted” (Spradley 1979, 20) 

Informants may be looked upon as natives (Spradley 1979), but also as strategic conversation 

actors (Alvesson 2011a, Kvale 2005a). This has implications for interview roles and 

relationships, and for the reading of accounts. During the interviews, I have attempted to 

focus upon informants as members of a cultural field, whilst focusing my efforts on being 

self-effacing and open. This does not mean that I do not acknowledge the political nature of 

conversation.   

From the beginning of the study, I was conscious of the need to allow informants to present 

accounts articulated in their own language and not in mine (Spradley 1979). This presented a 

dilemma, however, as I did not have the necessary cultural or industry-specific knowledge to 

                                                
7 I.e. someone who is well-informed, structured, lucid, kind, sensitive, open, supportive, critical, remembering, 
interpretive (Kvale 1997, 152) 
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make this possible. As the study progressed, such knowledge increased. The informants each 

responded differently to being interviewed, to the experience of talking to an outsider about 

their profession, and in terms of awareness of being recorded. In one interview in particular, I 

found there was little translation competence (Interview 5). All seven interviews were spirited 

and dynamic and the tone was cheerful. Whilst in the field, I made the most of my natural 

curiosity and inexperience as a social researcher by asking lots of questions. In the interview 

situation, I sought to encourage rather than challenge accounts. The quality of the interviews, 

I believe, improved as the research progressed, but this might be simply the result of 

routinisation, something which in itself soothes a beginner. Bringing in and testing what I 

assumed to be COBE folk terms and potential domains was also a feature of my interview 

conduct (Spradley 1979). Attempting to explore comprehensively a cultural site as rich as 

COBE would be foolishly ambitious, and so would be turning informants upside down in the 

hope of gaining more cultural insight. More extensive and rigorous interviewing might have 

produced more varied accounts, but this would not have served the aim or scope of the 

present study. The COBE interviews were all conducted in the everyday working 

environment of informants and took place in the two office ‘Libraries’ (Appendix 3.1, 3.2). 

From the perspective of this paper, conducting research interviews within the natural 

environment of organisational members simultaneously involves taking on the role of 

fieldworker as we shall see below. 

2.2.5 The researcher as fieldworker 
Adopting the role of fieldworker involves studying the lifeworlds of informants as members 

of a cultural field in order to capture the richness of the organisational context and practice 

(Spradley 1979). This necessitates engaging respectfully with the field (Guest et al 2013, 

Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). Set within an ethnographic frame, the fieldwork at COBE 

was designed to supplement the research interviews (Appendix 4.1, 4.2). 

The fact that the first visit to COBE was a public event made it a special setting in terms of 

fieldwork (Appendix 4.1). Had it not been for IP 6, I might have wandered amongst a 

dispersed crowd of people. The sociability of the people at the event, I later found, was a 

function of the collegiate nature of Copenhagen’s architectural milieu (Interview 1, 2, 6). 

Whilst at COBE, I have striven to capitalise upon my curiosity and willingness to learn more 

about the company and about the architecture industry. I also sought to avoid importing my 

own background into the field. I sought moreover to be non-judgemental in order to promote 

a readiness to share experiences. Though this is difficult to assess, I believe that I had 

considerable success in encouraging informants to share their life-stories and work 

experiences and to get me further involved as ‘a fly on the wall’ (Interview 1, 3). The design 

of the study presented obvious limitations to the depth of fieldwork and of contextual learning 
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(Guest et al 2013). Leaving the venue respectfully, in this paper embraces the actual outcome 

of the research, the final report (Guest et al 2013). This also involves field roles and 

relationships. 

2.2.5.1 Relationships and roles in fieldwork 
In the role of research interviewer, I sought to portray informants from their own premises, 

taking into account the cultural context and their role as social actors (Kristiansen & 

Krogstrup 1999). Entering a pre-existing context calls for flexibility and openness to 

unexpected encounters. My presence in the field was time-bound and planned, and involved a 

limited number of people. Keeping in mind the role of ‘stranger’ was helpful when I sought to 

balance my focus on both my research agenda and social presence (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 

1999). Merely being a ‘stranger’ however would not have been productive as the robustness 

of my field identity depended upon the goodwill of field members (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 

1999). My ethnographic approach established COBE as a cultural field and gave priority to 

context, as well as promoting rigour and continuous feedback at different stages of the 

research (Spradley 1979). The analysis of findings examines the field roles of COBE’s 

architects as members of ‘the COBE community’ (4.4).  

2.3 Analysing and interpreting data 
The social researcher faces the challenges of being seduced by the field, by theory, or by 

preconceptions (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). This study is primarily explorative, driven 

by curiosity and interest in examining organisational leadership in creative work processes. It 

faces all three challenges highlighted above. It also demands cultural awareness on behalf of 

the researcher by considering the research interview as part of a cultural context. Challenging 

my favourite lines of reasoning by considering alternative vocabularies has been helpful 

(Alvesson 2011a). Remembering that working with the complexities of social life demands 

empathy and understanding has been equally instructive (Alvesson 2011a, Spradley 1979). 

The critical method questions the role of the research interview as a knowledge producing 

activity and instrument for creating solid knowledge that reflects both the inner lives and 

social realities of informants (Alvesson 2011a). This renders the research interview an 

ambiguous social act, like any other social engagement and acknowledges the limits of 

empirical work. This paper aims to balance these views in its ethnographic approach to social 

research. Openness and sensitivity to issues that arose during the interviews, as well as 

learning from previous interviews, may hence equally be the product of ethnographic rigour 

and critical interpretation (Spradley 1979, Alvesson 2011a). The analysis of case study 

findings relies on two major works and is presented in Chapter 4 (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 

Spradley 1979). Engaging in social research is also to engage issues of validity. 
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2.4 Validity  
Validity is a matter of the extent to which the researcher’s observations and interpretations 

reflect the social phenomena being studied and its research question (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 

1999). Validity may hence be seen in terms of quality of craftsmanship, encouraging 

continuous critical reflection and a critical assessment of one’s own findings (Kristiansen & 

Krogstrup 1999). Clarifying what questions are in fact being answered and how these 

correspond with the theoretical understanding of the phenomenon limits the development of 

selective perceptions and one-sided interpretations (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). The 

validity of the research study hinges on the researcher’s integrity, fair mindedness, knowledge 

and experience (Kvale 1997).   

In the study of COBE, a total of almost eight hours of conversation from seven interviews 

was recorded, and approximately 242 pages made of transcribed, verbatim notes (Appendix 

2.7). The validity of the research comes primarily from the interviews themselves, where I 

was able to test my understanding of COBE and of its cultural categories. Another source of 

validation comes from the cooperation of my academic advisor as a representative of the 

research field which this study ascribes to (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). Building 

ethnography into this research has helped to constrain any tendency to jump to conclusions 

and theorise from first impressions, in part by shifting the focus from the truth-value of 

accounts to intention and meaning interpretation (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999, Spradley 

1979). As I did not engage informants in the analysis of findings, it is not possible to validate 

their interpretations (Kristiansen & Krogstrup 1999). Even though such a process would offer 

valuable insights, I believe this study benefits from a somewhat privileged analytical focus. In 

analysing verbatim accounts and being explicit about my methodology, I hope to expose the 

meanings and lines of reasoning that I have read into both the interviews and the field 

accounts (Kvale 2005a). The aim of this study has not been to uncover the system of 

structural metaphors in play at COBE or to give a full account of its cultural knowledge. By 

focusing on folk terms and cultural domains through transcribed verbatim accounts8, I have 

striven to present a basis for analysis that describes COBE in its own terms (2.1.1). The 

interpretations and discussion of case study findings, however, go beyond ethnography.  

 

This chapter has sought to argue why it is productive to construct an interdisciplinary 

framework for this case study. The next chapter will present the theoretical framework which 

together with the methodology provides the scientific, theoretical basis of this paper. 

                                                
8 A selection of translated verbatim accounts is presented in Appendix 2.7 
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3 Theory 

This chapter presents this paper’s theoretical foundation drawn from the fields: Knowledge 

work, Metaphor, and Organisational Leadership and Discourse. Through combining 

interdisciplinary frameworks of theory and methodology, my aim has been to competently 

address the paper’s research question by involving the cultural context of the architects as 

leadership actors, discourse participants, and the role of metaphor in conceptualising 

leadership as creative work process. 

First, I will introduce the theoretical concepts of knowledge-intensiveness and ‘knowledge 

work’ performed by ‘knowledge workers’ to the study of organisational leadership (5.2). 

Subsequently, I will elaborate on metaphor as underlying to human reasoning and comment 

upon its use in organisational research. Finally, this chapter introduces leadership as a 

complex and rather unmanageable phenomenon. It elaborates on leadership as a social, 

discursive activity, and introduces power and ideology as inherent in discourse. The aim of 

such a combined approach is to position informants as cultural members and creative 

knowledge-workers engaged in discursive leadership processes involving the use of metaphor 

to account for leadership as part of work and the working environment. These perspectives 

are elaborated further in Chapters 4 and 5. 

3.1 Knowledge-intensive organisations 
Knowledge can be seen as many things, but perhaps most fruitfully to organisational research 

as a subjective, situational and dynamic phenomenon that is related to process, meaning and 

understanding within organisations (Alvesson & Kärreman 2001). Being a socially 

constructed phenomenon, knowledge is not necessarily beneficial or purposeful (Alvesson & 

Kärreman 2001). Alvesson (2004) argues for a critical approach to knowledge-intensiveness 

and for placing it within an organisational context that embraces uncertainty and possible 

negative outcomes associated with knowledge work. This challenges both the organisational 

researcher and the practitioner. Knowledge organisations and knowledge workers, such as the 

architects engaged in this study, have to embrace complexity, uncertainty and ambiguity as 

basic conditions of their working lives (4.4.5, 5.1). A critical approach debates the actual 

value of knowledge work, and introduces the possibility that knowledge work may not just 

clarify, but also sometimes create confusion (Alvesson 2004). In this study, we find that 

‘process’ may be a preferred term to knowledge when accounting for work (4.4).  

Knowledge-intensive organisations are often organised around self-motivated, highly 

qualified individuals who do not need or desire traditional management to carry out their 

work. Work is typically knowledge-based (Alvesson 2004). Because of the uncertainty and 

complexity of work, as well as the authority given to expertise more than formal position, 
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organisational hierarchy is downplayed. Organisation is adaptable and ad hoc and requires 

extensive internal communication and negotiation for coordination, role creation and problem 

solving (Alvesson 2004). Value in knowledge-intensive organisations is created through the 

use of advanced knowledge by organisational members who have the education, training, 

problem-solving ability, creativity and intelligence to perform their work (Alvesson 2004). 

This somehow presupposes that knowledge work is a rational process (Alvesson 2004). Even 

so, quality assessment of work in knowledge organisations may be both subjective and vague, 

as there may be lengthy periods of work where the outcome is uncertain (Alvesson 2004, 5.2). 

A prime example of this is the structure of the architecture industry and the importance of 

architectural competitions and project partnerships to value creation (4.4).  

3.1.1 Knowledge work and the claim to knowledge-intensiveness 
Knowledge-intensiveness is a socially constructed phenomenon that cannot function without 

interaction and recognition. Knowledge-intensiveness may also be claimed through 

professionalisation (Alvesson 2001a). Even though COBE is a professional organisation 

employing largely architects, it appears not to build on professionalisation in the sense of 

creating exclusive territory and excluding others from the profession in a struggle for status, 

power and material rewards (Alvesson 2004, Alvesson 1993, 5.3). Knowledge may assume 

various guises within an organisation. For the individual knowledge worker, knowledge is the 

input, medium and output of work. As we see in this study, having the right clients, partners, 

and networks may be central to such organisations. Knowledge is maintained, developed and 

communicated in interactions with external partners drawing upon the reputation of others to 

enhance its knowledge profile (Alvesson 1993). Knowledge workers do not rely extensively 

on formal and theoretical knowledge; rather they draw upon their cultural and somatic 

knowledge, and upon their creativity and judgement when engaging in complex problem 

solving. We learn from the study of COBE that knowledge may be what you contribute in 

knowledge sharing, your know-how. It may also be a form of expertise you ‘collect’ and ‘fit 

into projects’ (Interview 3, 5). Exemplified in this case study, knowledge work involves 

wrestling with ambiguities, uncertainties and contradictions, whilst drawing upon individual 

creativity and judgement (Alvesson 1993, 4.4.4). The next section looks at ‘organisations as 

rhetoric’; a perspective further developed in section 5.6. 

3.3.2 Institutionalised myths and ‘organisations as rhetoric’ 
According to Alvesson (2011c) we live in an era of image and grandstanding. We wish to be 

perceived as extraordinary and accomplish this through rhetoric. Knowledge work involves 

skills of persuasion on behalf of the knowledge worker and the knowledge organisation in 

convincing others of the value of intangible knowledge products. Knowledge-intensive 

organisations may be seen therefore as systems of persuasion (Alvesson 2011c). Though very 
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particular about its visual communication, grandstanding appears not to be salient to COBE in 

building its self-image (4.4.3, 4.3).   

Knowledge and knowledge products become part of institutionalised myths that function as 

rationalised guidelines and a means of identifying legitimatised social and technical purposes. 

Such myths compel organisations to develop appropriate structures that meet the 

institutionalised expectations of their environment (Alvesson 1993, Appendix 8.2). 

Knowledge-intensive organisations develop and exploit institutionalised myths and as we see 

in this case study also challenge them (Alvesson 1993, see 5.3). Knowledge becomes a social 

resource and gives knowledge workers a common language; it offers them a sense of 

community and gives them a social identity (4.4.5). It becomes a persuasive tool, legitimising 

actions and outcomes whilst obscuring uncertainty (Alvesson 1993, 5.1.3). Knowledge-

intensive organisations may therefore be seen as ’rhetoric’ and knowledge work as ‘symbolic 

action’ (Alvesson 1993). Managing knowledge work involves cultural-ideological forms of 

control in influencing and securing organisational identities (Alvesson 1993, 3.1.4). Language 

is therefore at the heart of any ambiguity-centred study of knowledge organisations. At 

COBE, this influencing is shared amongst organisational members in aims and actions which 

sustain ’the community’ (4.4).  

Many aspects of the process of creating and delivering knowledge products are beyond the 

control of knowledge workers and are subject to scrutiny and judgement by the business 

environment (Alvesson 1993, 4.4.5). For knowledge workers, rhetoric becomes a resource in 

convincing themselves and others of the value of their work and the sturdiness of their 

professional work identities. In this case study, work also demands sensitivity and self-

scrutiny (4.4.4, 5.1.1). Knowledge thus becomes involved in strategies of persuasion as 

knowledge organisations draw upon language to prove their worth and defend their position 

(Alvesson 2011a). Despite the symbolic value of education, knowledge-intensive 

organisations tend to place greater emphasis on non-specialised knowledge, personal qualities 

and managing social relations (Alvesson 1993). The use of a variety of symbols may support 

and communicate such claims (Alvesson 1993, Appendix 8.2). At COBE for example there is 

a strong focus on storytelling and user involvement (4.4). What in fact distinguishes 

knowledge-intensive organisations from other organisations is the prominence of language 

codes and use of rhetoric in establishing a corporate identity and managing client 

relationships (Alvesson 1993). Knowledge workers may therefore be seen as language 

workers engaged in work that is inherently rhetorical (Alvesson 1993).  
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3.3.3 Controlling self-identities 
Knowledge-work also demands for substantial self-organisation and continuous re-definition 

of work identities and roles (Alvesson 2001a). As such self-identities are set within an 

unstable and changing organisational context and depend on somewhat arbitrary evaluation 

and opinion of others, knowledge-workers struggle perhaps more for their work identities 

than other workers and at the same time generate much of their self-esteem from work 

(Alvesson 2001a, 5.1.3). This also applies to architects and architectural work (4.4.3). In 

relying on the confirmation and judgement of others, knowledge work becomes unpredictable 

and relationship-dependent. Managing knowledge-intensive organisations therefore also 

involves regulating work identities (Alvesson 2001a). In this study, identity work is played 

out within ‘the COBE community’ (see 4.4.3, 5.2). 

According to Alvesson (2001a), drawing upon the work of Foucault, control may be 

exercised through identifying with the organisation as an institution, through normalisation, 

and subjectification9. The institutionalisation of the corporation into a strong corporate 

identity offers powerful means of personal identification and its ideology becomes a source of 

control stronger than formal structures by transforming ideas, values, beliefs and emotions 

into sources of control exercised through symbolic reminders, rewards and reprimands 

(Alvesson 2001a, 4.4.3, 5.3). Normalisation and subjectification deal with control through the 

disciplining of subjects (Alvesson 2001a). Normalisation disciplines through standards of 

behaviour and performance, which seeks to eliminate any discrepancy between actual 

behaviour and the norm. It is exercised by the subject itself as well as other organisational 

members who may also draw upon subjectification to create themselves as subjects according 

to a specific model of self-knowledge; hence moulding themselves around a specific self-

definition such as ‘new wave’ and ‘team player’ introduced in this case study (Alvesson 

2001a, 4.4, 5.2).  

3.3.4 The value of knowledge-intensiveness to research and practice 
Even though being a rather indefinite category, the knowledge-intensive organisation may be 

productive for research and may have an inner learning value for practitioners (Alvesson 

2001a). What we find is that the management of meaning through rhetoric, image and social 

processes becomes highly salient in documenting competence and performance and in 

securing the right image (4.3, 4.4.3, 5.1.3). Managing the right image of knowledge-

intensiveness is carried out on the individual, corporate and professional-industrial level 

(Alvesson 2001a, 5.3). This image may further be nurtured through symbols and symbolic 

action, as well as it may be manifested in everyday behaviour within the organisation 

                                                
9 This study will not engage with the fourth means of identification i.e. cultural control 
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(Alvesson 2001a). In the lack of recognition from professionalisation, knowledge 

organisations may rely on mutual confirmation from important clients or partners. Sections 

4.4.5 and 5.2 touch upon the complexity of COBE’s business environment and the importance 

of cultivating long-term relationships (Alvesson 2001a). Describing the architectural industry 

as ‘a duck pond’ hints towards the intensity of such activities (1.2, 4.4.5). As knowledge work 

cannot be inspected like other work, the outcome of social processes may come to represent 

how work is done (Alvesson 2001a, see 4.4). Good social skills are thus key to developing 

shared understanding and support for problem-identification and proposed solutions. The 

right association or membership of informal networks may be powerful symbols of capacity 

and competence (Alvesson 2001a, Weiss & Vidum 2012). The following section introduces 

metaphor as an underlying paradigm behind this study. 

 

3.2 Metaphor 
This section introduces metaphor as underpinning our conceptual system and continues to 

explore how metaphors may be productive in a study of leadership in creative knowledge 

organisations (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). 

3.2.1 The use of metaphor and our conceptual system  
“In all aspects of life(...)we define our reality in terms of metaphors and then proceed to act 

on the basis of metaphors” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 158) 

 

According to Lakoff & Johnson (2003), the conceptual system which governs how we both 

think and act is fundamentally metaphorical in nature. Metaphorical concepts govern 

everything from grand thoughts to the mundane aspects of our everyday functioning. We may 

get access to these for the most part unconscious structures by looking at language. This not 

only provides an understanding of the metaphorical concepts that form our worldviews but 

also of the metaphorical nature of our activities (Lakoff & Johanson 2003). Section 4.4.2 

looks into these underlying metaphorical structures at COBE. Metaphors involve not only the 

intellectual, but also natural dimensions of our experience, such as our bodily and sensory 

experiences. We use these dimensions to structure and categorise our everyday as well as our 

aesthetic experiences. Being partly structured by metaphor, language and thought are 

embodied, physical and creative (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Imaginative language is an aspect 

of reason and the categories we employ are central to how we make sense of experiences. 

Because we use our bodily experiences and imaginative mechanisms to construct such 

categories, body and emotion are part of reason. Imaginative language and non-conventional 

metaphors seem to be a natural part of explaining work at COBE (see 4.4.4). Since our 
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thought processes are fundamentally metaphorical in nature, a metaphor is always attached to 

the metaphorical concept in our conceptual system. Similarly, the most basic values found 

within a culture are coherent with the metaphorical structure of the most fundamental 

concepts in that culture (4.4.1). Our values are therefore not arbitrary or independent, but 

form a coherent system along with the metaphorical concepts we live by (Lakoff & Johnson 

2003). Sections 4.4.5 and 5.2 look closer at the beliefs informing ‘the COBE community’. 

3.2.2 Metaphors we live by 
Lakoff & Johnson (2003) distinguish between two broad categories of metaphors: 

conventional metaphors and non-conventional metaphors. There are three types of 

conventional and one type of non-conventional metaphors, namely: orientational/spatial, 

ontological, structural, and new metaphors. Section 4.4.4 examines some of the metaphors 

drawn upon by the architects when explaining work. Metaphors may correlate with for 

example physical battle or be formed by our experience with physical objects (Lakoff & 

Johnson 2003). The work of sketching architects we find may be carried out ‘in the computer’ 

or ‘in process’ (4.4.4). Both non-conventional and conventional metaphors have the power to 

define our social realities by highlighting some aspects of it whilst obscuring others. They do 

this by drawing on a coherent network of entailments that we accept as being true to the 

metaphorical concept and situation. In doing so, these metaphors also help guide future action 

and thereby become powerful in making our experiences coherent and meaningful (Lakoff & 

Johnson 2003). ‘COBE is a community’ is a conceptual metaphor powerful enough to define 

how architects experience working at COBE (4.4.5, 5.2). Like our conceptual system, many 

of our experiences and activities are structured in part by metaphors (Lakoff & Johnson 

2003). We perceive similarities through the categories that exist in our conceptual system, as 

well as through natural experiences – both of which may be structured by metaphor. 

Metaphors allow us to experience a structural similarity between two different concepts by 

providing a coherent structure between distinct types of experiences (Lakoff & Johnson 

2003). Without such metaphors, we would not be able to identify our range of experiences as 

coherent. More importantly, without metaphorical concepts and new metaphors in particular, 

we would not be able to create new experience-based similarities that may give new and 

insightful meaning to our natural experiences (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Section 4.4.2 looks at 

the underlying metaphorical concepts at COBE. The subsequent sections will look at 

understanding, truth, categorisation and understanding of self, before summarising the 

importance and function of metaphors that we live by (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). 

3.2.3 Understanding 
Understanding emerges from interaction and involves processes of negotiation with our 

physical environment and with other people (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Human beings need to 
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understand the external world in order to function in it, just as they need to engage with their 

inner world to infuse meaning to their lives (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). This twofold 

interaction involves mutual change and imposes a structure onto our experiences as well as 

how we experience leadership as a social process. Recurring experiences lead to the 

formation of categories that give our experiences coherence. Understanding is not simply 

based upon interaction, it is creative. It demands metaphorical imagination, which is the 

ability to bend world views and adjust the way of categorising our experience in constant 

interaction with the social and natural environment (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Architects 

work with their creativity everyday which is likely to strengthen their ability to engage their 

creative understanding (4.4.4, 5.1). Negotiating meaning and achieving mutual understanding 

requires both hard work and a fair amount of goodwill; creative understanding and diversity 

in past experiences may facilitate the process of working out what is common and how to 

communicate unshared experiences (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Being part of a professional 

community at COBE facilitates mutual understanding between the architects (5.2).  

3.2.4 Truth  
Truth is based on understanding (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Since many of our concepts are 

metaphorical in nature, and since we understand situations in terms of these concepts, 

metaphors themselves can be true or false to the experience being characterised, such as the 

false view of COBE being a group of individuals pursuing their own agendas (Lakoff & 

Johnson 2003, 4.4.2).  

We base our actions upon what we believe is true. Truth is hence pivotal to our functioning in 

the world. This makes up a vast body of truths that affects how we view ourselves and others, 

and how we lead our lives. Some are so taken for granted that becoming aware of them 

requires a considerable effort (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). The truthfulness of an utterance 

always depends upon how we normally understand that experience or set of experiences. Part 

of this understanding comes from metaphorical categories that emerge from our direct 

experiences, for example when projecting orientation and entity structures onto complex 

aspects of our physical world (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). If we do not accept the central 

aspects of a metaphor, the question of truthfulness and falsity does not arise, as the 

metaphorical concept is not part of our conceptual system and is thereby not part of our social 

reality. The metaphor does not become evident to us as a natural part of our understanding of 

that experience. Individual rewards for example are not associated with celebrating successes 

at COBE (4.4.5, 5.2).  
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3.2.5 Categorisation 
According to Lakoff & Johnson (2003), there are natural dimension for the categorisation of 

objects and for the categorisation of events, activities and experiences10 which we draw upon 

to structure our experiences. When we categorise, we highlight certain properties of an object 

or an experience, while downplaying or hiding others. When we communicate, we select 

between categories in order to focus on certain properties and downplay others to fit the 

general purpose behind the statement (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Since these categories are an 

outcome of how we interact with our surroundings, the properties are not objects in 

themselves, but should rather be seen as interactional properties meaningful and relative to 

human functioning. These categories are defined by prototypes and family resemblances, and 

may therefore be formed and adjusted to fit the context and overall purpose. What we see as a 

category depends upon our purpose in using the category (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). 

Perceiving the architecture industry as ‘though’, ‘hard as bone’ and a ‘duck pond’ thus 

presents very different categories and ways of manoeuvring the industry (see 4.4.5).  

Understanding involves categorisation through dimensions that emerge from our natural 

experiences such as engaging in team-based work at COBE within an open office setting (see 

4.4.4, 5.3). If our understanding of an utterance is close enough to our understanding of the 

situation and of the context, we see it as being true. This may require projecting orientation or 

entity structure on it, bringing in our own structures of experiences, or understanding the 

situation in terms of existing categories (Lakoff and Johnson 2003). As the next section will 

investigate, metaphors also play a role in self-understanding.  

3.2.6 Understanding of self and the importance of rituals 
The ability to understand others is essential in the understanding of oneself. In order to 

comprehend some of the underlying aspects of our self-understanding, we must have the 

capacity for mutual understanding (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Like any other form of 

understanding, self-knowledge builds upon our interactions with our physical, cultural and 

intercultural environment. As individuals, we search for cohesion in our experiences and 

constantly bring together diverse personal experiences that allow us to structure our life into a 

meaningful whole. We do this partly through personal metaphors that allow us to constantly 

create new life stories for ourselves. Self-understanding is thus a continuous process 

involving negotiation and renegotiation of the meaning of experiences to our self-identities, 

as well as a continuous development of new coherences that give new meaning to old 

                                                
10 The four natural dimensions for objects are: Perceptual, motor activity, functional and purposive. The seven 
natural dimensions for events are: Participants, parts, stages, linear sequence, purpose, and causation (Lakoff & 
Johnson 2003, 162) 
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experiences (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). COBE delivers a continuous supply of stories which 

its employees may draw on to build their self-understanding (4.4.3, Appendix 8.2).  

In order to create meaning, we also engage in repeated structured practices that are interlinked 

with our experiences and coherently and repetitively structure and unify aspects of our 

experience. We need personal rituals to make our self-understanding coherent (Lakoff & 

Johnson 2003). Rituals allow us to structure and give worth to our activities, as we play down 

the chaotic and inconsistent nature of our actions. Everyday rituals are natural activities for 

members of a culture and may be metaphorical in nature. Metaphors that we live by may 

therefore be partially preserved in rituals; the rituals may also be structured along the natural 

dimensions introduced in section 3.2.5. According to Lakoff & Johnson (2003), our unspoken 

inner nature and core values are perhaps best reflected in everyday rituals that have emerged 

from our daily interaction with our environment. Just as personal metaphors are coherent with 

our personalities, so are personal rituals coherent with our view of the world and of ourselves. 

Section 4.4.1 addresses some of the rituals at COBE. 

3.2.7 Looking beyond the truths that we live by 
 Metaphor is a matter of imaginative rationality and a means of creating new realities (Lakoff 

& Johnson 2003). In advocating a more vigilant approach to the metaphors we live by, Lakoff 

& Johnson (2003) emphasise the importance of looking behind the truths that we ourselves 

live by. We may thereby limit cultural bias and respect alternative ways of life. In doing so, 

we are however faced with a dilemma, as we can only see beyond a conceptual metaphor by 

drawing upon another metaphorical concept. Conceptualising leadership as process is no 

different. Ideology is thus inherently framed through metaphor, and ideological metaphors 

both illuminate and conceal aspects of reality, see section 3.1.4.3 on ideology. Section 5.3 

discusses an ideological figure and institutional myth currently being challenged by COBE 

and ‘its generation’ of architectural practices. This next section will explore how metaphor 

may drawn upon more purposefully in the study of organisations and organisational 

leadership. 

3.2.8 Metaphors of leadership and organisation  
Introducing metaphor to the study of organisational leadership encourages creativity and 

critical thinking (Alvesson & Spicer 2011). Conventional leadership metaphors emerge from 

our collective systems of thought that is from dominant discourses within society (Alvesson 

& Spicer 2011). This grants them intrinsic value as they expose aspects of our fundamental 

values and beliefs (Lakoff 2003). Conceptualising architecture as ‘dialogue design’ and ‘user 

involvement’ thus prescribes a certain leadership behaviour for COBE in its ambition ‘to 

make architecture for people’ (5.2, Appendix 8.2). Leadership metaphors may be naturalised 



 29 

in the organisational environment when internalised by organisational members (Alvesson & 

Spicer 2011). Leadership actors draw on leadership metaphors according to the situations 

they are faced with and easily shift between references which makes leadership behaviour 

less consistent in terms of metaphorical anchoring (Alvesson & Spicer 2011). This presents 

certain challenges to such a case study (5.4). 

Followership may also be socially constructed in terms of metaphor, for example by followers 

themselves in attributing self-images and roles to their followership. Follower metaphors may 

also derive from dominant leadership and organisational discourse, such as the quest for 

meaningful work lives and the higher value of empowerment (Alvesson & Spicer 2011, Kure 

2012). Being rooted in the dominant discourse and culture, these metaphors may in time come 

to strain rather than liberate critical thinking, making subjects unaware of their disciplinary 

effect (Alvesson & Spicer 2011, Kure 2012). Leadership metaphors in fact shape acts of 

organising and may reflect deep-rooted beliefs and values (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). 

Leadership actors may nonetheless draw upon multiple discourses and choose to avoid certain 

dominant metaphors and the ideologies they represent (Alvesson & Spicer 2011). Being ‘over 

projects’ and not as suggested by the researcher ‘an approver’ of projects are thus two very 

different portraits of COBE’s Creative Director (4.4.6).   

Organisational metaphors may as with leadership and follower metaphors, provide clarity and 

yield new insights when it comes to the study of leadership within organisations. According 

to Morgan (2006), organisations are essentially socially constructed realities and therefore 

equally anchored in cognition as in formal structures and relations. Organisation involves 

symbolic practices through which organisations seek legitimacy and support from their 

environment (Ashforth & Gibbs 1990, 3.3.2, 5.1.3). Legitimacy is in this sense a question of 

social judgement and is something that organisations have to continually earn from important 

players within their environment as well as from society at large. Metaphor may also be 

drawn upon to encourage critical reflection on such efforts (Ashforth & Gibbs 1990). The 

break with ‘Master’ may be seen as such a legitimacy-seeking activity (4.3, 5.3). The 

following section presents the theoretical perspectives that outline this paper’s understanding 

of leadership as a social phenomenon and organisational process. 

 
3.3 Organisational leadership and discourse 
This section explains how organisational and discursive perspectives are fruitful in the study 

of organisational leadership. It also introduces the idea of power to discourse, thereby 

acknowledging the role of ideology in organising. 
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3.3.1 Leadership – an ill-bread social phenomenon 
Leadership is a complex phenomenon that researchers as well as practitioners often struggle 

with as they strive to understand how it is meaningful and how it can be managed. From a 

critical point of view, understanding leadership involves acknowledging the uncertain and 

provisional nature of insights based on human reasoning and interpretation. How we 

understand leadership is therefore fundamental to the way we respond to it (Alvesson & 

Spicer 2011).  

The predominant leader-centred perspectives in organisational leadership research have more 

recently been supplemented by follower-centred, cultural, spiritual, and more critical 

perspectives on leadership (Jackson & Parry 2008). In cementing the great leader ideal, 

research has often focused its efforts on separating visionary leadership from everyday 

management. Leadership is seen as promoting change and new patterns of behaviour and 

thought, whilst the function of management is to create stability and maintain productivity 

(Alvesson & Svenigsson 2003). This paper does not delve into this discussion, as it does not 

focus on the leader as the embodiment of leadership. In a sense it seeks to become less 

‘enamoured’ with the leader-centred view of leadership (Alvesson & Spicer 2011). From the 

viewpoint of this paper, the leader and managerial functions are seen as part of the same 

organisational processes and power dynamics and may therefore, to varying degrees, be seen 

as mutually inclusive. Focusing on function however does not address the relational nature of 

leadership which this paper sees as being fundamental to our understanding of leadership 

within organisations.  

 

Leadership is an aspect of human life about which most people have an opinion, especially in 

identifying what constitutes strong and weak leadership (Jackson & Parry 2008). People 

desire and even demand leadership in many spheres as the solution to nearly all problems 

(Alvesson & Spicer 2011). The actual presence and real impact of charismatic leadership in 

organisations is perhaps more uncertain. In addition to such leadership being difficult to 

master and sustain for any leadership actor, the concept of the idealised leader also obscures 

the fact that leadership is based on social interaction and negotiation through language and 

discourse, and is influenced by shifting trends and views in society on what constitutes good 

leadership (Alvesson & Spicer 2011, Higgs 2009). Leadership may in this sense be seen as 

processes of social influencing that build upon the reciprocal relationship between leadership 

actors taking on the role of leaders and followers (Fairhurst 2008). Hence, what is perceived 

as strong leadership and admirable leadership behaviour is likely to be partly determined by 

how expectations of leadership behaviour are being conditioned within an organisation or 
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group (Higgs 2009). The study of COBE presents interesting insights on how leadership is 

conditioned and how it may materialise in a creative workplace (4.4.6, 5.2.1).  

3.3.2 Introducing the mundane to the study of leadership 
According to Alvesson & Sveningsson (2003a), organisational leadership is more mundane 

and potentially less productive than we tend to think or conceptualise it to be; the usefulness 

and productive outcome of conceptualising leadership as something distinct and extraordinary 

to managerial functions and organisational practice may thus be questioned (Alvesson & 

Sveningsson 2003a; Alvesson & Sveningsson 2003b). Asking who, what, where and how 

produces different images of leadership as person, result, position, or process respectively 

(Jackson & Parry 2008). Focusing a cultural lens on leadership introduces context as it 

transforms leadership into a cultural activity (Jackson & Parry 2008). Culture may be 

perceived as a human construction and moral system of meanings which creates order out of 

chaos through shared norms, values and symbols (Watson 1994). The follower-centred 

perspectives infuse self-reflection in seeking to understand the effects of leadership on its 

followers (Jackson & Parry 2008). Critical perspectives on leadership present alternative 

understandings of leaders and leadership such as shared, distributed and leaderless leadership 

(Jackson & Parry 2008). Leadership may also be seen as practice, meaning, and vocabulary 

for conversation about what happens in the workplace (Alvesson & Spicer 2011). At COBE, 

leadership is rooted in the ‘the COBE community’ and in the Creative Director as head of the 

company (4.4.6, 5.2). 

3.3.3 Discursive leadership  
Leadership can take many forms, and the more we learn about leadership, the more we realise 

that our understanding of it is limited (Jackson & Parry 2008). The task of delimiting 

leadership under one, all-embracing definition is not only difficult, but may not be desirable 

for the future development of studies of how leadership plays out in organisations, as many 

such definitions disregard the inherent interpretive and interactional dimensions of the 

leadership phenomenon. This paper nevertheless finds the following definition and 

conception of leadership helpful:  

“Leadership is exercised when ideas expressed in talk or action are recognized by others as 

capable of progressing tasks and problems which are important to them” (Fairhurst 2008, 

511)  

Fairhurst (2008) develops this view of leadership by arguing that it is a process of influence 

and meaning management anchored in task accomplishment. Enacted in social processes, it is 

not limited to leader communication alone but is something that is attributed by followers and 

observers (Fairhurst 2012). Leadership may thus distribute itself amongst a number of 
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leadership actors. Alvesson & Spicer (2011) similarly see leadership as an influencing 

process that involves voluntary compliance and a work or task-orientated purpose seen as 

beneficial to the group. Seeing leadership as discourse shifts the attention to leadership actors 

taking on the role of managers of meaning and constructors of reality through controlling 

contexts through language (Fairhurst 2005). The discursive lens also sees leadership as more 

diffuse; emerging from the spread of influential acts of organising (Fairhurst 2008). This 

diffusion may make it difficult to locate leadership within the organisational setting (4.4.6 

5.2). Leadership is relational and exercised in discourse (Fairhurst 2012). We are therefore all 

leaders struggling to cope, manage and shape our lives. Leading others will thus always 

involve leading oneself (Watson 1994)11.  

3.3.4 Discourse, ideology and power 
This section explores the concepts of power and ideology in relation to discourse. It presents 

ideology as embedded in ‘text’12 and looks at how text production and interpretation 

contribute to sustaining ideology. 

3.3.4.1 Power in and behind discourse 
Power is closely related to language and discourse (Fairclough 2001). Power may reside in as 

well as behind discourse, and discourse may thus be perceived as both a place where power is 

acted out, as well as an agent reproducing powerful social orders and institutions (Fairclough 

2001, 4.3). As the power of discourse is exercised in and through social struggle, power 

cannot be limited to any individual or social group, but will continuously be challenged in 

discourse. Power in discourse is the site of a power struggle, whilst power behind discourse is 

the actual stake in the struggle (Fairclough 2001). Any part of discourse may thus 

simultaneously be part of a situational, institutional and societal struggle. At all three levels, 

power is exercised, won, sustained and lost (Fairclough 2001). Sections 4.3 and 5.3 are fine 

examples of ideological struggle and the power of discourse when engaged upon by COBE. 

As many institutions have moved away from explicitly identifying power relationships, the 

means by which power is exercised and reproduced have become more subtle (Fairclough 

2001). The power of discourse is furthermore strengthened by the arrangement of 

conversational discourse types into institutionalised orders of discourse, an idea which will be 

elaborated in what follows. 

                                                
11 Watson does not engage with the idea of leadership in his writing, but refers to “management/managing”  
12 This paper views ‘text’ in a broader sense, covering all types of communication: written, oral, visual and 
audiovisual. 
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3.3.4.2 Orders of discourse and access to discourse  
Orders of discourse are held together through conventional discourse types that carry with 

them specific power relationships produced as a result of the power struggle (Fairclough 

2001). The specific discourse types individually constrain discourse in terms of limiting 

possible settings, (idealised) subject positions and topics, thereby continuously reinforcing 

what is conventional and perceived as legitimate (Fairclough 2001). Conventions and 

conventional discourse may therefore be seen as an effect of power behind discourse 

(Fairclough 2001). Engaging in the role of ‘team player’ for example encourages a certain 

subject position and discourse at COBE (5.2). 

Power is related directly to who has access to discourse, and who has the power to regulate 

constraints on access and thereby reproduce social relations within an institution (Fairclough 

2001). Having privileged access to prestigious discourse and powerful subject positions, 

reified through public acknowledgement, is a way of limiting access from which strong 

professions benefit (5.3). This happens when knowledge becomes a symbol of individual 

achievement and thereby mystifies the actual efforts of gaining access. Both jargon and 

formal language indicate professional membership and are means of excluding outsiders from 

discourse (Fairclough 2001). Such systematic constraints are important means for achieving 

coordination and unity, and may have long-term structural effects not only upon social 

relationships and identities in an institution or society, but also upon its knowledge and belief 

systems. Since such discourse is rooted in conventions and embodies ideological 

assumptions, it becomes common sense when routinely drawn upon and more forceful in 

sustaining power relations (Fairclough 2001). Interestingly, COBE appears to work against 

such a privileged position by striving to communicate its projects in a language that 

‘laypeople’ understand (5.3). Ideology may also be acted out in ‘texts’. 

3.3.4.3 Ideology and text 
What is regarded as common sense and thereby implicitly guides social life is largely 

ideological in nature (Fairclough 2001). Ideology imposes assumptions upon ‘text producers’ 

and ‘text interpreters’, often without the awareness of either involving both explicit and 

implicit assumptions (Fairclough 2001). When a new type of discourse supplants to some 

degree other types of discourse within an institution, it will eventually become naturalised and 

taken for granted as a symbol of that institution (5.2). Naturalisation is a continuous process 

that involves a struggle between several competing discourses (Fairclough 2001). Sections 

4.3 and 5.3 portray glimpses of such a struggle within the architectural profession. What is 

considered common sense not only involves systems of meaning and subject positions, but 

also conventional routines for interaction that are mostly unquestioned within a social 

institution, if respected (Fairclough 2001, 5.2). What is perceived as common sense also 
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becomes foregrounded when the socio-cultural gap between discourse participants becomes 

significant, such as the in research interview (Fairclough 2001, see 2.2.1).  

This chapter touched upon the concept of knowledge work and knowledge-intensiveness, and 

introduced metaphor as underlying to our conceptual system. Leadership is framed as a 

multifaceted, complex phenomenon and a discourse activity involving power and ideology. 

The following chapter presents an analysis of the case study, beginning with a presentation of 

COBE.   

 

 

 



4 Analysis 
“We are physical beings, bounded and set off from the rest of the world by the surface of our 

skins, and we experience the rest of the world as outside us. We project our own in-out 

orientation (..)even where there is no natural physical boundary” (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 

29) 

 

This chapter paints a portrait of COBE’s co-founder, Dan Stubbergaard based on newspaper 

articles and the book by Weiss & Vidum (2012). Section 4.4 explores the data generated from 

the research interviews. Some of these perspectives are further developed in Chapter 5. The 

study’s fieldwork is outlined in Appendices 4 and 5. 

4.1 About COBE  
COBE is an internationally operating architectural practice founded in 2005 by the two 

architects, Dan Stubbergaard (COpenhagen), and Vanessa M. Carlow (BErlin). The two 

offices are now run separately, and Dan Stubbergaard is owner of the Copenhagen office, 

which is the subject of this case study. Since winning the Golden Lion at the Venice Biennial 

in 2006 and the realisation of the Taastrup Theatre in 2007, COBE ApS (LLC) has expanded 

considerably and has for example won the prestigious Nykredit’s Architecture Prize 

(Appendix 7). The company has also won many high-profile project competitions (see 

Appendix 8.2, cobe.dk).  

 

As well as listing the company’s projects and accomplishments, COBE’s website13 describes 

the company’s vision, ambition and approach, and presents a picture of a company with a 

strong focus on creating sustainable, high quality urban milieus that builds upon its belief in 

urban densification combined with high-quality open spaces. COBE is dedicated to designing 

sustainable cities that people want to live in (Olsen 2012). COBE possesses a wide range of 

competencies, from research and planning to the realisation of buildings, and puts 

considerable emphasis upon developing solutions specific to each project. Interestingly, many 

of these themes are reoccurring in the newspaper articles and in the interviews with COBE’s 

architects (see 4.3, 4.4). COBE employs around forty people and engages a steady number of 

interns. The workforce is homogenous: nine out of ten people at COBE are qualified 

architects of whom two also have a bachelor’s degree in engineering, one a degree in 

landscape architecture and one a degree in construction management. COBE also employs 

                                                
13 This has since been reformulated in a newly launched website, see Appendix 6.1 and 6.2 for comparison 
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three construction managers,14 a bookkeeper, and an office girl. Below is a brief account of 

the company’s finances.  

4.2 Finances 
COBE ApS presented its first annual account for the 2008 fiscal year. COBE’s accounts 

reveal a company that has grown and matured during the last five years, its net turnover 

having increased fivefold since 2008.15 Last year, COBE’s presented a turnover of 27 million 

DKK, an increase of fifty percent on the year before, with an annual profit of around 1.7 

million DKK. COBE has also grown in terms of manpower and there has been a 

corresponding fivefold increase in staff expenditures since the first annual account. In 2012, 

the company’s staff expenditures were 15.8 million DKK. The company’s current equity is 

3.5 million DKK which roughly corresponds to paying its employees three months of salary. 

Looking at key performance indicators for a company such as COBE, where the staff is the 

principal asset, we see that the company has managed to reduce staff expenditures in 

percentages to net revenue from 2011 to 2012, despite the fact that staff expenditures nearly 

doubled in the same period. In 2012, staff expenditures were 58,3 percent of net revenue. The 

fact that 2012 was a very successful year for COBE is something mentioned by COBE’s 

Office Manager (Interview 3). Dan Stubbergaard is sole proprietor of COBE.  

 

4.3 Dan Stubbergaard and the public image of COBE 

4.3.1 Architecture is for people – not for the architects themselves  
Dan Stubbergaard, is the embodiment of COBE in the media. The fact that the principal 

architect is portrayed as synonymous with the achievements of the architecture company is 

not unique to COBE (Frederiksen 2012, Bjørton 2012). Stubbergaard is presented as a young, 

enthusiastic, sympathetic, genuinely humble and unpretentious person who makes attention-

grabbing statements and uses powerful imagery when advancing his personal views and 

COBE’s architectural ambition (Kailey 2010, Aggersbjerg 2010). Stubbergaard is also 

‘insanely’ pragmatic (Weiss & Vindum 2012). Stubbergaard met his later business partner, 

Vanessa M. Carlow, when both were hard working interns at MVRDV in Rotterdam 

(Aggersbjerg 2010). MVRDV, Dutch pragmatism, and a social agenda for city planning have 

strongly influenced Stubbergaard’s approach to architecture (Appendix 2.8.5).  

 

Being part of a generation of architectural practices ‘born’ in the first decade of the new 
                                                
14 These are referred to as “Construction architects” on the company website  
15 These accounts were accessed through the GreensOnline database (CBS Library) 
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millennium, COBE is dedicated to pragmatism and straightforwardness in both architecture 

and rhetoric (Weiss & Vindum 2012). In surprisingly blunt imagery, Stubbergaard sketches 

the difference between his generation’s social, analytical approach to architecture to: 

“throwing potato flour on a table, blowing gently on it, gazing at the nice shapes that appear, 

and then drawing them” (Brovall 2012, own translation) 

 

Responding to the criticism by an older generation of architects, Stubbergaard maintains that 

they have mistaken simplicity for superficiality and that it is all a matter of building things 

according to simple principles. This however is not easy and involves much discussion 

(Appendix 2.8.2). Aesthetics still matter to Stubbergaard and to COBE. Developing a project 

plan that is ‘razor sharp’ and ‘precise’, ‘removing layers’ and finally presenting a project and 

a story that is simply told and easily understood is ‘a process of purification’ according to 

Stubbergaard (Weiss & Vindum 2012). Although a dedicated pragmatist, Stubbergaard would 

sometimes enjoy exercising complete control over projects. COBE’s projects should however 

be ‘robust’ enough to handle for example ‘three ugly pot plants’ (Appendix 2.8.3). 

Emphasising his social responsibility in creating architecture for people, Stubbergaard rejects 

the image of ‘the Master architect’ (5.3):  

“I do not sit there wearing my black architect glasses saying that this wall 

should be inclined just because it would look nice” (Brovall 2012, Bjørton 2012). 

4.3.2 Demagogic curators rather than artistic designers  

In Stubbergaard’s opinion, architects have to be capable of seducing people by 

communicating what they do quickly and accessibly in a language that laypeople understand 

(Friis 2012, Aggersbjerg 2010). Architects do not build things for own aesthetic satisfaction 

but bear an immense responsibility in shaping the built environment and defining people’s 

physical surroundings (Aggersbjerg 2010). Architects are therefore inclined to be visionary 

on behalf of society (Brovall 2012; Aggersbjerg 2010, Weiss & Vindum 2012). Rather than 

being portrayed as artists, Stubbergaard believes COBE’s architects should be seen as 

curators who select, combine and reinterpret existing materials in the process of finding 

specific solutions which fit the context (Aggersbjerg 2010). Every project is anxiety 

provoking as you have to wait to learn from its users whether a project is a success (Olsen 

2012, Bjørton 2012). At COBE, the aim is that all the employees should know one another 

and be familiar with each other’s competencies. Dan Stubbergaard involves himself in every 

project and believes that the company has reached its optimum size and ‘layers of 

management’ (Friis 2012). 
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4.3.3 Architecture is about giving something back to the environment  

COBE approaches each assignment at ‘eye level’, using processes and analyses in an attempt 

to answer what the real challenge is, what particular atmosphere is wanted and how that 

should be achieved (Friis 2012, Weiss & Vidum 2012). COBE begins by giving clients plenty 

of choice and takes pride in establishing a dialogue which involves users and citizens in the 

design process (Straarup 2007, Appendix 8.2). According to Stubbergaard, it is highly 

beneficial for COBE to cooperate with other architectural companies, as it is in the discussion 

and collective process of sharing inputs that solutions are ‘distilled’, and the best proposal is 

brought forward and adopted (Friis 2012). Bringing life to an environment or building cannot 

be designed, but comes with the people that use it (Weiss & Vidum 2012). COBE is therefore 

interested in the social life that develops as its architecture matures, and wishes to place other 

values that mere functionality into the architecture by asking what a building or city plan 

‘gives back to the city’: “It’s all about creating architecture that invites people to meet” 

(Aggersbjerg 2010). 

 

When entering one of COBE’s buildings: “..you should instinctively understand what it is all 

about” (Aggersbjerg 2010). In Stubbergaard’s view, the simple story has the greatest impact; 

for example how COBE designed Nørreport station after people’s footprints (Brovall 2012, 

Appendix 8.2). Winning prizes and awards moreover compensates for those difficult periods 

after having lost a project competition and the time, money and energy invested in the 

proposal. Knowing there is someone who believes in your work is encouraging; crying about 

defeats on the other hand will make you a dismal person: “You have to try to figure out why 

you lost and whether you deserved to” (Bjørton 2012; Straarup 2007). 

 

The following section addresses concepts articulated by the architects relating to organisation 

and organisational leadership at COBE and points to how metaphors structure organisational 

behaviour and the architects’ cultural knowledge and self-awareness. 

 

4.4 FINDINGS 
First I will look into cultural domains before engaging the interviews. This work is presented 

in the overall themes: COBE Identity, COBE Work, COBE Community and COBE 

Leadership. Finally, I will look into secondment from the view of an architect currently 

‘stationed’ at COBE.  

4.4.1 Cultural domains  

Below is an overall account of how the architects categorise parts of their experience in 
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domains and how they rationally draw upon them as informants. Also presented are questions 

that appear to lie behind work activities and who illuminate what is reinforced as not part of 

COBE. Folk terms at such as ‘Office Meetings’, ‘Office Days’, ‘the humming’ and ‘the 

walls’ are examples of cultural, symbolic categories that are part of the architects’ cultural 

knowledge and thus of COBE’s culture (Spradley 1979). 

 

COBE’s projects are the essence of work and work is naturally seen in terms of process (see 

4.4.4). The architects’ actions and individual contributions should always benefit the creative 

process. Asking ‘How to secure a good process?’ is an example of an emerging interview 

question that is related to everyday work and self-scrutiny at COBE (4.4.4). ‘What are you 

drawing on?’ and ‘What is the atmosphere like in the drawing room?’ are other examples of 

questions that provide insight into the COBE culture and architectural work. Asking ‘How do 

you see leadership in you work day?’ generated interesting accounts of how leadership is 

‘sensed’ rather than seen in the everyday work setting (4.4.6). ‘How do you build up an 

argument’ and ‘When do you let go and when do you go ahead’ uncovered interesting truths 

about when you realise that you have lost an argument and what is considered a valid 

argument at COBE. Asking ‘How do you feel that cultural difference?’ and ‘How do you 

show that loyalty’ touched upon the difficulties of secondment for the ‘stationed’ architect 

(4.4.7).  

 

At COBE, internal competition and ‘pointy elbows’ is something which you have heard of 

and believe to exist in other drawing rooms. It is also something you practice as a drawing 

room against other architectural practices (4.4.5). ‘Pointy elbows’ may also been seen as a 

basis for collaborative work relating to arguing for your viewpoints (Interview 6). 

‘Steamrolling’ others to get ahead is excluded from the COBE community (4.4.5, Interview 

1). Similarly, ‘Master’, an intriguing phenomenon discussed in more dept in section 5.3, is 

excluded from COBE and its ‘generation’ of drawing rooms. ‘Office meetings’, ‘Office 

Days’, ‘Monday leadership group meetings’, ‘lunch’, ‘Kick-off meetings’, ’PechaKutcha’, 

and ‘pin-ups’ on the other hand are examples of cultural domains and rituals part of working 

at COBE. ‘Meeting room’, ‘Library’, ‘Kitchen’ and the overall ‘Drawing room’ are examples 

of locations for action that involve many folk terms and rituals (Appendix 3). ‘Kitchen’ for 

example involves lunch as a shared activity and ‘Office Meetings’ every second Friday. The 

‘Library’ is used as a meeting room and as a room for concentrated work. Most architects 

have a set of ‘headphones’ that they use on a daily basis (4.4.5). ‘Creative mess’ is a folk term 

included in the drawing room setting and is perceived as a natural and necessary part of work. 

You may however become ‘blinded by it’ and it must therefore be controlled (4.4.5). ‘Friday 
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booklets’ are part of project work and so are ‘the walls’, print outs, pin-ups, models, 

drawings, (professional) disagreement and (visual) argumentation (Appendix 2.7.2). 

 

 

 
 

The following section looks into some underlying metaphorical concepts drawn upon by the 

architects in their account of COBE and their work practices. 

4.4.2 Underlying metaphorical concepts 

Going through the interviews, several interesting underlying metaphorical concepts seem to 

emerge (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). »To see is to understand« is an example of a reoccurring 

metaphorical concept that is structured in many ways throughout the interviews. »Placing an 

argument is to draw it« is a related metaphorical concept informed by the first. We further 

learn that »It is the good idea that wins the discussion« regardless whether it is the ‘intern or 

the boss’ who is behind it. This contributes to a fellow feeling at COBE. The good idea has to 

be illustrated in a drawing in order to be understood and to be considered a valid argument: 

“.. if it isn’t there, then you have to draw the drawings while talking, or a sketch for it” 

(Project Manager) 

 

Ideas are structured in various ways throughout the interviews for example by the use of non-

conventional metaphors (4.4.4). Common for all of them is that »Ideas are substances that 

need to come out of your head and into physical objects«, such as being pinned-up on the 

walls, into models, as drawings for presentations, in discussions and so forth. The 

metaphorical concepts »Working in the computer« and »Getting out of the computer« 

reinforce this and suggests the intensity of work as it is experienced by the architects; as 

something you can become physically absorbed by (4.4.4). Being absorbed by work in project 
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competitions is illustrated by the architects in rather creative ways in terms of metaphor (see 

4.4.4). We also learn that »To work on a project is to be on it, sit with it and (walk) around it« 

which relates to the understanding of projects as concretised into physical objects, but also the 

creative work process and the continuous search for alternative perspectives (see 4.4.4, 5.1.1). 

 

These are all fundamental concepts that inform the architects’ understanding of the creative 

process, their working environments and work identities. The responsibility of ‘getting out’ 

lies mainly in the hands of the individual architect, but is also facilitated through ‘the walls’, 

team structure, presentations, and the atmosphere at work. »Knowing about what is going on 

is being part of it« is an important metaphorical concept that partly structures the 

understanding of the atmosphere at COBE and contributes to an established truth, namely 

»COBE is a community« (4.4.5). It also structured how leadership is understood as a social 

working process. From this we learn that »To work together is to sit together« and that »At 

COBE you are a group you are not alone« (Appendix 2.7.1). We also learn that you have 

plenty of opportunity to be part of the community if you wish to. But also that COBE only 

seeks the very best team players (Interview 3). The section below looks at these concepts in 

four overall themes which together present a take on how the architects understand leadership 

within their cultural sphere and how they see upon themselves as organisational members and 

leadership actors. The themes are: COBE Identity, COBE Work, COBE Community, and 

COBE Leadership. Furthermore, an additional theme will be laid out introducing a new trend 

within COBE’s architectural environment; the secondment of architects in partnering drawing 

rooms.16 

4.4.3 COBE | Identity 

We learn from the interviews that architectural practices come in ‘generations’ and that 

architectural practices from the same generation ‘talk about projects in similar ways’. We also 

learn that the industry is ‘pretty collegiate in certain circles’ (Interview 2). COBE belongs to a 

‘generation’ that is more ‘vivacious’ and ‘spirited’ in its architecture compared to a more 

‘anonymous’ and ‘stringent’ ‘older generation’ (Interview 6). Belonging to ‘a new wave’ of 

drawing rooms, COBE must appear ‘strong’, partly through having a powerful visual identity 

supporting its architectural ambition (4.3, Appendix 2.7.1.21). This involves relocating to an 

‘edgy’ industrial area which sustains this image. Moving from Njalsgade to ‘Papirøen’ was 

also a move from more established architectural practices and from the ‘neatness’ inherent in 

                                                
16 The single quotation marks are throughout this paper used to emphasise folk terms belonging to COBE’s 
culture, examples of structural metaphor, and translated verbatim accounts from interviews. A selected list of 
verbatim accounts is found in Appendix 2.7. 
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gentrification (Appendix 2.7.1.19). COBE prefers ‘messy’ to ‘neat’ and wishes its office to 

resemble a creative workplace (Appendix 2.7.1.20, 4.1). The architects however also value 

having a simple and modestly decorated drawing room (Interview 1). Whilst partly seeing 

their practice as ‘an underdog’ within the architectural industry, COBE is also becoming more 

‘grown-up’ and respected by the established practices and has gone from being young and 

award-winning to being ‘a progressive and contemporary community of architects’ (see 

Appendix 2.7.1.7, 6.1, 6.2, 7). COBE’s unique ‘expression’, rooted in a reinterpretation of 

Dutch Pragmatism, is ‘a place’ where you challenge and contextualise projects (Appendix 

2.7.1.3, Weiss & Vidum 2012); an architectural approach which has been ‘downscaled’, 

‘pulled a bit back’ and: “..softened a bit round the edges without losing its edge” (Project 

Manager) 

 

COBE regards its projects as both ‘what the company lives by and what the company is’ 

(Interview 1). Distinct from others, COBE begins with the overall conceptual perspective and 

‘works its way in’ to ‘get hold of’ the core(s) of a project. Conceptual, analytical work thus 

comes before drawing (Appendix 2.7.1.17). At COBE, the architects’ task is to translate 

problems, opportunities, dreams and ambitions into diagrams that may be communicated in 

simple ways. This requires extensive questioning and a visual process that ‘is easy to go into 

and get an overview of’. Key to this are COBE’s stories developed from the initial 

conceptualisation for each project (4.4.4). The company’s storytelling not only narrates but 

provides a societal role for its architects and an identity for its projects. Seen as their ‘public 

face’, projects are an important contributor to the architects’ work identities (4.3, Appendix 

2.7.1.1 & 8.1). Project work also involves collaboration and arguing one’s case (Appendix 

2.7.2.14). Challenging other approaches and questioning the premise of a project adds a touch 

of ‘anarchism’ to COBE’s work (4.3, 5.3): “..all questions are turned upside down once every 

time and that I believe gives good results” (Sketching architect) 

 

Projects engage emotions. Architectural projects are furthermore landmarks of both hits and 

blunders, subject to relentless public scrutiny. This may generate anxiety amongst the 

architects but also infuses projects with ‘energy’ and ‘affection’ (Appendix 2.7.2.15, 4.4.4). 

Most importantly, a project should ’give something back to the city’ (Appendix 2.7.1.3). 

Architectural work has to have a societal impact and not just be ‘pretty’ or captured ‘in one 

stroke’. A social approach to architecture furthermore demands social involvement and 

humility towards the task, to: “..go into projects wearing clogs sometimes” (Sketching 

architect) 
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4.4.3.1 Architects 

Architects tend to be lumped together aesthetic’ and ‘dressed in black’ but are more usefully 

seen as different types along a spectrum ranging from ‘artistic’ to ‘systematist’ (Appendix 

2.7.1.13, Interview 3, 5). Architects are passionate about ‘keeping things moving’. This 

requires earning the goodwill of project owners, investors and communities. As professionals, 

architects are obliged to ask critical questions, to take the initiative and be part of societal 

debates. Architectural work demands creativity and an artistic ambition but is also ‘tied to’ 

rules, functionality and financial management. As an architect you put part of your 

personality into your work because it demands ‘creative energy’ to create and shape things 

(5.1). The ‘fuel’ of this dedication is the individual architect’s professional and personal stake 

in projects (Appendix 2.7.1.16, 2.7.2.8). 

COBE’s architects are ambitious, skilled, ‘team players’ that ‘help one another to achieve 

common goals’. The architects see themselves as ‘part of COBE’ and as ‘a community’ 

(4.4.5, Appendix 2.7.1.7). Interns also play a role in sustaining the self-image of having an 

‘ambitious’, ‘collegiate’, and ‘hard working’ workforce (Appendix 2.7.2.28). The impression 

of a nonhierarchical organisation and an equal, if not formal then perceived, share in the 

company also enhances team spirit amongst the architects (4.2). COBE’s projects are the 

outcome of the architects’ collective efforts; they shape work practices and how the architects 

Fig. 4.4.3 A render from ‘Børnebyen’ 
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talk about their work and their role as leadership actors (Appendix 2.7.1.8). COBE’s projects 

are the outcome of its creative work processes. 

4.4.4 COBE | Work 
The architects give us rich accounts when elaborating on their work experiences and the 

shaping of the creative process. These accounts involve folk terms and metaphorical concepts 

introduced in 4.4.1 and 4.4.2. Especially noteworthy is the use of orientational and new 

metaphors. We for example learn that architectural work involves an in – out, open – closed, 

‘moving forward’, ‘being in process’ orientation. Ideas may be seen as ‘mush’ and 

competitions may be experienced as taking place ’inside a bubble’, in ‘vacuity’, or as 

intoxication (Appendix 2.7.2). Being part of an open office makes you feel as if you are ‘an 

island within an archipelago’. Sketching work involves ‘keeping your hands in the matter’, 

whilst project management is about ‘creating paths to move along’ (4.4.6). The creative 

process may be ‘lopsided’, ‘stand on end’ and ‘an inexact science’.  The work of an architect 

may be compared to the work of ‘a chef’ (4.4.3, Interview 7). Finally, the complexity of work 

may be seen as ‘drawing a network from a tiny building which spreads into society’. This 

section will delve into COBE’s project wall, the creative process and project competitions. 

 

At COBE, all employees are considered equal contributors to work processes and this creates 

a productive working climate of creative exchanges (5.1). COBE’s working community 

depends upon the active participation of its members to motivate one another by ‘talking 

enthusiastically about work’ and ‘opening up their creative processes’ (Appendix 2.7.2.7, 

2.7.4.22). This shared enthusiasm also benefits projects as team members jointly ‘see ideas 

through’. Work revolves around ‘the process’ and how to facilitate and not limit the creative 

process such as hindering ‘the creative mess’ that naturally emerges from architectural work 

(Appendix 2.7.2.1). This ‘mess’ must however be ‘updated’ to be accepted (Appendix 

2.7.2.30). COBE has a high level of ambition and will not ‘hand in anything’ (Interview 1). 

This entails long working hours. As an architect, you have to accept that there will be 

competitions which you lose and that difficult changes will be called for (Appendix 2.7.2.17). 

You also have to accept dealing with the ensuing criticism of presenting unfinished or ‘ugly’ 

drawings to your colleagues. Project work is not something you can ‘skimp on’ and you 

therefore work on it until you cannot improve it any further (Appendix 2.7.2.8). The 

individual parts of the project may be continuously altered by ‘stepping back’, ‘zooming out’ 

and forcing yourself to develop alternative suggestions, although you believe that you ‘nailed 

it in the first round’ (Appendix 2.7.2.2, 2.7.2.5). There is also the satisfaction of completing 

projects and celebrating winning competitions with champagne, layer cake, dinner or going to 
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a bar (Appendix 2.7.2.11). 

 

Time management is a necessary and difficult part of work. It may hinder the creative process 

and you may have to ‘put it aside to draw more freely’ (Appendix 2.7.2.10). Hence forgetting 

conventions for a while (Mikkelsen 2009). To manage a project, you often ‘count backwards 

from the deadline’ either registering working hours in planning projects or counterbalancing 

working hours on competitions (Interview 3). Architectural work involves setting limitations 

for creative contributions (Frederick 2007, 4.4.6). As an architect at COBE, you have your 

signature on a project but it is not yours alone: you share it with the members of your project 

team and with your drawing room. You share working environment and even ‘work in the 

same drawing’ (Appendix 2.7.3.20). Such collective teamwork reinforces the sense of being 

‘an open and dynamic community’ (4.4.5, Appendix 2.2). Architectural work also involves 

regular discussion and professional disagreement. Developing arguments at COBE involves 

‘getting out of your head’, visualising and producing your ideas. ‘Concretising’ ideas in 

drawings and models and on ‘the walls’ also reduces misunderstanding amongst the architects 

and facilitates user involvement (4.4.4.1). Professional disagreement and negotiation are part 

of work and not something ‘anyone is afraid of’ (Appendix 2.7.2.31). It facilitates ‘seeing 

alternative perspectives’. This also applies to trans-disciplinary project collaborations 

(Appendix 2.7.2.23). A design problem is thus not something to be overcome, but an 

opportunity to be embraced (Frederick 2007). Personal conflicts are not widespread at COBE 

and are sorted out ‘promptly’ and ‘without friction’ (Appendix 2.7.2.32).  

4.4.4.1 The walls 

COBE’s project walls are used to pin up thematised project drawings throughout the project 

stages. ‘The walls’ are an important part of the creative work process and perform a variety of 

functions such as illuminating and disciplining your own creative thinking by limiting 

‘drawing about’ and staying ‘in the computer’. The ‘walls’ also retract architects from 

becoming too entangled in their work:  

 “..an important part of us is also that you must not sit and hide behind your screen wearing 

your headphones but that you should print everything that you work on(..)” (Communications 

Manager) 

  

‘The walls’ generate ideas for projects, facilitate communication across the drawing room and 

improve people’s presentations skills. Along with models and drawings, they are what you 

show to visitors (Appendix 3.1). You also go to them when discussing your project work with 

the Creative Director. Together with ‘creative mess’, they contribute to a pleasant working 
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atmosphere (Appendix 2.7.3.1). Working with project walls is the opposite of ‘drawing three 

strokes’ (Appendix 2.7.2.7, 5.3). ‘The walls’ provide a direction and reduce ambiguity by 

providing a shared focus for discussion and help people to structure and cogent arguments: 

“..you cannot just stand and talk about your ideas, you have to get them out and get them up 

on the wall(..) if you keep talking and talking and talking and never hang anything on that 

wall over there then you will not get anything through” (Sketching architect) 

 

At COBE, ‘the walls’ are an integral part of the creative work process. 

4.4.4.2 The creative work process  

Creative work at COBE involves constantly challenging your own ideas and those of others to 

find the best solution (5.1.). This process requires patience and involves difficult decisions 

and what may feel like ‘ruining’ the first sketch (Appendix 2.7.2.2, 2.7.2.17, 2.7.2.18). 

Sharing your creative process with one another is the cornerstone of the professional 

community at COBE (4.4.5, 5.1.1). By presenting your ideas to the team, they become clearer 

and you are more prepared to present them to a crowd of people and to the Creative Director. 

In such a process, deciding whether your work is ‘brilliant’ or ‘awful’ may not always be easy 

(Appendix 2.7.2.6). ‘Opening up’ your creative process involves handing over control but it is 

also empowering, as you become part of an award-winning design team. Properly gaining 

control of the creative process may thus feel as if you are loosing control (Frederick 2007, 

5.1.1). At COBE, projects may ‘fluctuate a bit’ in terms of staffing. In the creative process, 

the distribution of roles is ‘open’ because everyone ‘plays the same instruments’ and may 

contribute equally to the process (Interview 7). Architectural work is not the work of geniuses 

but involves ‘pin-pointing’ and ‘coupling’ architectural elements into a ‘rational’ working 

process  (Appendix 2.7.2.3). This involves singling out ‘sprouts’ from a ‘mush’ of ideas and 

pinning them to ‘the walls’ for discussion and approval (Appendix 2.7.2.33). Physical 

models, printouts, and ‘the Friday booklet’ mark stages of a project by ‘freezing’ it and 

providing it with objects for human interaction (Appendix 2.7.2.16, 2.7.2.40). 

 

Managing the creative process is about avoiding being faced with ‘an empty-field project’ by 

collectively identifying what informs the design, choosing a focus and setting a direction 

(4.4.6). Although the architects delimit the assignment to reduce ambiguity, the creative 

process itself works with uncertainty and failed attempts: 

“..all of a sudden you fail anyway and do not get to where you should have in time(..)you get 

stressed and(..)end in some vacuity(..)you crawl up from it and fall down into it again and 

crawl up again” (Sketching architect) 
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Experience makes ‘looking into vacuity’ more manageable as you will know: “what to 

produce to get to something that you can make decisions from” (Sketching architect).  

 

From the interviews we learn that Creative Director is involved in projects but is not in the 

daily work in the drawing room (4.4.6, 5.2): 

“..naturally he cannot be over all projects all the time but he still has sort of an eye on all 

projects” (Sketching architect)17 

 

We also learn that the Creative Director’s creative energy whilst present in the drawing room 

has to be ‘focused’ on project work (Appendix 2.7.4.26). ‘Being over’ involves decision-

making and setting a direction, it also takes projects ‘to a different level’ (Appendix 2.7.4.23). 

One of the ways of communicating with the Creative Director is through the ‘Friday booklet’. 

Setting the overall direction are the architects themselves together with Dan Stubbergaard 

(Appendix 2.7.4.14). 

4.4.4.3 Project competitions 

Many of COBE’s projects are acquired through architectural competitions. Every project 

competition and its outcome concerns the entire drawing room. Project competitions can 

completely absorb COBE’s architects who at times may work around 80 hours per week 

(Appendix 2.7.2.8). Routinely losing projects that you have worked on intensely makes 

disappointment a condition of architectural work and is considered both ‘something you get 

used to’ and something ‘tough’ and ‘absolutely awful’, reflecting the involvement and effort 

put into the competition. Competition-based work may be compared to going out each 

weekend despite feeling hungover the day after (Appendix 2.7.2.42). It also delivers immense 

joy, cheers, champagne, and the thrill of engaging in something about which you are 

passionate. Saying ‘Well done’ and ‘What a battle!’ strengthens the community feeling after 

such competitions (Interview 6). The prospect of winning is also motivating in itself. 

Competitions are a source of excitement and celebration, despair, frustration and may amount 

to an anticlimax from being ‘inside a bubble’ (Appendix 2.7.2.43). Disappointments are most 

effectively handled by distancing yourself from the project proposal that you have just handed 

in by ‘going into the next competition’ (Appendix 2.7.2.25, 2.7.2.37). Although aiming to 

evaluate outcomes, it may be difficult for COBE to rationalise the results of architectural 

competitions (Appendix 2.7.2.26). If there are any ‘hard feelings’, they are directed towards 

                                                
17 ‘Being over’ projects is a translation of ‘inde over’ and it aims to reflect the use of orientational 
metaphor in the original accounts (Appendix 2.7.4).  
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the judging panel rather than towards the winning team. In line with the internal practice of 

‘letting the best idea win’, the architects believe that the best architectural contribution should 

win. When recurrently losing to the same architectural practice, you however develop ‘a 

desire to beat them’ (Appendix 2.7.2.36). You are honest in admitting that a proposal was 

better than your own but you also tend to come up with excuses for losing (Interview 6). Lost 

projects are however not considered failed projects at COBE and may equally contribute to its 

identity of being ‘a strong, professional community’ (Appendix 2.7.1.18).  

4.4.5 COBE | Community 

“Well to me it is almost like going to work with my friends” (Sketching architect) 

 

At COBE, people ‘work together’ and should therefore ‘sit together’ (Interview 1). 

Architectural work works best within an open office and a personal working environment 

which at COBE is shaped by the underlying metaphorical concept »To see is to understand« 

(4.4.2). The architects look upon their working environment as a strong professional and 

social community in which other organisational and leadership processes are embedded. A 

collective professional ambition creates fellow feeling at COBE and underpins its belief in 

equality in professional work (Appendix 2.7.3.22). When engaging in collaborative work, 

people share both joy and disappointments (4.4.4.). The fellow feeling influences your 

approach to work and you ‘extend yourself’ to solve assignments, helping each other to ‘see 

everything through’ (Appendix 2.7.3.23). You nonetheless have ‘a handbrake to pull’ if the 

workload gets too heavy. This benefits the close working community at COBE and its 

creative processes (5.1). Being part of COBE’s ‘community’ is also to be part of an open 

office setting where there are no ‘pointy elbows’ (4.4.1). These missing ‘elbows’ contribute to 

the distinctive atmosphere at COBE (Appendix 2.7.3.13). Growing from an ‘open landscape’ 

is a ‘collegiate’, ‘pleasant’, and ‘relaxed’ working atmosphere that is symbolised in ‘the 

humming’ of the drawing room, which modulates from calm to frantic as it peaks during a 

working day. Sharing office space and a constant and dynamic ‘humming’ tells you that ‘a lot 

is going on’ and that you are part of it. The joint enthusiasm can be ‘felt’ and contributes to 

‘an ambitious atmosphere’. Also contributing to a dynamic drawing room are is the exchange 

of manpower and the practice of moving seats according to ‘which project you are on’ (4.4.7). 

Sustaining such a fellow-feeling demands strong personal relationships. Making sure that it is 

‘pleasant’ and ‘fun’ to go to work is a responsibility shared by all. Office activities are 

important rituals that seek to strengthen team spirit and sense of loyalty to the firm and are 

especially important to COBE’s own ‘stationed’ architects (4.4.3). To work at COBE, you 

must focus on a common goal instead of your own. ‘Driving ahead’ on your own is 
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unacceptable. At COBE ‘you are one ‘layer’ amongst other ‘layers’ that collectively design 

projects (Appendix 2.7.1.21). COBE success is thus determined by people’s professional 

competence and individual contributions to ‘the whole’. This ‘community’ may also be seen 

as a field of negotiation in which the architects argue for their ideas and participate in 

continuous redefinition of what COBE is and where the company is heading. This involves 

‘taking on’ the ideas of both ‘the intern’ and ‘the boss’ (Appendix 2.7.2.13, 2.7.3.24). 

 

The open office facilitates the functioning of ’the walls’ and signals dynamism and ‘an 

openness surrounding the process. ‘The walls’ make an important contribution to the 

atmosphere of sharing everything from ‘the crude sketch’ to ‘the beautiful render’ (Fig. 

4.4.3). Similarly, with ideas and competencies, ‘everything should come out’ and should not 

be ‘kept in’ such as architects working ‘in their computers’. The open office is ‘nice to be in’ 

and ‘tearing down barriers’ within such a wall-less community promotes a feeling of 

solidarity (Appendix 2.7.3.15). Interestingly, the architects also value ‘small cells’ to ‘go into’ 

when needed (Appendix 3.2). An open office architectural milieu demands headphones to 

keep out noise and to signal that you are engaged in concentrated work and do not wish to be 

disturbed. They provide working time in solitude. Turning up the volume on your headphones 

make the sometimes pressured atmosphere before hand-ins easier to ignore when: “..there are 

10 people running around all the time talking very, very loudly” (Sketching architect) 

 

Together with ‘the walls’ and ‘the humming’, models and teamwork activities manifest 

COBE’s projects and an atmosphere of ambitious, dedicated work (4.4.2).  The Creative 

Director’s presence changes the atmosphere within the drawing room as ‘people run a bit 

faster’ to get feedback on their work. Stubbergaard’s absence is seen as a vote of confidence 

of his employees but also demands focused and concise presentations from the architects 

pointing out exactly what they want to discuss however:  

“..it may well be that he looks at the other end of the plan and says: ‘what’s happening 

here?” (Sketching architect) 

 

The overtime work which this entails however is ‘always for the best’. At COBE, ‘open’ is 

preferred to ‘closed’ as in ‘open office’, ‘open processes’, and ‘sitting together’ as opposed to 

‘stalls’ and being hidden or abandoned ‘in a corner’. There is a clashing dichotomy between 

managing and not managing the creative process, work being both ‘hard’ and ‘fun’, ‘free’ and 

‘delimited’ and carried out within an industry that is both ‘collegiate’ and ‘tough as bone’. 

The open office may also in some areas be seen as ‘more smart than practical’ (Interview 6). 

It is however difficult for the architects to imagine the alternative; to ‘sit in a box’ and 
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‘having to go and knock’ (Appendix 2.7.3.25, see 5.3). COBE is furthermore part of a greater 

community: the architecture industry.   

4.4.5.2 Industry 

Operating within the architecture industry demands good collaborative and networking skills. 

At COBE, it is the Creative Director who ‘makes the first contact’. Networking generates 

assignments but also helps architects if they are made redundant. COBE nurtures 

relationships with clients by for example inviting them into the drawing room and by 

participating in networking events such as the construction conference in Cannes (5.2.1).  

Architectural practices today need competencies that go beyond ‘drawing a pretty house’ as 

the classical architect with ‘the elegant hand’ is under strain by other professions currently 

pressuring the architectural profession (see 5.3, Appendix 2.7.3.17, 2.7.3.18). Still, keeping 

professions apart is productive as ‘knowing too much may be limiting’ in the creative process 

(Interview 3). Architectural practices must also learn to navigate a ‘tough market’ whilst 

nurturing their profession. Architects themselves must ‘hold tight’ through continuous 

professional development (Interview 6). In terms of business administration you may talk 

about ‘a theory deficit’ within the architecture industry and a ‘built in schism’ in that skilled 

architects typically become business leaders without being trained as such (Interview 2).  

In the architecture industry, ‘you look at what others do and what has been done’ (Interview 

6). The industry is ‘pressured’; there is stiff competition and an excess supply of architectural 

services (1.2). Together with a high level of ambition, this results in a profession where ‘you 

work hard to land a project’ (Appendix 2.7.3.14). The industry is also ‘dynamic in terms of 

which architectural firms are successful and employ the most people (Appendix 2.7.3.7, 

2.7.3.8). Operating within a close industry, described as ‘competitive’ and ‘tough’ on one 

hand and ‘collegiate’, ‘a community’ and ‘a duck pond’ on the other, requires tact (Appendix 

2.7.3.19). It also requires leadership.  

4.4.6 COBE | Leadership 
Leadership at COBE is team-based and broadly divided into Office Management, Project 

Management, and the overall creative leadership of Dan Stubbergaard. Leadership decisions 

are made by ‘the Leadership group’ comprising the Office Management team, the five Project 

Managers, and the Creative Director. COBE’s organisation reflects the demands inherent in 

the company’s rapid growth in the last few years (4.1). It also reflects an organisation that 

looks upon itself as a dynamic ‘community of architects’ that aims to distance itself from the 

typical organisational hierarchy and the notion of a ‘Master architect’ (Appendix 2.2, 

2.7.1.10). In distancing from ‘Master’, the architects appear to break with the traditional 
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apprenticeship inherent in their profession in favour of being ‘a community’ of equals. This 

informs their understanding and experience of leadership (see 5.2, 5.3). 

 

COBE’s leadership and organisational activities aim to nurture and facilitate the creative 

process and enhance a sense of ‘community’. Process evaluation is regularly focused upon 

both in scheduled and in more informal activities where the architects share with one another 

‘the thoughts behind’ finished projects, choices and challenges encountered ‘along the way’. 

Professional disagreements and negotiation are valued as an inherent part of work, chiefly 

because this encourages self-scrutiny (4.4.4). It also develops a community of openly sharing 

your ideas with others. The architects understand leadership as part of their working 

environment is thus rooted in the idea of ‘COBE as a community’ and with Dan Stubbergaard 

as someone whom you can ‘lean against’; who ‘stands very strong’ in terms of leadership 

(Appendix 2.7.4.33). As the owner of COBE, Stubbergaard has the final say and you are not 

in doubt ‘if he is dissatisfied’ (Appendix 2.7.4.27). Rather than simply authorising them, the 

Creative Director is considered ‘over’ projects, overlooking them (4.4.4, Appendix 2.7.4.23). 

COBE’s organisation seeks to ‘relieve’ the creative leader by ‘directing’ his energy ‘towards 

projects’. Leadership is also a ‘professional stance’ expressed by Stubbergaard as the leader 

of the drawing room. This stance infuses the ‘good and open atmosphere’.  

 

Creative leaders should have ‘hands-on’ knowledge of creative work and the creative process 

and be able to make decisions ‘naturally’, arguing for their case and recognising the 

implications of their decisions, listening to arguments, and setting the direction. At COBE, 

motivation is ‘implicit in the way you talk about projects’ when ‘talking enthusiastically’ 

about work (Appendix 2.7.4.22). The aim is to keep employees motivated so that they work 

hard and ‘invest something of themselves’ in projects. Work is considered to be infused with 

meaning through ownership, influence and involvement in the creative process. Being in the 

management team and part of ‘creating a frame’ for project work through the participation in 

strategic decision-making and being part of writing the story of COBE may be motivating in 

itself, and so is ‘the positive spirit’ in the drawing room. The role of the Project Manager 

depends upon ‘how it is part of the process’. It involves ‘leading through questions that 

trigger discussions’ and be ‘pulling in a direction’ favoured by the Creative Director. To 

manage projects is to ‘organise frameworks’ and ‘delimit’ assignments for sketching 

architects (4.4.4.2). This is also done collectively when deciding; ‘We’ll work in that 

direction’ (Interview 2).  

 

Leading architectural work demands that you understand creative processes that are 
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sometimes ‘lopsided’. It also demands finely balancing guiding, answering questions and 

providing input, and allowing architects the necessary time and space to carry out their work 

and claim responsibility for it (Interview 3). A leader with personal experience of being a 

working architect can make realistic demands of the sketching architects, knowing the 

implications and feasibility of her demands (Appendix 2.7.4.2). Architects often prefer being 

led by architects (Appendix 2.7.4.29). Dan Stubbergaard is ‘a good storyteller’ who secures 

lots of assignments; he is a ‘truly kind person’, ‘busy’ if ‘absent-minded’. Stubbergaard is 

moreover a strong presence symbolically if not always in person (Interview 6). He is adept at 

being able to ‘come in’ and understand and comment upon a project immediately and then 

move on to the next. The people ‘sitting and working’ on projects must be able to 

communicate their ideas clearly and precisely, and provide a sound basis on which the leader 

can make ‘good decisions’ (Appendix 2.7.4.19). Managing time consumption in project work 

is a challenge at COBE (5.1). Time management risks affecting the creative process 

negatively and must be carefully handled (Appendix 2.7.4.6). Managing creative processes 

demands: 

“..being a step ahead in the thinking process without necessarily knowing what the result is 

going to be but to create the road to, or create pathways for people to follow so that you do 

not walk in circles or in the wrong direction” (Project Manager) 

 

Project management involves ‘communicating things onwards’ and creating ‘a team feeling’ 

in problem solving. The Project Managers act as ‘a link between Dan and the project team’. 

Because of the inherently, unpredictable nature of creative work, managing projects is 

challenging and needs to be shrewdly exercised (Appendix 2.7.2.22). The creative process is 

an irrational equation providing ‘no clear answers’ and ‘you must constantly argue to settle it 

(Appendix 2.7.2.22). Self-leadership and time management are essential aspects of the 

architects’ work. Being empowered to organise your own work and the work of others many 

nonetheless hinder your ability ‘to think freely’ and you may need to ‘try to put the organising 

away in order to sketch freely’ (5.1). Leadership ‘with self-leadership underneath’ thus suits 

the profession and its professionals who require ‘space’ to develop (Appendix 2.7.4.24, 

2.7.4.25). The newly appointed Office Manager ‘relieves’ the architects, project managers 

and the Creative Director in their work and wishes to be ‘a resource that employees can draw 

upon’ in non-architectural matters. She needs to have an overview of the company’s finances 

three to four months ahead and this is not an easy task (Appendix 2.7.4.13). Being Head of 

Office does not mean being Head of COBE, and Dan Stubbergaard is still regarded as ‘the 

boss’ (Appendix 2.7.4.14). Progressing from being an architect to a manager is an untried 

experience for COBE’s newly appointed Office Manager who values the shared process of 
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defining her role as Head of Office (Appendix 2.7.4.15): “..everybody has to figure out: 

‘What can we use this for(..)this change?’” (Office Manager) 

 

As formal leadership and empowered self-leadership coexist within ‘a community’ of creative 

professionals, pointing out what leadership is may be difficult for the architects as it ‘glides’ 

into the context (Appendix 2.7.4.5). Because leadership is more the ‘spirit’ within the 

drawing room, it may thus be difficult to identify (Appendix 2.7.4.5, 2.7.4.26). It is something 

you experience through seeing how it unfolds (4.4.2). Symbolic resources within ‘the COBE 

community’ such as ‘the walls’, ‘humming’ and ‘models’ along with office rituals inform the 

architects understanding of leadership as process within their drawing room (see 5.2). The 

final section of the analysis of findings looks at secondment and the experiences of an 

architect currently ‘stationed’ at COBE. 

4.4.7 Being ‘stationed’ at COBE 

Secondment is a current trend amongst architectural practices who ‘station’ their architects in 

partnering practices whilst working on joint projects. To COBE, ‘sitting together’ as 

partnering architectural practices on a project such as ‘Børnebyen’ is an ‘easy’, ‘intuitive’ and 

informal way of collaborating, obviating the need for many phone calls and arranged 

meetings (Appendix 2.7.5.10, 8.1). Who belongs to COBE and who does not is not important 

to the sketching architects; the distinction  quickly gets ‘dissolved’ during joint project work 

(Appendix 2.7.5.9). Separating employer and employee nonetheless has its complications and 

secondment may be quiet a different experience for the ‘stationed’ architect whose working 

day straddles two companies and two cultures. Not having your customary ‘support base’ and 

social environment means that ‘sitting out’ may be quite a different experience from ‘sitting 

in’; it may in fact be ‘enormously frustrating’ as you have ‘no sense of belonging’ (Appendix 

2.7.5.3). Another challenge of such an arrangement is to working out a norm for the 

architects’ dual obligations regarding ‘loyalty’ and nondisclosure. The lack of practical 

agreements between architectural practices may also influence the working experience of the 

‘stationed’ architect; for example, he may miss out on an important social activity by not 

having a lunch agreement and thus having to eat alone (Appendix 2.7.5.11). ‘Stationed’ 

architects at COBE do not participate in COBE activities and events. The experience of 

COBE’s ‘community’ and the matter of ‘pointy elbows’ may thus be different to the 

‘stationed’ architect (Interview 6). Being ‘stationed’ from a smaller drawing room also has its 

disadvantages as it may be severely affected by the lack of leading employees. Working 

together two practices in one drawing room influences your work experience and 
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responsibilities. The role of the ‘stationed’ architect as representative becomes intensified and 

involves lot of ‘voicing’ that you are from another drawing room (Appendix 2.7.5.4).  

Architectural work is challenging and being ‘stationed’ does not make it less complicated. 

Secondment may potentially make the creative process more complex in areas of reporting, 

information sharing, conflicting work methods and ‘blurred’ decision-making processes. 

Being ‘stationed’ may imply being the sole representative of one’s drawing room and may 

involve ‘handing over’ more than you are used to. Blurred decision-making may similarly 

‘rub you down’ as you are faced with a ‘path’ that is ‘vague’ and ‘messy’ (Appendix 

2.7.4.21). ‘Børnebyen’ is an example of a major, on-going architectural project at COBE 

which involves secondment (Appendix 8.1, Interview 6). One of the challenges met by the 

project team, which also reflects the exciting task of engaging in architectural work, is: 

“..how do we get more green areas? How do we get less trouble and tear gas? And how do 

we get 700 kids to seem like a cosy little institution?” (Stationed architect).  

This chapter presented an analysis of COBE. The following chapter discusses the case study 

findings. 
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5 Discussion 
This chapter discusses the case study findings. It looks at professional creativity and at 

architects as creative knowledge workers. It moreover discusses ‘the COBE community’ and 

looks into the notion of organisational leadership as creative work process. ‘Master’18, an 

intriguing phenomenon recurring in different guises in all the interviews is also discussed. 

Finally, this chapter comments upon how this study contributes to its field of research.  

5.1 Professional creativity 
According to Mikkelsen (2009), our unique potential to be creative is our own. It is a positive 

desire to do some good, it is energy challenged into activity, our personal contribution to the 

world (Mikkelsen 2009). Acting on our creative impulse is both a source of satisfaction and 

refinement but it also challenges social norms and expectations, such as affiliation, stability 

and conformity. For these reasons, many creative people feel most comfortable in the 

company of other creative people (4.4.5). Creative professionals are sensitive to problems and 

react when things do not fit. Creative thinking generates lots of ideas randomly and lets them 

manifest themselves. It is flexible and may switch between different realms of understanding. 

It is also capable of synthesising heterogeneous, conflicting elements into a single structure 

and to analyse and illuminate relevant and interesting aspects. What is interesting in this study 

is that many of these aspects are verbalised by the architects not only when they discuss work 

but also when they talk about themselves. This thinking is also manifested in rather creative 

metaphors of work (4.4.4). Creative people wish to indulge their own creative impulse: to 

pursue an idea and see how it takes shape. For them, it makes no sense to separate work and 

life (Mikkelsen 2009, 4.4.4). This is interesting when we look at COBE as a community of 

creative professionals that nurtures the fellow feeling of ‘sitting together and working 

together’. Professional creativity must be insisted upon and protected (Mikkelsen 2009). 

Securing a friendly, egalitarian work atmosphere at COBE and ‘a good process’ with project 

partners may thus be seen as mean of insisting upon this creative potential (5.3). Building up 

a community surrounding the creative process furthermore supports the architects in their 

work and in their roles as leadership actors (5.2). According to Mikkelsen (2009), confidence 

in the process is often more important to the creative professional than self-confidence. It 

derives from familiarity with the creative process and confidence in it running smoothly. At 

COBE, it brings attention to continually evaluate work methods and social processes. 

Creative work requires both sensitivity and self-esteem (Mikkelsen 2009). At COBE, 

                                                
18 In Danish “mester” 
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receiving continuous feedback from fellow team members, the Project Manager and from the 

Creative Director himself may be seen as structures which help to maintain this balance. The 

constant but demanding oscillations between winning and losing project competitions is also 

part of securing this necessary balance between sensitivity and self-esteem (4.4, Alvesson 

1993).  

5.1.1 The creative process 

Good ideas cannot be scheduled; they come when it suits them (Mikkelsen, 2009). At COBE, 

the architects develop their creativity together as both colleagues and friends. The 

management of project work is focused upon creating ‘the frames surrounding work’. Time-

management is both an individual and shared activity (4.4.4, 4.4.5). When we work 

creatively, we jump back and forth between new ideas and the consolidation of previous 

insights, between research and practical testing (Mikkelsen 2009). For COBE’s sketching 

architects, it is key to persistently shepherd their individual creative process and bring them 

together (4.4.6). The phrase ‘we try to’ which runs through all interview accounts mirrors the 

process of continuously re-evaluate and being alert to alternative perspectives (4.4.4). 

Creative work is often both productive and unproductive and both conditions are part of the 

creative process. Behind every piece of productive work lie hours of ineffective work which 

may be frustrating for creative professionals (Mikkelsen 2009). Section 4.4.4 touches upon 

parts of that frustration amongst the architects.  

5.1.2 Being creative within a group 
Being creative in a group may shift attention from the project as the focus turns towards the 

group itself (Mikkelsen 2009). Project partnerships and demands from the project owner and 

users may help prevent this from happening to COBE (4.4.5, Appendix 8.2). When we desire 

to create something new within a creative community, it is important that we develop the 

ability to be in the creative process together (Mikkelsen 2009). Hence it is necessary for 

creative professionals to share in group processes what usually progress within the individual 

without feeling exposed (Mikkelsen 2009). Being very personal to many people, the 

architectural profession is both ‘selfish’ and ‘social’ which presents certain challenges to 

group work (Interview 6). Working with ‘your friends’ within an environment where there are 

‘no pointy elbows’ contributes to a working culture at COBE wherein joint creativity thrives 

(4.4.5, 5.2). It calls for an open mind, empathy and determination to preserve diversity. 

Creative compromise and conflicts are part of such work processes (Mikkelsen 2009). Seen in 

this light, the open office arrangements at COBE, shared lunch, workshops and so forth 

strengthen the architects’ ability to be creative together. It also partly explains the 

determination ‘to see projects through’ (4.4.4). The professional homogeneity of COBE’s 
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workforce and the decision to evaluate work practices internally risk preventing self-scrutiny. 

This is however challenged by trans-disciplinary project partnerships. Also the natural ability 

of architects to consider alternative perspectives and having a shared architectural ambition 

encourages self-scrutiny  (4.4.3). The strong focus on projects and the creative process may 

nevertheless deflect attention from the individual architect and the working environment. 

Staff development interviews and the newly appointed Office Manager at COBE are 

organisational initiatives that focus on the well-being and professional development of its 

architects.  

5.1.3 Architects as creative knowledge workers  

Knowledge is understood differently from the different perspectives of this paper’s theoretical 

framework which moreover offer different views of architects as creative knowledge workers 

and leadership actors (Fairhurst 2008). Knowledge is a socially constructed phenomenon 

contingent upon social recognition (Alvesson & Kärreman 2001, Alvesson 2004). It is a 

social resource offering a language, relations and identities to knowledge workers (Alvesson 

1993, 5.2). Knowledge is seen to exist in the interactions with external partners, underlining 

the importance of clients, partners and networks (Alvesson 2004). It may be seen as ‘truths’ 

embedded in our underlying conceptual metaphors (Lakoff &Johnson 2003). Knowledge can 

be seen as what informs power in and behind discourse (Fairclough 2001). Finally, cultural 

knowledge is the knowledge organisational members have of their own culture (Spradley 

1979, also see 3.1). The different understandings of knowledge have different implications for 

how knowledge creation and leadership as process are understood. At COBE, knowledge or 

professional know-how is something you work intensely with and test for alternative 

perspectives. It may also be something you ‘collect’ externally. Common for both is that it 

has to serve the purpose of the project and the process. The same applies to leadership as a 

social activity. At COBE the best idea or best sketch wins a discussion and this makes 

leadership through negotiation very much an act of influencing and persuasion. The architects 

however have to live up to the image of ‘team players’ and members of ‘a community’ 

(4.4.5).  

Seeing architects as creative knowledge workers challenges the traditional view of 

argumentation in knowledge work, since reasoning in creative work may not necessarily 

depend upon the methods and principles of academia. Creative professionals may depend 

more on visual language in their work than do other professionals; and for the same reason 

well-structured written arguments may not be the preferred medium for conducting 

arguments. This paper claims that creative knowledge work has been disadvantaged by being 

perceived as an exercise of talent (Alvesson 2004). In this case study, we find many of the 
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same characteristics of knowledge-intensiveness introduced in section 3.1 such as a strong 

focus on the work process, a strong professional identification, and the importance of 

partnerships (Alvesson 1993, Mikkelsen 2009). This paper argues for a redefinition of 

knowledge-intensiveness that acknowledges architectural work as knowledge work. Because 

understanding is inherently creative (3.2.1), creativity becomes an inherent part and 

precondition of all analytical and intellectual knowledge processing that knowledge workers 

undertake. At COBE, knowledge creation is embedded in the creative process and is played 

out within its ‘community’ (5.2). Operating as creative professionals within a competitive and 

competition-based industry may be unsustainable and at times damaging not only for 

practices but also for the architects (1.2, 4.4). Unlike other knowledge workers (Alvesson 

2004), moulding materials and non-material objects are part of the architects’ symbolic work 

and the creative process and is reflected in the architects’ use of metaphors to account for 

work (4.4.4, Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Whether architects differ from other knowledge 

workers and engage in leadership differently, is a discussion which goes beyond the scope of 

this paper, but from the study we may conclude that the difference is likely to lie in the nature 

of work – within the creative work process (5.2.1).  

According to Alvesson (1993), knowledge becomes a social resource when drawn upon by 

knowledge organisations. At COBE, this social resource is located within the ‘community’ 

and ‘the profession’ and is verbalised as a shared, corporate identity and a social, pragmatic 

approach to architecture (3.3.2, 4.4.3). In identifying so strongly with their profession, 

architects may become subject to and part of a ‘religious codification’ of organisational life 

(Kure 2012). Religion here lies in the (self) sacrifice of pursuing organisational or 

professional goals and in the intensity of the relation between employees and the organisation 

(Kure 2012). From this perspective, COBE’s architects engage in ‘religious reflection’ and 

are therefore a resource for the company as reservoirs of stories and events that diffuse the 

organisation’s higher sense of purpose. ‘The COBE community’ could be a site for such 

shared codification and negotiation practices amongst the architects as leadership actors 

(Kure 2012, Fairhurst 2008). At COBE, employees are part of the corporate storytelling and 

this infuses meaning into their working lives. As we have seen in this study, the architects 

may also be a resource for one another in the collective effort of building a ‘fun’ and 

‘pleasant’ atmosphere at work (4.4.5). The next section brings together the community and 

leadership themes from Chapter 4 in a discussion of leadership as creative work process. 
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5.2 COBE Community 
The understanding of COBE as ‘a community’ of ‘team players’ which builds upon 

professional competence, dedication and friendship is an established truth at COBE and in 

part prescribes behaviour and sets the scene for leadership action (3.3.4). These conceptual 

metaphors and the values they mirror appear to transcend all social processes. Seeing COBE 

as ‘a community’ may thus be true to the experience of working at COBE (Lakoff & Johnson 

2003). Two underlying metaphorical concepts introduced in Chapter 4, »To see it to 

understand« and »To argue is to draw« inform how leadership as process is understood 

amongst the architects. It also illustrates what is regarded as valid argumentation. Working 

within a group of creative professionals, the architects may mirror themselves in one another 

and in their profession (5.1.3). They are thus capable of giving personal recognition and 

professional sparring to one another within their ‘community’ (Mikkelsen 2009, Alvesson 

2004). Being accepted within your community as well as being unified in standing out as ‘a 

generation’ also reduces anxiety, as people naturally want to belong (Mikkelsen 2009). The 

fellow feeling which involves an ‘open’ atmosphere conducive to the sharing of work 

experiences and ideas amongst architects may be seen as one of the greatest strengths of ‘the 

COBE community’ as a professional environment for creative work.  

COBE’s office milieu may be seen as papered with ‘text’ used for both physical and symbolic 

purposes (Alvesson 1993). ‘The walls’ and models are thus important contributors to meaning 

interpretation amongst the architects in their work. Being considered an essential part of 

work, they all carry ideological assumptions about COBE and its approach to architecture 

(Fairclough 2001, 3.3.4.3). Membership of ‘the COBE community’, its shared professional 

ambition, and a personal identification with ‘the profession’19 all inform the architects’ work 

identities (Alvesson 2004, 4.4.3). Asking candidates for their work methods and searching for 

a personality fit may be seen as a way for COBE to identify those fitted for the subject 

position of ‘team player’, who consider it common sense that ‘COBE is a community’ 

(Fairclough 2001, Interview 3). At COBE, all employees share the responsibility of sustaining 

‘the community’ and they willingly do so. The shared ambition, focus and dedication to 

projects amongst its architects introduce a shared task orientation at COBE. Seeing ‘the 

COBE community’ as professional competence transforms it into a social resource. It is thus 

capable of obscuring uncertainty through cultural-ideological forms of control (Alvesson 

1993, 4.4.5). COBE’s approach builds upon ‘a social ambition’, not only in terms of the 

quality of projects but perhaps also in terms of how ambitious the process was in terms of 

                                                
19 ‘Faget’  
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work effort and working hours (4.4.4). Being a creative knowledge worker within a 

community of architects, you put in work effort needed (4.4). Assessing when that is however 

may be difficult; also your work may also come to depend upon the arbitrary evaluation of 

others (Alvesson 2004, 4.4.4). COBE is strongly process-orientated and the lines of 

organising implemented to strengthen its organisation focus upon how to facilitate projects 

(Appendix 2.2). The architects communicate and argue in a language that is largely visual and 

‘concrete’ which also limits misunderstandings and facilitates ‘working in the same direction’ 

(4.4.4). Leadership as process thus becomes visually manifested in the influencing processes 

between architects performing the role of ‘team players’ within their ‘community’. COBE’s 

business environment and the nature of the industry furthermore contribute to a strong 

community at COBE (4.4.6, 1.2). Architectural work is carried out in partnerships and within 

an intimate professional environment ‘in certain circles’ (Interview 2). Architects are also 

used to working long hours on projects which may come to nothing (4.3.3, 4.4.4). Under such 

siege conditions, it may be seen as natural that a strong sense of community should develop 

within and amongst practices. 

 

Leadership as organisational process thus becomes part of ‘the community’ at COBE. 

Building upon self-understanding and part of leadership as social process is self-leadership. 

Because self-understanding is informed by our ability to understand others and our 

environment, self-leadership also becomes informed by how we understand ourselves in 

relation to others and our environment (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, Watson 1994, 3.2.6). At 

COBE, this understanding is governed by the metaphorical concept »To see is to understand« 

which is in part rooted in the nature of architectural work and in COBE’s open office (4.4.2). 

The open office arrangements, ‘humming’, ‘creative mess’, ‘headphones’ and ‘walls’ all 

contribute to a working environment that facilitates ‘leadership through self-leadership; when 

you see or hear something you become part of it and when you are engaged and enthusiastic 

about work it affects others. The ‘humming’, which flows with the intensity of work, is thus 

part of leadership processes in creating an atmosphere of professional ambition, fun and hard 

work. All visible and hearable elements of the drawing room thus become part of leadership 

as organisational process. Being part of a community as empowered ‘team players’, the 

architects thus in part practice »Leading others through leading self«.  

 

COBE’s Creative Director and owner is part of the organisational environment in person but 

also ‘in spirit’, being ‘over’ and ‘having an eye’ on projects (4.4.6). Compared to the 

architects ‘sitting’ in the drawing room, Stubbergaard is someone to whom you send your 

‘Friday booklet’, someone you may ‘lean against’, who comes in, you present to and receive 
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feedback from (4.4). Project management on the other hand is about ‘creating a path’ for the 

team and preventing people from ‘going in circles’ (4.4.6). People going in circles at COBE 

may literally affect the working atmosphere (Appendix 2.7.3.16). As creative knowledge 

workers, the architects at COBE pull together to realise projects and sustain the livelihood of 

an organisation that all organisational members have a perceived, if not a formal stake in 

(4.2). Formal leadership structures thus become secondary in everyday project work. 

Organisation becomes more implicit such as motivating others through a way of talking about 

projects (4.4.6). This makes COBE fruitful as a case study of leadership as an inherently 

social, discursive activity amongst creative professionals engaged as leadership actors in 

creative work processes (Fairhurst 2005). At COBE leadership as process is played out in the 

creative work process by ‘a community of architects’ (Appendix 6.2, 7). 

5.2.1 Organisational leadership as creative work process 
This paper approaches leadership as something intertwined in organisational processes, rather 

than an art in itself. To COBE’s architects, leadership and management terms might not even 

be the obvious or favoured terms for talking about leadership as part of work. Formal 

leadership and organisation are still considered novel phenomena within the organisation 

(4.4.6). Becoming too ‘layered’ is moreover seen as undesirable (4.3). Although a challenge, 

defining and holding the management positions themselves is favoured by COBE’s architects 

(4.4.6).  

According to Lakoff & Johnson (2003), our understanding is framed by our embodied 

understanding of ourselves and others through daily interactions with one another (3.2.2). 

COBE’s architects make sense of a complex phenomenon such as leadership through their 

everyday interactions with on another and their environment. Metaphors give new meaning to 

our experiences by providing new experience based similarities (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). 

Seeing a Cannes building conference as a ‘goats’ market’, working with project competitions 

as ’crawling in vacuity’, and operating as a drawing room within a ‘duck pond’ somtimes 

‘wearing clogs’ are examples of interactional properties given by architects to reason and 

purposefully give meaning to work experiences (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Metaphors thus 

perform a pivotal role at COBE and as we have seen the use of new metaphors for work are 

especially rich (4.4.4).  

The aim of this paper has been to investigate this idea of leadership as process and COBE 

provides us with a rich case study. Most of the work done at COBE is seen in terms of 

process; even the drawing room itself may be seen in this way (4.4.4, Interview 6). To the 

architects, being in motion and having a sense of progress is important. So are halts in the 
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creative process occasioned by various deadlines and project meetings. Printouts and pinups 

furthermore structure and discipline the creative process (4.4.4). The idea that ‘work is 

process’ is furthermore reflected in the fluid nature of the office setting which mirrors a 

similar industry structure and the growing trend of ‘stationing’ architects in partner 

architectural practices (4.4.7).  

We learn from the interviews that project management is largely a question of setting a course 

and facilitating the creative process which involves time management and empowerment 

(4.4.4, 4.4.6). This is much in line with the understanding and challenges of creative work 

(5.2, Mikkelsen 2009). The creative process involves much self-leadership for the architects. 

Leadership builds upon an understanding of self and others that is interactional and 

experience-based (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). This understanding is at COBE informed by the 

office structure and the desire to be ‘a community’ of ‘team players’ (4.4.5). Amongst the 

architects at COBE, leadership and how it is seen through metaphor is equally anchored in 

task accomplishment, voluntary compliance and whether ideas progress the process (Fairhurst 

2008, Alvesson & Spicer 2001). As leadership actors, the architects engage in a continuous 

process of negotiation, developing new coherences that give meaning to the experiences of 

being members of ‘the COBE community’ and living up to their social ambition for 

architecture. The architects’ work methods may be seen as personal rituals seeking coherence 

and consistency (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Similarly organisational activities preserve the 

underlying values and behavioural guidelines for its members (Lakoff & Johnson 2003, 4.4).  

Disagreement is seen as an essential part of working with projects at COBE and related 

discussions are seen to progress projects through questioning (4.4.4). Professional conflict is 

celebrated whilst personal conflicts are ironed out ‘quickly’ and ‘effectively’. In their work 

and work setting, the architects are encouraged to challenge their own and the ideas of others 

to design the best project possible (4.4.4, Morgan 2006). Working towards the best proposal 

may here come to strain the architects for example in terms of workload (Alvesson & Spicer 

2011, Alvesson 2001a, 4.4.4). The lengthy working hours invested in work also reflects the 

type of professionals employed at COBE (5.1.3). Instructing its architects to communicate 

ideas clearly and concisely (4.3), COBE not only addresses the inherent challenges of creative 

work, it may also be seen as an effort to protect its workforce by preparing them to engage in 

a discursive struggle for its architectural ambition (Mikkelsen 2009, Fairclough 2001). The 

joint break with the “Master architect” amongst COBE’s architects represents such a struggle.  
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5.3 ‘The master architect’ –breaking with an institutionalised myth 
“..It is difficult to imagine(..)a master sitting and drawing everything himself(..)I believe it is 

something that belongs to the past” (Project Manager) 

Throughout the interviews, ‘Master’ is drawn upon to illustrate what COBE or the individual 

architect is not. ‘Master’ is black-dressed, autocratic, old school and enforces his artistic, 

aesthetic stroke upon others. ‘Master’ may refer to the principal architect and represents a 

generation of architects and practices (4.3, Interview 2, 6). ‘Master’ is inherently anti-social 

and self-confident in his method. ‘Master’ does not support a collaborative community and 

may have ‘pointy elbows’. Finally, ‘Master’ does not live up to ‘his’ social responsibility and 

to industry demands and is therefore seen to ‘belong to the past’ (Interview 2). Working alone 

is not sustainable if you wish to operate successfully in the architecture industry. ‘Master’ 

may in this sense be perceived to have lost his legitimacy within the industry and within ‘his’ 

own profession (3.3.2, Alvesson 1993). ‘Master’ does not provide rationalised guidelines for 

COBE’s architects because the metaphor is false to the experience of what it implies to be ‘a 

community’ of young, pragmatic and socially-aware architects (4.4, Lakoff & Johnson 2003).  

 

For COBE, breaking with such an obsolete character is also a question of meeting the 

demands of project partners and society at large (3.3.4, Alvesson 2011c). The greatest 

challenge to ‘the COBE community’ is autocratic employees that do not support and 

contribute to the fellow feeling of professional collaboration; people that ‘drive ahead’ and 

live by principles of ‘Master’ (4.4.3, Appendix 2.7.1.6). Breaking with ‘Master’ may thus be 

seen as an act of COBE of exercising organisational control; a resource for ‘the COBE 

community’ (Alvesson 2001a, 5.4). Distancing from ‘Master’ and from the ‘old school 

architect’ could represent a break with the core values of the profession. Yet ‘old school’ 

methods such as sketching by hand and model production are still considered indispensable to 

the architects in their work. Although distancing from ‘the artistic’, aesthetics is still central to 

COBE’s generation of architects (4.3). Aesthetics however is a professional competency that 

must be fought for in an industry that is ‘tough as bone’ (4.4.5). On the other hand, looking 

upon ‘Master’ as a dedicated creative professional insisting upon ‘his’ creative impulse within 

an industry that demands something different adds a different perspective to the myth 

(Mikkelsen 2009). So does the claim that architects are ‘late bloomers’ who hit their 

professional stride at the age of fifty (Frederick 2007). Embedding ‘Master’ in their discourse 

may also be perceived as an act by COBE of holding on to ‘the old-school’ in a processes of 

redefining the profession by ‘taking on some new things’: 

“..or else you will just be played out on a sidetrack as unrealistic and high-flying and all 
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sorts of words that are used about architects” (Office Manager) 

 

COBE’s raison d’être is found in the success of its architecture. The company’s ability to 

communicate convincing and easily understood stories for each project is key to this success. 

‘Concretising’ and narrating projects are thus means of convincing others of their future, 

tangible value and the stories capture how the architects themselves experience their 

architecture (Alvesson 2011c, 4.4.4). Through their storytelling, the architects build their 

identities and identify legitimatised purposes, whilst moulding and exploiting wider 

institutional myths of their profession (Alvesson 1993, 5.3). Drawing upon Alvesson (1993), 

we can discuss whether this antipathy towards ‘Master’ may be seen as a step towards a ‘de-

professionalisation’ in terms of downplaying the status of ‘the Master architect’ and the 

exclusive territory of the profession. The architects’ use of simple language may similarly be 

seen to weaken their profession through a demystification of discourse (4.3). It may also be 

seen as the opposite; as a political, discursive manoeuvring of ‘a new generation’ to establish 

a ‘relevant’, legitimised profile and foothold within the industry (Weiss & Vidum 2012, 

Fairclough 2001). Through their ‘anti-Master’ discourse, the architects may be seen to engage 

in coalition building (Morgan 2006). This adds an extra dimension to the ‘collegial’ nature of 

the profession and to the importance of networking (Alvesson 2011c, 4.4.5). ‘Master’ is also 

important because ‘he’ contributes through nonidentification, in a battle between competing 

ideologies and ambitions for architecture and architectural work, to building COBE as a 

powerful institution and workforce (3.1.3, 4.4, Alvesson 2001a).  

 

Framing organisational relationships in terms of processes of reality construction generates 

new insights into group functioning and leadership at COBE (Morgan 2006). To COBE, the 

more or less well-mannered approach of architectural practices to collaborate as ‘colleagues’ 

and the apparent lack of interest in affiliating with a strong professional organisation is likely 

to make it even more difficult to negotiate a stronger, more competitive subject position 

within the industry and hence consolidate the position of the individual practice in trans-

disciplinary project partnerships (3.3.4, 4.4.5). Living by a social ambition however 

strengthens COBE’s position and legitimacy (4.3, Appendix 6.1, 8.2). This apparent lack of 

interest in ‘professionalisation’ amongst the architects does not reflect professional 

carelessness but rather the opposite (4.4.4, 5.7): 

“..when you are an architect you are always an architect(..)regardless of what you do if you 

are unemployed you are still an architect” (Stationed architect) 

  

Finally, the commonness of such a powerful anti-metaphor can be seen as the efforts of a new 
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generation of architects to institutionalise novel myths which re-define a social approach to 

architecture (4.3, 4.4.4). 

5.4 How this study contributes to a body of leadership research 

This study may be seen as an exercise in positioning the leader on the outskirts of the 

leadership phenomenon, whilst still acknowledging the importance of leader-follower 

relationships. The aim has been to study leadership as a discursive phenomenon as it unfolds 

within a creative knowledge organisation that takes pride in having a shared ambition, 

community and shared decision-making (4.4). What we are then left with, in a sense, is the 

‘ship’ of organisational leadership. Extending that metaphor, we can suggest that the captain 

has been demoted somewhat during our investigations into the social nature of leadership and 

into the ways crewmembers organise themselves. This touches upon areas such as self-

leadership, the nature of argument in creative work and leadership as role taking. This study 

explores organisational members’ experience-based and metaphorically structured 

understanding of not just leadership but of their individual and collective selves, the creative 

process, architectural work, and the architecture industry. It is therefore positioned within an 

interdisciplinary theoretical frame.  

As we have seen in the case study, the leader is never far from the leadership phenomenon. 

Dan Stubbergaard is present even when he is away from the drawing room (4.4.6, Alvesson 

2001a). Stubbergaard provides a sense of direction and represents COBE’s professional 

stance which runs through all projects (4.4.4). Drawing upon the work of Spradley (1979), 

Stubbergaard is a powerful symbol and source of cultural knowledge at COBE. This study 

attempts to focus upon leadership as a collective process through how it unfolds in interviews 

with the architects. This approach is supported by two theory-based claims introduced in the 

paper; that how we understand leadership determines how we respond to it and that our 

conceptual system, which structures essential aspects of our worldview and of ourselves, is 

metaphorical in nature and may be investigated through our use of metaphor (Alvesson & 

Spicer 2011, Lakoff & Johnson 2003). This paper has hinted towards a dual focus on 

leadership: seeing leadership as process and as something more established and anchored in 

formal position. The main focus is on the first, whilst the latter is explored through the lens of 

‘leadership as process’ (Jackson & Parry 2008). This approach is different from the 

conventional way of understanding leadership.20 By asking questions about processes of self-

organisation; time management; the nature of arguments; delegation of work; leadership in 

creative processes; project partnerships; conflict and so forth, the aim has been to direct 

                                                
20 See 3.3.3 for a definition of leadership (Fairhurst 2008) 
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attention implicitly upon how leadership is part of work, rather than a discrete function or 

something performed by an or a handful of individuals. Asking informants how they felt the 

presence of leadership in their everyday work generated interesting insights and reflected the 

difficulty of labelling leadership when it becomes embedded in creative work processes and 

the working climate (4.4).    

The focus of this study upon leadership as an organisational process strives to give a 

situational account of how the architects perceive and act upon leadership as part of their 

working lives. This perspective does not stand alone, but springs follower-centred perspective 

on leadership. Although this paper claims that understanding leadership as an organisational 

process is perhaps the most fruitful way of further developing the leadership phenomenon, 

perceiving leadership as process is in itself an act of using metaphor which both elucidates 

and obscures, and cannot stand alone as representative of how to approach and understand 

leadership within organisations (Lakoff & Johnson 2003). This approach is however useful 

when delving into how leadership as work process is constructed through language and 

metaphor. It is the collection of in-depth studies that draw upon different perspectives that 

produces the most comprehensive but also confused take on organisational leadership. These 

perspectives must be re-evaluated and challenged continuously, as with any other efforts to 

theorise social life (Spradley 1979, Lakoff & Johnson 2003). The methodological strength of 

this study lies partly in the cultural sensitivity to ask for use and not meaning and thereby 

uncover how objects and actions become situationally and practically meaningful to members 

of a cultural field (Spradley 1979, Lakoff & Johnson 2003). The strength of interview 

statements as case examples accounting for leadership as process lies partly in the 

implicitness of work as process and the opposition to hierarchical structure amongst the 

architects advocating for a shared ‘community’ (4.4.5). 

Approaching leadership as organisational process intertwined in the creative work process 

risks blurring what leadership is and what it is not (Jackson & Parry 2008). Although 

intriguing in theory, this approach may not be as instructive for leadership practitioners as it 

does not conclude on what constitutes good leadership (Higgs 2009, Alvesson & Sveningsson 

2003b). Perceiving leadership as process may nonetheless be productive in organisational 

research which engages creative organisations, organisations that favour distributed 

leadership practices, and organisations which emphasise community building – all of which 

become relevant in the study of COBE. Another interesting perspective relating to the 

architecture industry is female leadership amongst women architects within an overall ‘male-

dominant’ industry as experienced by COBE’s Head of Communications and Office Manager 

on the company’s first visit to a construction conference in Cannes; a view also recognised by 
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leading female architects (Meier 2013, Waite & Corvin 2012, Interview 1, 3). This however is 

beyond the scope of this study.  

 Acknowledging architectural work as knowledge work may be seen as diluting the concept 

of knowledge-intensiveness (Alvesson 2004). We nevertheless have a lot to gain from 

categorising the activities of such professionals as knowledge work. For the organisational 

researcher, the notion of creativity may challenge our potentially limited view of what 

knowledge processes look like within organisations and how leadership becomes part of 

creative work processes. The architects who have participated in this study may however not 

gain much from this labelling as it may not reinforce their professional identities. Asking 

COBE’s architects about ‘the architect as a professional’ generated confusion throughout and 

may in part be explained by the architects’ lack of interest in professionalisation through 

affiliation to a professional organisation (Alvesson 1993, 3.3.2, 4.4.5). The architects appear 

to identify more with COBE, the arts of their profession and ‘their generation’ (4.4.3). 

COBE’s claim is thus more a claim of professional competence and craftsmanship than 

knowledge-intensiveness (3.1.1, 4.4.3).  

This study and its approach to leadership should be seen as complementary to other 

leadership perspectives (Jackson & Parry 2008, Fairhurst 2008, Alvesson 2004). Recognising 

that leadership has a life of its own so to speak and does not necessarily involve itself in 

formal leadership roles but functions as an interplay between organisational members may be 

difficult to accept. Taken to extremes, this approach may also effect radical changes in the 

ways we organise ourselves. If leadership is not anchored in one or even a handful of people, 

why appoint leaders? The aim of this paper is not to encourage such radicalism or to 

undermine the necessity of formal organisation and organising. Rather, it encourages a more 

critical and common sense approach to the study of leadership which seeks to contextualise it 

and focus on how organisational members perceive, engage in and talk about leadership as 

part of their everyday work and work identities (Alvesson 1993, Alvesson & Spicer 2011, 

Fairhurst 2008). Leadership is based on individual meaning negotiated in discourse and is 

rooted in reciprocal relationships between leadership actors (Fairhurst 2012, Lakoff & 

Johnson 2003, Fairclough 2001, Fairhurst 2008). Any study of organisational leadership 

therefore requires continuous re-evaluation to reflect the progression and transformation of 

the leadership phenomenon. Investigating how the architects’ understanding of leadership is 

structured by metaphor, this study suggest how they identify and act on the basis of these 

understandings in their working lives (4.4). This study focuses on how the architects relate to 

leadership as part of their work; leadership thus becomes part of the creative work process, 

embedded within ‘the COBE community’. As organisational researchers, we must however 
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acknowledge the situational and uncertain nature of gained insights and like COBE’s 

architects constantly challenge our findings. 



6 Conclusion 

We may gain much from looking upon organisational leadership as both a complex social 

phenomenon and as organisational process. Such an approach embraces the experience-based 

and relational nature of leadership and ads to its complexity rather than idealises it. It also 

makes leadership everyday. From an interdisciplinary scientific paradigm, this study 

investigates how COBE’s architects understand and account for their engagement as 

leadership actors in creative work processes. While acknowledging formal leadership, 

leadership is here approached as something more dynamic and fluctuating, involving 

argumentation and role shifting as part of work processes (Fairhurst 2008). Language and 

metaphor are recognised as fundamental to social life; hence also to leadership and 

organisation.  

This study investigates how the architects draw upon ’the community’ and their ‘profession’ 

as leadership actors and members of a cultural field (Spradley 1979). The feeling of a strong 

‘community’ at COBE and a ‘collegiate’ profession facilitates the creative work process 

(4.4.5, 5.2). From this study, we learn that the architects at COBE understand leadership as 

organisational process through the underlying metaphors and accepted truths of being ‘a 

community’ of ‘team players’. At COBE, understanding leadership as process moreover 

involves project partnerships and publics. Self-leadership is integral to work and to the 

architects’ understanding of leadership. Work is seen as process and is driven by a fellow 

feeling surrounding a social ambition for architecture (4.3, 4.4). This ambition is strikingly 

manifested in the owner Dan Stubbergaard as creative leader and public image of COBE 

(4.4.6, 5.3). For the individual architect, Subbergaard is an important symbol of the 

company’s architectural ambition and leadership. Part of this influence lies in the ‘spirit’ and 

‘atmosphere’ of the drawing room (4.4.5). Through ‘the community’ and the open office, the 

architects experience »Leading others through leading self« (4.4.6). By being cooperative and 

visibly dedicated to hard work, the architects collectively identify with, negotiate and 

influence one another to work towards common goals (4.4.5, 5.2). ‘Master’ is a powerful 

institutionalised myth within the industry and is engaged in discourse by the architects, 

reflecting an ideological struggle between ‘generations’ (3.3.4). ‘Master’ and ‘the COBE 

community’ represent very different approach to leadership and to leadership as 

organisational process. ‘Master’ moreover functions as a powerful anti-metaphor for the 

architects (5.3, 5.4). Finally, this paper also looks at secondment as a widely used trend 

amongst architectural practices and provides interesting insights into the cultural and 

leadership challenges of being ‘stationed’ within another drawing room (4.4.7).  
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We may gain much from looking upon COBE’s architects as creative knowledge workers 

engaged in knowledge work within a creative knowledge organisation (5.1). Such a view 

introduces the concept of ‘knowledge-intensiveness’ to architectural work and positions 

creativity and visual argumentation as inherent to leadership processes within such 

organisations. It gives us a richer understanding of what knowledge work is and how 

organisational leadership unfolds within creative knowledge organisations (5.1.3). From this 

study, we learn that organisational leadership may become part of creative work processes 

and may do so in intriguing and linguistically creative ways. The use of metaphor and cultural 

categories at COBE reflect some of its underlying cultural beliefs. »To see is to understand« 

and »At COBE you are a group you are not alone« are examples of two salient underlying 

metaphorical concepts which are governing for the architects’ work morale and for how 

leadership as process is understood; as visually and symbolically manifested within COBE’s 

work environment and its ‘community of architects’ working towards a common goal of 

making architecture for people (4.3, Appendix 8). 
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Appendix 1: Interview guides 

 
In the first interview, I asked whether COBE looked like a typical drawing room, if the Library 

was frequently used, who are COBE architects, languages and language codes, shared rituals, 

daily management and the financial and ownership structure. When interviewing COBE’s 

Office Manager (Interview 3), I addressed the distribution of responsibilities between the Office 

Manager and the Creative Director, overall approach to time-management, the Leadership 

Group, awarding individual and team performance, knowledge-sharing and the question of 

secrecy in partnerships, and COBE’s vision statement. Especially time management is difficult 

in relation to creative work such as architecture work (Mikkelsen 2009) and was therefore of 

interest to me.  In the interview with a Project Manager at COBE (Interview 2), the questioned 

centred on themes such as the role of the Project Manager in leading creative processes, on 

group functioning and time-management, work in the Leadership Group, importance of 

networking and networking skills, the “walls” and motivation.  Both Interview 2 and Interview 

3 provided valuable insights on leadership in a creative enterprise. In the interview with IP 6, I 

got the opportunity to ask more in depth about how it is to work as a stationed architect in 

another drawing room. Some of the common and COBE-specific themes were also planned for 

Interview 6 as means of comparing two different drawing rooms based in Copenhagen and 

belonging to the same generation (Weiss & Vidum 2012). It also allowed for a broader and 

more extensive talk about the architecture industry and of architecture. The questions in 

Interview 6 also evolved around drawing rooms and work methods, the “Børneby project”, open 

office, feedback, pin ups, and COBE’s “walls” and “community”. I was also interested in issues 

of conflict and how to convince and win arguments in interdisciplinary teams. The themes in the 

interview with sketching architects (Interview 4,5 and 7) are discussed in section 2.2.2.  

 



Appendix 1.1: Interview Guide for Interview 1  

 
[Head of Communications]: I afholdte et Behind the Scenes event her på 
tegnestuen d. 1. februar i år.. 

o Var det første gang offentligheden besøgte jeres tegnestue i 
Njalsgade? 

o Ved du hvor mange mennesker mødte op? Var I tilfredse med 
deltagelsen? 

o Arrangerer I lignende events fra tid til anden?  

Jeg var ret imponeret af det kæmpe-baguette.. 

o Hvor fik I leveret mad og drikkevarer fra? 

Jeg synes jeg kan huske at der blev spillet musik fra højtalerne..  

o Kan du huske hvad det var for noget musik? Spiller I nogen gange 
musik fra højtalerne i tegnestuen? Er det så ved specielle lejligheder? 

Jeg kan huske, at du nævnte at du havde ansvaret for at rydde 
skrivebordene før gæsterne kom.. 

o Hvordan ser tegnestuen ellers ud normalt? Og hvordan ”lyder den”? 
o Ændres atmosfæren, aktiviteten, lydniveauet, når I nærmer jer 

indleveringsfristen op til en stor konkurrence for eksempel? 
o Har I nogle COBE ritualer, som mere eller mindre alle deltager I? Som 

fx frokostpausen.. 
o Hvad karakteriserer COBEs arkitekter som du ser det? Hvad er deres 

styrker, deres force? 
o Hvilke kvalifikationer er afgørende for arkitekter, der indgår i 

tværfaglige samarbejder om projekter som du ser det?  
o Og hvad skal til for at opbygge gode relationer til eksterne partnere, 

interessenter, offentligheden? 

Vedrørende jeres sprog.. 

o Hvilke sprog hører man, hvis man går rundt på tegnestuen? 
o Er engelsk jeres officielle sprog? 
o Hvordan taler arkitekter til hinanden? Er der fx talemåder eller 

fagudtryk som ofte bliver brugt? Har I jeres eget lingo? 
o Ville jeg fx kunne forstå en arbejdsrelateret samtale mellem to af jeres 

arkitekter – eller ville det være sort snak? 

I flyttede fra et industriområde på Amager til Njalsgade i 2009. 

o Dette var umiddelbart efter at du var blevet ansat ikke sandt? 
o Hvordan er jeres nuværende faciliteter sammenlignet med de forrige? 

Hvor mange mennesker var I på det tidspunkt sådan ca.? 

o Er denne tegnestue et typisk eksempel på hvordan tegnestuer ser ud? 
I så fald hvordan? 

o Hvordan er det at arbejde alle sammen i samme lokale? 
(Fordele/ulemper?) 

Jeg forestiller mig at jeres værksted bliver hyppigt brugt.. 

o Hvordan er det med biblioteket? 

Og nu til nogle spørgsmål til COBE og dine arbejdsopgaver. Du har 
arbejdet hos COBE siden 2009. 

o Hvordan har det været? 
o Du har skiftet arbejdsområde og fået mere ansvar, er det ikke rigtigt? 
o Hvad er dine hovedopgaver i dag? 
o Hvordan ser en gennemsnitsarbejdsdag ud? 
o Og hvordan ser den ud når der er ekstra meget pres på? Fx lige inden 

i afleverer et projektforslag. 
o Hvad er nogle af de mest udfordrende aspekter ved at være COBEs 

Head of Communications? 
o Hvad gør det interessant/sjovt? 
o Er der noget, der er møjsommeligt/kedeligt? 

Arkitektbranchen har en ret unik og kompleks struktur.. 

o Hvordan navigerer COBE i dette miljø? 
o Og hvad er din rolle som Head of Communications? 
o Er der forskel på jeres approach/tilgang til aktører i Danmark og 

internationalt?  
o Hvad med strategiske alliancer..? 
o Hvad er vigtigt når man skal opnå goodwill fra samarbejdspartnere og 

et community for eksempel? Hvad er jeres erfaring? 
o Hvordan udvælger I de konkurrencer eller udbydelsesrunder, som I 

deltager i og hvilke samarbejdspartnere, I vil samarbejde med? 
o Hvordan sikrer I jer en vedvarende relation til samarbejdspartnere, 

bygherrer, offentlighed, medier?  
o Hvilke andre typer opgaver får COBE andre end konkurrencer? 
o Og hvad med det økonomiske aspekt – hvordan sikrer I jer finansiel 

støtte bag jeres projekter? Eller det forholder sig måske anderles… 
o Hvorfor tror du COBE har kunne været så fremadstormende og på få 

år er blevet så anerkendt en tegnestue? Hvad er nøglen til jeres 
succes? 

o Hvordan ser COBEs ejerskabsstruktur ud? Er der fx en bestyrelsen? 
o Hvordan ser den daglige ledelse ud? 
o Må jeg få en simpel plantegning over jeres tegnestue? Tusind tak! 

 



Appendix 1.2: Interview Guide for Interview 2 
 

 [Projektleder], kan du begynde med at fortælle: 

o Hvad motiverede dig til at søge hos COBE? Hvad vidste du om 
tegnestuen, før du blev ansat? 

Jeg ved at I har diskuteret det på nogle af jeres Office Days møder.. 

o Hvad er COBE? Hvad er jeres arbejdsfilosofi? Hvordan adskiller 
COBE sig fra andre tegnestuer? Og hvad kendetegner en god 
tegnestue som du ser det?  

o Har du altid haft en ambition om at blive arkitekt?  
o Hvilken type fagperson er arkitekter? I har jeres egen kampdag...   
o Hvordan ville du beskrive arkitektbranchen og hvordan er det at 

navigere i den?  
o Hvilken betydning har netværk og evnen til at netværke for dig i dit 

arbejde?  
o Møder du nogle ”spidse albuer” i dit arbejde som arkitekt? Har du 

nogen erfaring med ”spidse albuer” i arkitektbranchen? 
o Hvilken slags arkitektur skaber COBE? Kan man tale om en bestemt 

nordisk arkitektur? Hvad kan god arkitektur? 

Og nu lidt om dit arbejde og din rolle i ledelsesgruppen 

o Hvor sidder du/dit team på denne plantegning?  
o Hvad laver du i dit daglige arbejde som projektleder?  
o Hvor mange timer arbejder du om ugen i gennemsnit? 
o Tager du nogensinde arbejdet med hjem? Også weekender? 
o Hvordan har du det med at I har et åbent kontormiljø i COBE? Og 

hvordan har du det med at flytte ud til Papirøen?  
o Hvad er din holdning til ”kreativt rod”? 

 
o Kan du beskrive den kreative proces når I igangsætter et ny projekt? 

Hvordan generer I idéer til nye projekter? I plenum? 
o Hvilket projekt arbejder dit team på i øjeblikket? Hvor langt er I? 
o Benytter I jer ofte af flowdiagrammer når I analyserer byrum? Og 

hvilke andre analyseværktøjer bruger I når I udvikler projekter? 
o Bruger I forskningsbaseret viden? Kan du uddybe 
o Hvordan bliver arbejdsopgaverne fordelt? Fx i et projektsamarbejde? I 

har to arkitekter fra Nord Arkitekter siddende i øjeblikket. Er det 
anderledes at lede et sammensat team?  

o Gør du noget for at motivere dine arkitekter / opfordre dem til at 
dygtiggøre sig? 

o Giver du løbende gruppe- og individuelt feedback?  
o Hvordan sikrer I jer effektiv tidsstyring af projekter? Hvordan udøver 

du det i praksis?  

o Giver du som projektleder også styringen over til andre i dit team? Kan 
du uddybe 

o Er der en ramme for hvornår en skitserende arkitekt skal have 
færdiggøre sin tegning? Hvornår begynder man at blive utålmodig som 
projektleder? 

o Skal alle færdige projekter godkendes af den kreative direktør? 
o Er der en intern, måske kammeratlig konkurrence blandt 

projektlederne at levere de bedste projekter? Og som tegnestue i 
forhold til andre tegnestuer? Synes du bedst om én type projekter? 

o Er der ét bestemt projekt, som du er særlig stolt af? 
o Hvordan tackler I så at tabe en konkurrence og ikke få mulighed at 

realisere et projekt, som I har arbejdet rigtig intenst med? Hvordan 
formår man at genvinde motivationen? Har du en særlig rolle som 
projektleder i denne proces? Bærer man nogen sinde nag? Hvordan 
er det at indlede et samarbejde med det team om et andet projekt? 

o Hvad diskuterer I på jeres interne ledelsesgruppemøder? Kan du 
uddybe om jeres Office Days?  

o Hvordan deler I viden og best-practice med hinanden? Deler I også 
viden med andre udenfor tegnestuen? Noget man ikke deler? 

o Hvad har jeres vægge eller pin-ups af betydning? At man kan se 
hvordan de forskellige projekter skrider frem? 
 

o Hvordan ville du beskrive COBEs fællesskab? Jeres kultur? 
o Hvad betyder fællesskab for dig i dit arbejde? At man er fælles om 

projekter? Hvilken betydning har projekterne for hvem I er? 
o Er man så altid enige om tingene? Hvordan tackler I så uenigheder? 
o Hvordan fejrer I succeser i virksomheden? Fejrer I også succeser i det 

enkelte team? Belønner I exceptionelt godt arbejde? Individuelt? 
 

o Hvordan opfatter du begrebet ”ledelse”? Hvordan relaterer begreberne 
"arkitekt” og ”ledelse" til hinanden? 

o Hvad har "arkitekter der ledes af arkitekter" af betydning for dig?  
o Hvordan er rollen som projektleder i COBE? Hvordan vil du beskrive 

din måde at lede på? 
o Er der udfordringer forbundet med at have en travl kreativ direktør, der 

ikke er på tegnestuen så meget pga. arbejdsopgaver uden for 
tegnestuen? Hvem giver dig feedback?  

o Har arkitekter behov for en særlig type ledelse – hvad mener du? 

I skriver på jeres hjemmeside, at jeres tilgang til arkitektur er visionær i 
ambitionen, og ansvarlig og sympatisk i udfaldet.  

o Hvordan er denne vision blevet formuleret? Og hvad betyder denne 
vision for dig personligt og i dit arbejde? 

o Hvordan sikrer I jer at I hele tiden er skarpe? At I kan levere de bedste 
projekter? 
Tusind tak. Må jeg sende evt. opfølgende spørgsmål til dig på mail? 



Appendix 1.3: Interview Guide for Interview 3 

 
[Tegnestuechef], kan du begynde med at fortælle: 

o Hvad motiverede dig til at søge hos COBE?  
o Hvorfor blev du arkitekt? Har du altid haft en ambition om at blive 

arkitekt? 
o Hvilken type fagperson er arkitekter?   
o Hvordan ville du beskrive arkitektbranchen og hvordan er det at 

navigere i den som arkitektvirksomhed?  
o Hvilken betydning har netværk og evnen til at netværke for dig i dit 

arbejde? Har COBE en netværksstrategi fx? 
o Møder du nogle ”spidse albuer” i dit arbejde som arkitekt? Har du 

nogle erfaringer med ”spidse albuer” i arkitektbranchen? 

Jeg ved at I har diskuteret det på nogle af jeres Office Days møder.. 

o Hvad er COBE? Hvad er jeres ideologi, jeres arbejdsfilosofi? Hvordan 
adskiller COBE sig fra andre tegnestuer?  

o Hvilken slags arkitektur skaber COBE?  
o Hvor sidder du på denne plantegning? Og OM? Er bordene ellers 

projektopdelte? Hvad synes folk om at flytte rundt? Er der nogle 
pladser der er mere populære end andre?  

Og nu nogle spørgsmål om dit daglige arbejde i COBE ... 

o Hvordan har du det med at I har et åbent kontormiljø i COBE? Og 
hvordan bliver det at flytte ud til Papirøen?  

o Hvilken betydning har væggene inde i tegnestuen? 
o Hvad er din holdning til ”kreativt rod”? 
o Hvor mange timer arbejder du om ugen i gennemsnit? Tager du 

nogensinde arbejdet med hjem?  
o Hvad ligger i titlen Tegnestuechef eller Office Manager?  
o Hvordan fordeler du og Dan arbejdsopgaverne imellem jer, du som 

chef på tegnestuen og han som kreativ direktør? Kan du fortælle om 
din rolle i ledelsesgruppen? Og på HR området? 

o Hvilke kvalifikationer søger I hos jeres arkitekter? Opfordrer I dem til 
hele tiden at dygtiggøre sig? Hvordan 

o Hvordan er jeres samarbejde med studenter/praktikanter? 
o Du sidder i PQ teamet, som vel laver alt forarbejdet at I får nogle 

opgaver? 
o I var på messe i Cannes i sidste måned. Stine beskrev det med et smil 

på læben som et gedemarked – kan du kommentere på det? 
o Hvordan sikrer I jer effektiv tidsstyring af projekter? Hvad er din rolle 

som OM? 
o Belønner I rigtig gode præsentationer? Eller fejrer succeser?  

o Hvordan deler I viden og best-practice med hinanden? Deler I også 
viden med andre udenfor tegnestuen, fx samarbejdspartnere? Er der 
noget, man helst ikke vil dele med andre? 

o Hvordan tackler I at tabe en konkurrence fx? Har du en særlig rolle 
som Tegnestuechef i denne proces? Bærer man nag? 

o Skal alle færdige projekter godkendes af Dan (kreative direktør)? 

Du er ansvarlig for at koordinere jeres Office Meetings og Office Days.  

o Hvilke behov opfylder I med disse to tiltag? Og hvilken betydning har 
det for COBE som virksomhed, men også for de enkelte arkitekter? 

Det lader til at I har et ret stærkt fællesskab… 

o Hvordan vil du beskrive COBEs fællesskab?  
o Er man så altid enig om tingene? Hvordan tackler I uenigheder? 

Så har jeg nogle spørgsmål om ledelse 

o Hvordan opfatter du begrebet ”ledelse” – måske i forhold til 
arkitekturbranchen?  

o Har arkitekter behov for en særlig type ledelse – hvad mener du? 
Og hvad har "arkitekter der ledes af arkitekter" af betydning for dig? 

o Kan du uddybe din rolle som beslutningstager? Er der situationer, hvor 
du er mere bevidst om, at du handler som ”chef” end andre? 

o Hvad ser du som det mest udfordrende i din position som 
Tegnestuechef i forhold til ledelse? 

o Ser du nogle ledelsesmæssige eller strukturelle udfordringer for COBE 
fremadrettet? Vil den forventede omlæggelse til et A/S komme til at 
have en betydning for hvem I er fx? 

I har en ret videnbaseret tilgang til jeres projekter og bæredygtighed lader 
til at fylde en del.. 

o Kan du uddybe hvilken type viden I bruger og hvordan I konkret 
arbejder med bæredygtighed? Bruger I også forskningsbaseret viden? 
Kan du uddybe 

I skriver på cobe.dk at jeres tilgang er visionær i ambitionen, og ansvarlig 
og sympatisk i udfaldet. Og at jeres ambition er at forskønne vores byer 
og gøre dem mere bæredygtige ved at fortætte dem og gøre dem 
tilgængelige for flere mennesker… 

o Kan du uddybe på det? Hvad betyder denne vision for dig og din 
tilgang til dit arbejde?  

Tusind tak. Må jeg sende evt. opfølgende spørgsmål til dig på mail? 



Appendix 1.4: Interview Guide for Interview 4 & 5 

 

[Skitserende arkitekt], kan du begynde med at fortælle: 

o Hvad motiverede dig til at søge hos COBE? Og vidste du noget om 
tegnestuen, før du blev ansat?  

o Betragter du dig selv som repræsentant for COBE? (Er det vigtigt for 
dig at du er en af COBEs arkitekter og ikke Henning Larsens fx?) 

o Hvordan vil du beskrive atmosfæren på COBEs kontor i København? 

Og nu nogle spørgsmål om dit arbejde ... 

o Har du altid haft en ambition om at blive arkitekt?  
o Hvilken type fagperson er arkitekter?  
o Møder du nogle ”spidse albuer” i dit arbejde som arkitekt? Har du 

nogen erfaring med ”spidse albuer” i arkitektbranchen? 
o Hvad kendetegner en god tegnestue som du ser det?  
o Hvilken slags arkitektur skaber COBE? Hvad kan god arkitektur?  

 
o Hvad laver du i dit daglige arbejde som skitserende arkitekt hos 

COBE? Har du en bestemt arbejdsfilosofi, nogle arbejdsmetoder? 
o Hvor sidder du/dit team på denne plantegning? Og hvor er din del af 

væggen?  
o Hvilken betydning har fysiske modeller og håndlavede skitser for dig i 

dit arbejde?  
o Hvor mange timer arbejder du i om ugen i gennemsnit? Tager du 

nogensinde arbejdet med hjem? Også weekender?  
o Føler du at du har indflydelse og frihed til at strukturere dit arbejde? 
o Bliver dine karrieremæssige ambitioner opfyldt?  

 
o Hvordan har du det med at I har et åbent kontormiljø i COBE? 

Hvordan er det at flytte/blive flyttet rundt? Og snart ud til Papirøen? 
o Hvad er din forhold til ”kreativt rod”? 
o Bruger du høretelefoner mens du arbejder? Hvornår? 

 
o Er der situationer, hvor du får mere ud af at arbejde alene, end i en 

gruppe, og omvendt? Hvordan arbejder du allerbedst?  
o Hvad betyder videndeling i dit arbejde? At I udveksler erfaringer med 

hinanden? Deler I også viden med andre? 
o Hvad er afgørende når man arbejder sammen med arkitekter fra andre 

tegnestuer? At I får en god proces?  
o Hvordan håndterer man eventuelle gnidninger?  

 
o Hvilken betydning har væggene inde i jeres tegnestue?  At du kan 

hænge dit eget og se andres arbejde blive hængt op..? 

o Hvordan har du det med at printe dagens arbejde ud? Hvad nu hvis 
man ikke har printet noget ud i længere tid? (lad os sige 1-2 uger) 
 

o Kan du beskrive COBEs fællesskab? I spiser frokost sammen hver 
dag, og afholder fredagsbarer en gang imellem.. 

o I har også Office Meetings, kan du give mig et eks. på hvad man 
kunne sige til sådan et møde? En PechaKucha fx? 

o Hvad betyder fællesskabet for dig i dit arbejde? At man er fælles om 
projekter? Hvilken betydning har projekterne for hvem I er? 

Når man nu er fælles om rigtig meget..  

o Er man så altid enige om tingene? Hvordan tackler I så uenigheder? 
Fx i arbejdsprocessen   

o Hvad tegner du på lige nu? Hvilket projekt og team er du tilknyttet? 
o Hvordan vil du beskrive den kreative proces når et projekt 

igangsættes?  
o Hvordan er rollefordelingen i denne proces? 
o Hvordan er balancen imellem teamwork og individuelt arbejde? 

Modtager du for eksempel løbende feedback på individuelt arbejde? 
o Føler du, at der er plads til, at folk kan komme med deres idéer?  
o Er der ét bestemt projekt el. projekter, som du er særlig stolt af? Har 

du din egen signatur i nogle af disse projekter? 
o Har du nogensinde taget styringen eller påtaget dig lederrollen i denne 

proces?  
o Har du en ambition om at blive projektleder en dag? 

Nu har jeg nogle spørgsmål om ledelse.. 

o Hvad betyder selvledelse for dig i dit arbejde?  
o Hvordan opfatter du begrebet ”ledelse”? (Ledelse på tegnestuer fx) 
o Hvad har "arkitekter der ledes af arkitekter" af betydning for dig?  
o Har arkitekter behov for en særlig type ledelse – hvad mener du? 
o Hvordan mærker du ledelse i din arbejdsdag på tegnestuen? Hvordan 

er det at have en CD, der har meget aktivitet uden for tegnestuen fx?  

Jeg ved at konkurrencer kan fylde meget i perioder.. 

o Hvordan føles det at tabe en konkurrence? At se rigtige gode projekter 
gå til spilde. Hvordan genvinder man motivationen?  

o Hvordan er det så at indlede et samarbejde med nogen fra det 
vindende team om et andet projekt? Bærer man nogensinde nag? 

o Hvordan sikrer I jer at I hele tiden er skarp? At du sammen med dit 
team/COBE kan være med til at levere de bedste projekter? 

o Man kunne godt få det indtryk at det er hårdt arbejde at være arkitekt? 
Er det umagen værd?  
Tusind tak. Må jeg sende evt. opfølgende spørgsmål på mail? 



Appendix 1.5: Interview Guide for Interview 7 

 

[Skitserende arkitekt], kan du begynde med at fortælle: 

o Hvad motiverede dig til at søge hos COBE? Og vidste du noget om 
tegnestuen, før du blev ansat?  

o Betragter du dig selv som repræsentant for COBE? (Er det vigtigt for 
dig at du er en af COBEs arkitekter og ikke Henning Larsens fx?) 

o Hvordan vil du beskrive atmosfæren på COBEs kontor i København? 

Og nu nogle spørgsmål om dit arbejde ... 

o Har du altid haft en ambition om at blive arkitekt?  
o Hvilken type fagperson er arkitekter?  
o Møder du nogle ”spidse albuer” i dit arbejde som arkitekt? Har du 

nogen erfaring med ”spidse albuer” i arkitektbranchen? 
o Hvad kendetegner en god tegnestue som du ser det?  
o Hvilken slags arkitektur skaber COBE?  

 
o Hvor mange timer lægger du i om ugen i gennemsnit? Tager du 

nogensinde arbejdet med hjem? Også weekender?  
o Føler du at du har indflydelse og frihed til at strukturere dit arbejde? 

Bliver dine karrieremæssige ambitioner opfyldt? 
 

o Hvordan har du det med at I har et åbent kontormiljø i COBE? 
Hvordan er det at flytte rundt og ikke have fast plads? Og hvordan er 
det at komme her ud - til Papirøen? 

o Hvad er din forhold til ”kreativt rod”? 
Bruger du høretelefoner mens du er på arbejde? Hvornår? 
 

o Er der tidspunkter, hvor du får mere ud af at arbejde alene, end i en 
gruppe, og omvendt? Hvordan arbejder du allerbedst?  

o Hvad betyder videndeling i dit arbejde? At I udveksler erfaringer med 
hinanden? Deler I også viden med andre? 

o Hvad er afgørende for at tværfaglige samarbejde med eksterne 
samarbejdspartnere skal lykkes? At I får en god proces?  

o Hvordan håndterer man eventuelle gnidninger?  
 

o Hvilken betydning har jeres vægge, jeres pin-ups?   
o Hvordan har du det med at printe dagens arbejde ud? Hvordan er det 

at få andres syn på det, man har lavet? 
o Er du god til at give og modtage kritik?  
o Kan du beskrive jeres fællesskab? Hvilken betydning har det for jeres 

arbejdsprocesser og for jeres projekter? 
o I har også Office Meetings, hvad ville du typisk sige til et OM? 

 

Når man nu er fælles om rigtig meget..  

o Er man så altid enige om tingene? Hvordan tackler I så uenigheder? 
Fx i arbejdsprocessen  

o Hvad er en skitserende arkitekt? Og har du nogle arbejdsmetoder, 
som du bruger i dit arbejde? 

o Hvad tegner du på lige nu? Hvilket projekt og team er du tilknyttet? 
o Hvor meget fylder modelproduktion i dit arbejde? Og hvad med at 

tegne i hånden i modsætning til på computeren?  
o Hvordan vil du beskrive den kreative proces når et projekt 

igangsættes?  
o Hvordan er rollefordelingen i denne proces? 

 
o Hvordan er balancen imellem teamwork og individuelt arbejde? 
o Modtager du løbende feedback på individuelt arbejde? 
o Føler du, at der er plads til, at folk kan komme med deres idéer?  
o Er der ét bestemt projekt el. projekter, som du er særlig stolt af? Har 

du din egen signatur i nogle af disse projekter? 
o Har du nogensinde taget styringen eller påtaget dig lederrollen i denne 

proces?  
o Har du en ambition om at blive projektleder en dag? 

Og nu til nogle spørgsmål om ledelse.. 

o Hvad betyder selvledelse for dig i dit arbejde?  
o Hvordan opfatter du begrebet ”ledelse”? Ledelse på tegnestuer fx 
o Har arkitekter behov for en særlig type ledelse – hvad mener du? 
o Hvordan indgår ledelse i din arbejdsdag? 
o Hvordan er det at have en indehaver og kreativ direktør, der har det 

meste af sin aktivitet uden for tegnestuen?  

Jeg ved at konkurrencer kan fylde meget i perioder.. 

o Hvordan føles det at tabe en konkurrence? Hvordan genvinder man 
motivationen? Hvad gør du? 

o Hvordan er det så at indlede et samarbejde med nogen fra det 
vindende team om et andet projekt? Bærer man nogensinde nag? 

o Hvordan sikrer I jer at I hele tiden er skarp? At du sammen med dit 
team/COBE kan være med til at levere de bedste projekter? 

o Man kunne godt få det indtryk at det er hårdt arbejde at være 
arkitekt..? Er det umagen værd?  
Tusind tak. Må jeg sende evt. opfølgende spørgsmål på mail? 



Appendix 1.6: Interview Guide for Interview 6  
 

[Skitserende arkitekt, udstationeret hos COBE] 

o Hvilken type fagperson er arkitekter? Hvis man ser jer som gruppe fx 
o Har du altid haft en ambition om at blive arkitekt? 

 
o Hvad motiverede dig til at søge hos NORD Architects? Vidste du 

noget om tegnestuen, før du blev ansat?  
o I er en sammensat gruppe medarbejdere med forskellige baggrunde, 

også inden for andre fag. Hvad er din erfaring? Hvordan præger det 
processerne og projekterne?   

o Møder du nogle ”spidse albuer” i dit arbejde som arkitekt? Har du 
nogen erfaring med ”spidse albuer” i arkitektbranchen? 

o Hvad kendetegner en god tegnestue som du ser det?  
o Hvad kendetegner den god arkitekt? 

Du er en af NORDs arkitekter, men sidder i øjeblikket sammen med 
COBEs arkitekter i deres tegnestue i Njalsgade, hvor I samarbejder om 
Børnebyen. 

o Er det første gang du prøver det (”lånt ud/udstationeret”?)? Hvor 
længe har du siddet hos dem? Hvordan er det at arbejde på den 
måde?  

o Betragter du dig selv som repræsentant for NORD? Er det noget du er 
opmærksom på når du arbejder uden for tegnestuen?  

o Er der nogle arbejdsprocesser eller metoder, som du har med ind i nye 
samarbejder? Måske nogle af dine egne? Eller NORDs?  

o Hvordan vil du beskrive atmosfærerne på de to tegnestuer? Evt. 
ligheder og forskelle? 

o NORD blev etableret i 2003 og COBE i 2005, kan man tale om 
tegnestuer af sammen generation? Hvordan adskiller de sig fra ældre, 
måske mere etablerede tegnestuer? Og er der kommet en ny 
generation af unge tegnestuer til siden start 00erne?  

o Hvilken arkitektur skaber jeres generation af tegnestuer, måske i 
forhold til nogle af de mere etablerede tegnestuer?  

o Hvad kan god arkitektur?  
 

o Kan du fortælle om Børneby projektet? Hvad sidder du og dit team og 
arbejder med lige nu? 

o Hvilken betydning har fysiske modeller og håndlavede skitser for dig i 
dit arbejde? Bruger du det ene mere end det andet? 

o Hvor mange timer lægger du i om ugen i gennemsnit?  
o Føler du at du har indflydelse og frihed til at strukturere dit arbejde? 
o Hvordan balancerer man arbejdsliv og fritid/familieliv? 

 

o Hvad er der med tegnestuer og åbne kontormiljøer? I COBE rykker 
man bord alt efter hvilket projekt man arbejder på, og 
sammensætningen af teams skifter også tilsvarende. Hvordan er det 
hos jer i NORD?  

o Hvad er din forhold til ”kreativt rod”? Findes der en måske uformuleret 
politik om hvor meget eller hvor længe ens arbejde på ligge og fylde?  

o Bruger du høretelefoner mens du arbejder? Hvornår? Hvorfor? 
 

o Er der situationer, hvor du får mere ud af at arbejde alene, end i en 
gruppe, og omvendt? Hvordan arbejder du allerbedst eller mest 
effektivt?  

o Hvad betyder videndeling i dit arbejde? Er der udfordringer ved 
videndeling i et sammensat projektteam med fx to eller flere 
tegnestuer?  

o Hvilken rolle spiller arkitekten i store projektersamarbejder? Hvordan 
sikrer man at man får en god proces? Hvordan håndterer man 
eventuelle gnidninger?  

Væggene lader til at have en stor betydning for COBEs arkitekter, og 
arkitekterne opfordres til at printe alle færdige eller halvfærdige tegninger 
ud og hænge dem op.  

o Udfylder væggene også en tilsvarende rolle hos NORD Architects? 
o Hvordan har du det med at printe dagens arbejde ud? Hvordan har 

man det med ikke at have printet noget ud i længere tid? Hvordan er 
det at hænge noget op, som man måske synes er håbløst? Hvordan 
er det at modtage og give kritik på andres hhv gode og dårlige 
tegninger? 
 

COBE lader til at have et ret stærkt fællesskab, hvor alle biddrager og har 
medindflydelse. De holder bl.a Office meetings med skiftende teamer, 
bl.a. PechaKucha seancer. 
o Har du været med til det? 
o Hvad betyder fællesskabet for dig i dit arbejde? At man er fælles om 

projekter? Hvilken betydning har projekterne for hvem man er som 
tegnestue? Og for arkitekterne? 

o Når man nu arbejder så tæt og intens sammen, så er man nok ikke 
altid enig? Hvordan tackler I uenigheder, fx i teamet? Hvordan vinder 
man argumenter? Hvordan kan man bedst overbevise de andre at ens 
forslag er de rigtige? 

o Er det så projektlederen der er tungen på vægtskålen, eller er det 
flertallet, der får lov at afgøre, hvis ikke partere kan blive enige? 

o Hvad er man typisk uenig om? Er det en del af arbejdsprocessen?  
Hvilken rolle spiller den eller de ledende arkitekter? I COBE er Dan 
Stubbergaard 100% ejer, hvordan er det i NORD? 
  



o Hvordan vil du beskrive den kreative proces når et projekt 
igangsættes? De overordnede faser? Er COBEs tilgang anderledes 
end NORDs? 

o Hvordan er rollefordelingen i denne proces? 
o Hvordan er balancen imellem teamwork og individuelt arbejde? 

Modtager man for eksempel løbende feedback på individuelt arbejde? 
Får du feedback fra COBEs projektleder og din egen? 

o Er der plads til, at folk kan komme med deres idéer?  
o Med Børnebyen, føler du at du har delejerskab i projektet? Har du fået 

sat dit fingeraftryk på en eller anden måde? Er det vigtigt?  
o Har man som skitserende arkitekt en ambition om at blive 

projektleder? Er det noget, du overvejer eller vil arbejde hen imod? 
 

o Hvad betyder selvledelse for dig i dit arbejde?  
o Hvordan opfatter du begrebet ”ledelse”? Ledelse på tegnestuer fx 
o Hvad har "arkitekter der ledes af arkitekter" af betydning for dig?  
o Har arkitekter behov for en særlig type ledelse – hvad mener du? 
o Hvordan mærker du ledelse i din arbejdsdag på de to tegnestuer? 
o I COBE har de en kreativ direktør/indehaver, der er travlt opdaget og 

har meget aktivitet uden for tegnestuen. Tror du det er typisk for de 
ledende arkitekter i unge tegnestuer eller generelt? Hvordan forholder 
det sig i NORD? Hvordan ser den daglige ledelse ud?  

Jeg ved at konkurrencer kan fylde meget i perioder.. 

o Hvordan føles det at tabe en konkurrence? Hvordan genvinder man 
motivationen? Hvad kan man selv gøre?  

o Hvordan er det så at indlede et samarbejde med nogen fra det 
vindende team om et andet projekt? Bærer man nogensinde nag? 

o Hvad gør du for at sikre dig, at du hele tiden er skarp og er med på 
hvad der rører sig inden for arkitektur fx? Hvordan kan man som 
tegnestue sikre sig at man hele tiden er skarpe? At man formår at  
levere de bedste projekter? 

o Man kunne godt få det indtryk at det er hårdt arbejde at være arkitekt? 
Er det umagen værd?  
Tusind tak. Må jeg sende evt. opfølgende spørgsmål på mail? 
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Appendix 2.1: List of gibberish words for architectural work 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: http://www.rasmusbronnum.dk/2009/12/01/oplæg-til-nye-arkitektfaglige-ord/ 



Appendix 2.2: Interview 1 – Organisational diagram 



Appendix 2.3: Interview 2 – floor plan 



Appendix 2.3.1: Interview 2 – drawing 



Appendix 2.4: Interview 3 – floor plan 



Appendix 2.5: Interview 4 – floor plan with drawing 



Appendix 2.6: Interview 5 – floor plan 



Appendix 2.6.1: Interview 5 – drawing 



 

2.7 Selection of verbatim accounts from interviews 
2.7.1 COBE | Identity1 

2.7.1.1) “They are what we are being evaluated on(..)Not many people know how things are in the 
office(..)but the public image that is the projects we make and what many people, ordinary people, can 
relate to and experience” (Project Manager) 

2.7.1.2) “They stand and that is why it is a bit anxiety provoking that you really have to make an effort 
because it is often what you are judged on in the end. It is fair(..)if it works you get a good judgement” 
(Project Manager) 
 
2.7.1.3) “If we make a city plan we simultaneously think urban space into it, and when we create a 
building we consider very much what it gives back to the city that surrounds it” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.1.4) “..we try to have a social focus and try to focus very much on the people that are to use our 
buildings and urban spaces afterwards” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.1.5) “I think things should work and I don’t have that particular sense which somebody has(..)that 
you make things just because they are pretty(..)just sit down and draw the right stroke or the right 
sketch(..)I don’t share that approach” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.1.6) “They have to be team players that is incredibly important. Really we do not want the sorts that 
sit and drive ahead” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.1.7) “I see myself and the people that work here as part of(..)the company’s soul(..)when I draw a 
project ‘here’ I am part of defining what type of architecture COBE makes” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.1.8) “I very much believe that to many architects; if you are proud of where you work(..)you  
put something of yourself into it(..)we at least have a sense of pride surrounding what we do and we 
would like to tell proudly about what is being produced(..)even if you haven’t been in a project just the 
fact that it is from your drawing room it sort of becomes part of how you may talk about your work and 
what you do” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.1.9) “In the old day when we were many fewer people, then it was easier to just do things a bit 
more spontaneously(..)there where not that many with kids, so it was pretty easy, much easier, to do 
something together(..)now it takes much more planning(..)you can sense that there are many more that 
have a family and in that sense the drawing room has also become more grown-up” (Office Manager) 

2.7.1.10) “I think that vision comes out of the way we work(..)it is formulated in retrospective one 
might say(..)It is not something Dan has sat down when he established the company and said: ‘I would 
like to. My vision is such and such and such’” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.1.11) “..I believe at least a more fresh, ‘a more playful way of thinking’ architecture than 
before(..)It has been very architect-like, neat” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.1.12) “Architecture is very much about reference(..)It is very much an industry where you look at 
what others are doing and what has been done in the past” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.1.13) “..there is such an image of the old architect who wears black clothes. There are images of 
different types of architects(..)I don’t know if you get dictated by the profile ‘in’ your drawing room. I 
do not believe so(..)it is just a culture. There are different types of architects and different types of 

                                                
1 Translated from Danish 

 

architecture” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.1.14) “...someone who manages time and does it precisely and delegates work very precisely and is 
very open about what is happening(..)a good architect is also someone good at telling stories that other 
people understand(..)a realistic story(..)the better you are at storytelling the better you are at selling and 
the better is the client willing to buy the project(..)it’s about a technical know-how, it is about an 
aesthetic know-how, it is about what is feasible within a budget and it is about finances(..)I believe it is 
a process to wear ‘that many hats’ and(..)you have to know people” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.1.15) “In relation to other professional groups(..)we probably are a bit weak(..)it is also about 
making yourself important(..)we spend a lot of hours on a project without being paid for it(..)So 
architects are pretty bad at making money(..)precisely because it is more than a profession. It is a 
lifestyle almost” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.1.16) “..when you are an architect you are always an architect(..)you take work home with 
you(..)regardless of what you do. If you are unemployed you are still an architect(..)as a group I don’t 
know but it is probably the same – you just are(..)all the time” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.1.17) “Well the target is that they can communicate by themselves(..)and tell what has to be told 
without that much language” (Communications Manager)  
 
2.7.1.18) “..we were so annoyed by losing but we put it on the website nevertheless because we 
believed it was a good project(..)Dan he really wanted it on the website because he thinks it is such a 
good project and that it would be a pity if I was not shown and it is a part of who we are” 
(Communications Manager) 
 
2.7.1.19) “..if you talk about urban development; often the neighbourhoods are worn down and then the 
artists and galleries arrive and stay there for a while and then the young, creative companies arrive 
and.. how can you put it.. make the city softer(..)In English it is called gentrification” (Project 
Manager) 
 
2.7.1.20) “When we make an even like this one [Behind the Scenes], it is important to us that it does 
not become too neat; you have to be able to see that people sit and work her. It should not limit our 
everyday work process that we have certain rules for how neat it should be. It becomes messy 
everyday”  
 
2.7.1.21) “..you must constantly keep it in the back of our mind that you are a part of a greater group. It 
takes many different things, many different competencies to develop an entire project. There are many 
different layers and you are one layer” (Communications Manager) 
 
2.7.1.21) “..you have to be something to stand out from the crowd. There are a lot of drawing rooms, 
also in our generation in Copenhagen. So you must be able to stand out one way or the other” 
(Communications Manager) 
 
2.7.2 COBE | Work 

2.7.2.1) “You are free to do what ever you like. Whether it is to draw a gigantic drawing and place it on 
the table for a few days because you have to look at it, or having a bunch of small things lying on your 
table, a bunch of small models(..)There is one hundred percent room for it (..)it should not limit you in 
your creative process” (Communications Manager) 

2.7.2.2) “..we may begin with perhaps twenty-five sketches and then from them you choose, and then 
there are perhaps ten good ones and then you combine them in new ways, and then you might have 
four, and then you might have three, and then you might have two, and then you might have.. maybe 
one at a point, but then you may pick some of the good stuff from some of the other twenty-five 
sketches that you have sketched along the way” (Office Manager) 



 

2.7.2.3) “..you should not sit down and be a genius, you should sit down and solve a job and you do 
that by sketching all wishes, all restrictions, and all borders and try to visualise it(..)it becomes a very 
rational process to something that has to be solved and [you] then try to couple it with something you 
feel and hope also will have an impact visually and aesthetically and works for people(..)all the things 
that do that you hit into the architectural profession you try to pinpoint” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.5) “It is not always because you want to sit and make fifty models of the same(..)If you build it in 
a model it is pretty exemplified what happens if you put a tall building on top of a low building and 
everyone can see it(..)It is a way of freezing a design” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.6) “..sometimes you sit with something and think either this is genius or it is simply awful, idiotic 
this and sometimes when you sit with it, it may be difficult to see whether it is one or the other” 
(Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.7) “It is something about making it clear both to yourself and to others what it is that you are 
working on(..)you put these drawings up under a heading(..)telling us what the focus is in this 
drawing(..)And in doing so you tell yourself and others looking at the drawing what the focus point is” 
(Office Manager) 
 
2.7.2.8) “You work no matter what and there is nothing about handing something in that you are not 
pleased with. Then I think it is really meaningless to spend 7,5 hours per day. Well I would much 
rather work 10 hours or 12 hours or how many(..)but I believe still of course there should be balance. It 
is not just because you make good projects by working very late hours” (Sketching architect) 

 
2.7.2.9) “..it becomes everyone’s property at some point (..)the entire project is part of your own 
process(..)So you can say ‘Yes everything is my signature’ or ‘nothing is my signature’. It is COBE’s 
signature in the end” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.10) “..sometimes you will have some assignments where it is best to think more freely and then 
you put it away, you try to put it away for a couple of days, the organising, and then just try to sketch 
more freely” (Sketching architect) 

2.7.2.11) “..when you in the end see the finished construction and how well you succeeded 
you(..)forget a bit all of the trouble you have had” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.12) “..there may be five people on that team that have a computer each and sit and do something 
‘in’ the computer, and it is incredibly important to spread it onto the wall because you get to share 
experiences and it is often there the project develops when you print something and hang it and you 
have a discussion about it and people can go back to work(..)you work in the same direction because 
you have talked about it” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.2.13) “..it might well be that it was R’s idea that one but I think it is so great and have done 
everything to get it into the project. So about fingerprints, it probably becomes mixed a bit(..)if you get 
that in love with some ideas and in projects that you really take them on” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.14) “Well in idea development it is often the architect who is the facilitator and when you start 
constructing, the responsibility often is taken out of the hands of the architect but you hopefully still 
have a possibility to lead the project onwards as you had imagined through the actual construction 
phase” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.15) “..there are some where you definitely feel that there is full speed ahead and there is a lot of 
attention on it and that can also lead to that there being really good energy because so much love comes 
to the project but it can also sometimes become too pressured because you have performance anxiety 
about the idea just being there right away” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.16) “..we also have theses booklets(..)we practically look it up when we begin a project(..)how do 

 

we tell this project to begin with(..)from the start instead of you just drawing (..)And it has to be told in 
two minutes and it has to be you, it has to be me, it has to be a pensioner or a nursery teachers that can 
understand it” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.2.17) “..if you want the best solutions there are some things and often some difficult things that you 
will have to change(..)even if you have worked ‘far into’ a project there are times where you simply 
‘take’ something up and work completely through it” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.18) “..it can really swing over a week and over months or from project to project and sometimes 
it is in idea phases where you do not exactly know if it comes between 8 and 4 that it is right there it 
works. So I think it is nice that you can control the process or the project yourself” (Sketching 
architect) 
 
2.7.2.20) “When you are a 10 year old architect then you have some different approaches than when 
you still go to school. In that way there are plenty of good input from them and therefore they are an 
important part of the workforce to us” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.2.21) “..there is always a place in between where you then have to try to realise it where it looks 
heavy and ugly compared to the completely clear sketch. And hopefully by working through it, it 
comes back again and gets that nice edge and some of the qualities of the first sketch. I at least often 
feel that it is about turning back to the first sketch again and again and again” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.22) “..two plus two is four right but here two plus two may be three or it may be five or it might 
be that it is seven or it might be Pi. Well you never get damn finished. There are no clear answers on 
anything here, you constantly have to argue to settle it” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.23) “’That cannot be done’, they will say to begin with. Then we go ‘Well what if you do like 
this, this and this?’ And then they go ‘Yes okay we might well just look into it’. Then they look at it 
and say ‘No it cannot be done quite like that, but we have found this solution’(..)And then we say 
‘Okay but that gives us some entirely new options’ and then we twist things in new ways” (Office 
Manager) 
 
2.7.2.24) “Don’t you sometime feel that you are gazing into a meaningless vacuity in the beginning of 
a Ph.D. assignment and then have to find out where you should get to(..)and spend two weeks on 
conducting interviews that will not be used in the end” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.25) “..the best motivation is to begin on a new one, well simply before you manage to give it 
much thought that you have lost what you have just made” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.26) “..It can be a bit of a coincidence whether you win a competition or you don’t. It is not like, 
well, if there are two teams [at COBE], where both ‘are’ really good projects and where the one then 
has won, and the other hasn’t, it is not necessarily because the other house is worse or because the 
work they have done is worse. Therefore our philosophy is that everyone contributes with something 
that is really important” (Office Management) 

2.7.2.27) “Well I believe it is difficult to lead architects and it is difficult to lead a creative process 
because it is every which way and goes back and forth and that I believe is not an easy process to lead. 
Therefore it demands leaders that can handle those unstructured aspects really well” (Stationed 
architect) 

2.7.2.28) “..as an intern you work hard. You put a lot of effort into it(..)if you have a lot of foreign 
interns or non-paid you have a culture that works a lot” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.2.29) “I love to sit and work on my own with my own projects(..)it’s difficult because we are not 
trained to work together(..)it’s silly because it is a very social profession” (Stationed architect) 



 

2.7.2.30) “I think it’s fine(..)at a certain level of course. As long as it’s updated mess(..)well mess 
where you can see that something is happening(..)if it is part of the process I think it is great” (Project 
Manager) 

2.7.2.31) “Well I think it’s an altogether natural part of it, when you work the way we do(..)there are of 
course conflicts and that is not something anyone is afraid of, really, it is part of work..” (Office 
Manager) 

2.7.2.32) “I don’t think that we have a lot of personal conflicts(..)well of course there are some trifles 
around but that is solved promptly and without frictions(..)I believe [disagreement] is a good thing in 
an industry like ours because otherwise you don’t discuss and try out the other stuff” (Office Manager) 

2.7.2.33) “Then you begin to chose from this ‘mush’(..)you begin to single out ‘sprouts’(..)this mush of 
ideas that lay. You begin to single out things that are potentials, you hang them and discuss them and 
improve them and present them to one another” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.34) “..you look into vacuity, really(..)it gets easier the more often you have tried it because then 
you sort of know what to produce to get to something that you can make decisions from but then all of 
a sudden you fail anyway and do not get to where you should have in time and you get stressed and 
then there is less time to work with and so it is difficult to manage the process. Often you kind of end 
in some vacuity and then you crawl up from it and fall down into it again and crawl up again(..)I 
believe it is part of it” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.35) “..if you sit there with a model that you can stick your finger into and point into nobody can 
sort of misunderstand it” (Sketching architect)  
 
2.7.2.36) “Well it is best for your personal ego if it is a bad proposal which has won because then(..)it’s 
the judge’s fault(..)And if you lose to a better proposal it is after all fair(..)it is a bit like sports if you 
play football and you always lose to the same team you have hard feelings towards that team(..)Then 
you really want to beat them” (Stationed architect)  
 
2.7.2.37) “..I try to push the projects as far away from me as possible and then I think: ‘now I will go 
on to something else’(..)Also if I win I go onto the next competition(..)Of course I am excited but I 
begin to think about something else and that actually helps” (Sketching architect) 

2.7.2.38) “..an important part of us is also that you must not sit and hide behind your screen wearing 
your headphones, but that you should print everything that you work with(..)So every time you have 
made a new drawing is gets up on the wall” (Communications Manager) 
 
2.7.2.39) “..you cannot just stand and talk about your ideas, you have to get them out and get them up 
on the wall(..) if you keep talking and talking and talking and never hang anything on that wall over 
there then you will not get anything through” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.40) “..you freeze an image, build it and put it on the table and people can walk around it and look 
at it, take it up and look into it. It is just different than making five drawings” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.41) “..there is a form of anarchism also in some of it(..)all questions are turned upside down 
once every time and that I believe gives good results” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.2.42) “..you know how bad you felt but you are prepared to go out and do it again(..)you lost and it 
is rubbish but there is a new exciting assignment and then you focus in that direction” (Stationed 
architect) 
 
2.7.2.43) “..you have like been inside a bubble where it has been absolutely decisive what winner 
attitude you got onto that project and afterwards when you have handed in you are like: ‘Oh now 
what?’” (Sketching architect) 

 

 
2.7.3 COBE | Community 

2.7.3.1) “Well, it is nice to have models and drawing lying around you in your work. It is nice and 
often also necessary(..)But you have to make sure that the table does not drown in prints so that you in 
the end cannot find(..)that is why we try to get some of it on to walls for example where it is 
systematised a bit and then you can take it down and put it up again eventually” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.3.2) “There is a good atmosphere about asking each other(..)you also become happy when you 
become someone people turn to and ask. It is nice to be someone that can give something back” 
(Sketching architect) 

2.7.3.2) “..you have an intimacy to each other in the project team(..)that means something in the 
everyday that you can just turn around and ask when you have something” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.3.3) “Well of course there are trifles around and about, but they are solved swiftly and 
frictionlessly(..)I think it is a good thing in an industry like ours, because otherwise you do not get to 
talk about it, in order to try out the other stuff” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.3.4) “Sometimes I may find it a bit difficult to concentrate and then I just retire a bit(..)in the new 
facilities we will get some small closed cells that you can go into” (Communications Manager) 
 
2.7.3.5) “Every day and sometimes without music as a way of signalling that I am concentrating(..)In a 
‘I do not wish to be disturb way’(..)I think everyone has a set of headphones here” (Sketching 
architect) 
 
2.7.3.6) “..well you can really feel it in the atmosphere that people are ambitious ‘around’ what they 
do(..)you can see that people are busy and dedicated in the actual work they are doing(..)it is exciting 
and you increasingly feel part of what is happening in the drawing room if you can see it happening 
even though you are not necessarily involved in it” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.3.7) “If you say: No(..)there are a thousand others that really want to do the same assignment 
because you have an ambition to do it well and you get a chance to get hold of a project(..)And that is 
something is something the people that pay are fully aware of that if these don’t want to, those over 
there might and they are almost as good or better” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.3.8) “..it is also important because it is a dynamic industry. It might well be that the workforce that 
is employed in the industry is relatively constant, of course depending upon how it goes the market 
forces, but it changes a lot where you are employed. Then there is one particular drawing room that is 
busy a couple of years and then there are many people there, and then the assignments move over to an 
another and then the employees more or less follow, so in that sense it is pretty fluctuating” (Office 
Manager) 

2.7.3.9) “I encounter it [pointy elbows] a bit from someone in the generation above me, well from 
those that are about to retire(..)they feel a bit that they are artists and keep their chin up” (Sketching 
architect) 

2.7.3.10) “It is not an office where you have a case file. You have tests, you have models and sketches 
and things like that lying around. It is a messy environment and it has to be but it is also important that 
you clean up from time to time” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.3.11) “..it has been a very difficult period(..)where there were no jobs. You could not just pick and 
chose” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.3.12) “The client has to learn or we as architects have to learn that we cannot spend more money 
than the client is willing to pay. The ambitions cannot be higher than that bag of money” (Stationed 
architect) 



 

 
2.7.3.13) “..there are no pointy elbows here, you help one another(..)you really help each other to get 
there and(..)and we get there together, but not individually. I think that is what is most distinctive about 
this place” (Communications Manager) 
 
2.7.3.14) “..it has been a very difficult period(..)where there were no jobs. You could not just pick and 
chose” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.3.15) “..something happens when you tear down those barriers that you naturally feel that you sit as 
part of this entire community that you kind of are not your own island. You are more a small island 
relating to your team table group” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.3.16) “..there are 10 people running around all the time talking very, very loudly(..)then I really 
turn up the volume on my headphones (..)that can affect me(..)they are very much needed” (Sketching 
architect) 
 
2.7.3.17) “It is a pressured industry with tough competition and with great challenged in relation to 
defining itself at the moment, because the classical architect with the beautiful stroke is a little under 
pressure, because a bunch of other professions are arriving that currently are pressuring the architecture 
profession” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.3.18) “..the industry will in a much greater degree need to define itself and be much better at 
holding tight to its artistic, but at the same time navigate in a market that is tough as bone [really 
though], where it isn’t enough to just draw a beautiful house, it also have to be communicated in a 
good way, it has to be within budget(..)it is also very important, especially in such times of crisis that 
you must be able to sell it”  (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.3.19) “..it is a small world and you perhaps need to behave properly because you always 
collaborate with someone and it does not take long before you meet someone and there is always 
someone who knows someone” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.3.20) “..there is no sharp division between yours and mine(..)we for example sit physically and 
draw in the same drawing(..)it is very natural that you share things’” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.3.21) “Well to me it is almost like going to work with my friends” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.3.22) “..everyone in the drawing room contributes with something that is important and there is 
nothing that is more important than something else” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.3.23) “You sort of have the feeling that you must step in and solve some of those assignments” 
(Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.3.24) “..it is the good idea which wins. It doesn’t matter if is the boss or the interns who draws the 
good sketch(..)it is in a way a big community” (Project Manager)  
 
2.7.3.25) “if people sat in a box each and you had to go and knock” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4 COBE | Leadership 

2.7.4.1) “..there is not like a hierarchical structure with a leader and then we are all somewhere far 
down in the hierarchy” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4.2) “..it is important that that person who orders the work knows how long it will take(..)has tried 
it and also understands why you cannot make it into a pyramid because then.. the roof won’t carry” 
(Sketching architect) 
 

 

2.7.4.3) “..it is not like: ‘You have drawn something ugly [Sketching architect] you should stop 
that’(..)it is all the time about the common work(..)and it is all the time about the project: ‘We have to 
achieve that and that and that and how do we then jointly achieve it” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4.4) but I definitely feel that I also have the possibility to pull the handbrake when there are too 
many assignments (Sketching architect) 

2.7.4.5) “That is a good question in fact(..)well it is actually difficult because I think in many ways it is 
just an atmosphere or a spirit that is in the drawing room(..)Of course there are specific moments; 
meetings or Office Meetings or something where you know that this is the leadership talking(..)but 
most of the time I do not experience it really because Dan or the project leaders or some of the more 
administrative people they very much glide into(..)it is not like I experience leadership as such every 
day in that sense” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4.6) “..we are in the process of looking into how we can control the time consumptions on 
competitions, but is also something we are a bit afraid of controlling to too tightly, because some times 
more hours are simply needed in order for it to be good, because it is a difficult assignment or because 
the start of the process was not that good, or because. Well many things may happen in such a process, 
and if you do not like, well, if you have made a little investment or do you understand what I 
mean?(..)if you cut off the resources and say “That’s it we cannot work more on this” then the project 
isn’t finishing and then you won’t win” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.7) “..many things can happen there, and then all of a sudden you are behind schedule and then 
you have to put two extra people on during the last week to get it done(..)if you do not do that then all 
work is wasted(..)But that is something that we discuss. It is something that we should begin to look at, 
if there is anything we can do, because we use a lot of resources on competitions” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.8) “..we talk a lot about what motivates in relation to putting in a good work effort and investing a 
bit of yourself in such a project, so that it does not become irrelevant for the individual. And that you 
have ownership of the project and you feel involved in the process and that you have a factual 
influences on how it is going to look like, and that you are responsible for it becoming a good project 
and that time frames are being kept(..)a good work environment that is also something we discuss a lot, 
it is really important that we just feel really good about each other(..)that is placed high up on our list of 
priority” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.9) “..it is much about identifying the places where it is necessary to make a decision and be part 
of making the team to(..)produce the things that make it possible to make that decision at that time” 
(Project Manager) 
 
2.7.4.10)“..well we think that we have a rather unique way of leading our creative processes and of 
course we give out sometimes, because we cooperate with other people, but we do not give 
everything(..)that is something I believe is sort of a business secret. But obviously you cannot enter 
into collaborations if you sit and hold(..)the cards close to you body. Then you should not do it, if we 
feel that way” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.11) “..so that he does not use that much time on some of the administrative stuff and finances and 
things like that” (Office Manager) 

2.7.4.12) “I still feel odd about that word [Head of office](..)Well it is because I am about to define 
myself in relation to the new role(..)I have only done this for three months four months(..)So I am still 
in some sort of acceptance(..)I just need to come to terms with what kind of position I have and what 
relations I have to the other people in the drawing room(..)I also believe that it is a very healthy process 
that it hasn’t been defined from the beginning”” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.13) “..that is actually pretty hard because it is very dynamic what assignments we get it, and all of 
a sudden something stops and then there is something that starts. So it is pretty hard to schedule” 



 

(Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.14) “.. of course there are some aspects that I am responsible for in the daily work but I do not 
feel that I sit and have to make big decisions on my own on behalf of the drawing room. Well it is 
pretty integrated into the Leadership group that big decisions, we make together(..)What Dan thinks 
carries considerable weight, but of course we discuss it” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.15) “I believe that I am pretty conscious about which glasses I am wearing, but I also believe, it is 
not so long time ago that I well(..)I am still an employee right(..)I am capable of seeing both 
perspectives” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.16) “..people run a bit faster sometimes also because he does not have that much time and then 
you really want to get feedback on something(..)to him it is important that we can say: ‘this is what we 
want to discuss and this is where we are stuck”. Then it may well be that he looks at the other end of 
the plan and says: ‘what’s happening here?’(..)it is more timewise that you go: ‘oh gasp I though I was 
on my way home’ but I always believe it is for the best” (Sketching architect) 

2.7.4.17) “Well it has been a long process it has practically taken three years for us to formulate this 
and to find some way of organising the drawing room(..)it is a bit autodidactic all of it(..)But it is also 
what we have reached to that it is important for us that it is someone who understands the processes 
completely hands-on” (Communications Manager) 

2.7.4.18) “..at a point we had to ask Dan about everything: ‘May we buy paper clips for the stapler and 
the coffee machine is broken may be buy a new one?” (Project Manager) 

2.7.4.19) “..if you are outside the drawing room most of the time you have to come in and understand a 
project very quickly and give your criticism and move on to the next project. And that places great 
demands on those ‘sitting’ and working with the project that they have to communicate ‘it’ very clearly 
and precisely” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4.20) “..if you are not an architect it is nice to have good insight into the creative world in order to 
manage it(..)It is very difficult to manage but demands management from time to time if you are to 
make money(..)or if you are to use time reasonably” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.4.21) “It is difficult to say where the actual leadership lays. Just that isn’t transparent. That is the 
problem; I cannot see the next step” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.4.22) “It is more implicit in the way we talk about the projects when we make them, try to talk 
enthusiastically about things” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.4.23) “..approved I believe is perhaps not exactly the word, but (..)he will often be ‘over’ in the last 
phase before submission, he is involved in the submission process” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.24) “..I believe maybe leadership with self-leadership below that there are guidelines within 
ambition, aesthetics or something but that space is given for you to individually develop it. That is 
something I believe fits well with the profession” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4.25) “..often you cannot sit with your hands down in the matter(..)you have to let go of that grip 
you have ‘around’ the concrete forming of things(..)to guide those who sit with the stick” (Sketching 
architect) 
 
2.7.4.26) “The goal is that Dan uses all the energy he has in the office in the creative processes so that 
he is not involved in all sort of administrative stuff. It is a challenge to try to focus his energy on those 
things, but of course it is a challenge sometimes” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.4.27) “You are at least not in doubt if he [Stubbergaard] is dissatisfied(..)if it goes well then he can 

 

be less involved(..)it’s not like he is only involved if it goes bad. There are some projects that are 
perhaps more in focus” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.4.28) “..being a step ahead in the mind process without not necessarily knowing what the result is 
going to be but to create the road to, or create some path that you can move after so that you do not 
walk in circles or in the wrong direction” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.4.29) “..that is perhaps why architects feel good about being lead by architects because they have 
some sort of understanding of these creative processes that sometimes are a bit lopsided” (Project 
Manager) 
 
2.7.4.30) “..it has to be defined both to myself, but also to the rest of the drawing room and to Dan and 
to the Leadership group and to.. really everybody has to figure out: ‘What can we use this for(..)this 
change?’” (Office Manager) 
 
2.7.4.31) “We have sort of a rule that you cannot talk about something that one cannot see(..)one has 
to see it in a drawing. And if it isn’t there, then you have to draw the drawings while talking, or a 
sketch for it” (Project Manager) 
 
2.7.4.32) “..naturally he cannot be over all projects all the time but he still has sort of an eye on all 
projects” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.4.33) “..I think it is nice to know that you have a leadership that stands very strong on that so that 
you can lean against it” (Sketching architect) 
 
2.7.5 Being ‘stationed’ at COBE 

2.7.5.1) “..I sit there every day in a drawing room where I do not belong and I also have to sense a 
relation to the drawing room where I am employed” (Stationed architect) 
 
2.7.5.2) “..as I do now at COBE you lose and it is very simple; lunch. I do not have a lunch agreement 
and so we sit and eat our own food” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.3) “There are so many things you are part of and yet not part of(..)it is enormously frustrating 
to(..)sit in a place where you are not employed(..)because you have no sense of belonging while at the 
same time you lose contact a bit to home” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.4) “It may well be that our drawing rooms are not that different but you still represent two 
different drawing rooms(..)again pointy elbows, it is very much about shouting aloud and voicing(..) 
we are from that drawing room, we are sitting in your context. It is very difficult” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.5) “..how do we get more green areas, how do we get less trouble and tear gas, and how do we get 
700 kids to seem like a cosy little institution(..)We do not make anything that has not be done 
before(..)In that sense it is telling an old story in new ways” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.6) “How do we get something positive from something negative(..)To think innovatively but that 
is not new architecture. We do not make anything that has not be done before(..)In that sense it is 
telling an old story in new ways” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.7) “I have always wanted that the architectural profession was a place where you were to be 
trained afterwards. Well get in an apprenticeship because it is an enormously difficult profession(..)it 
should be natural(..)I am new I am here to learn and not just be him that has to know it all and be afraid 
of saying that you cannot(..)it really is a difficult field in many areas because it is very much about 
experience” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.8) “Well it is(..)a selfish profession(..)that is very personal to many people(..)there is an enormous 
amount of attitudes there are a lot of voices(..)pointy elbows yes they are there all the time(..)there are a 



 

lot of attitudes and you have to let go of some things(..)You let go if the opponent agues better, has a 
better argument(..)it is a dialogue(..)It is about showing what is best and why” (Stationed architect) 

2.7.5.9) “I believe that few people really know who is from where(..)it quickly gets dissolved and we 
are just on the assignment together(..)I can image that I would be more conscious about it if I sat in 
another drawing room(..)I think it would be a different matter” (Sketching architect) 

2.7.5.10) “..we have chosen to sit together(..)where you don’t have to think about the fact that you 
work for another drawing room and that I have to call you in order for us to talk and show each other 
the projects. Well it has to be very easy and intuitive and we work together on this project and therefore 
it has been important for us that we sit together” (Communications Manager) 



Appendix 2.8: Extracts from newspaper articles portraying Dan Stubbergaard 

 
 
Appendix 2.8.1: 

“It is more in the social and analytical that my drawing room and I find our 

ideas than in throwing potato flour on a table, blowing gently on it, gazing 

at the nice shapes that appear, and then drawing them” (Brovall 2012, own translation) 

 

Appendix 2.8.2: 

“Architecture doesn’t need to be complex to be brilliant(..)Many of our 

projects border on the trivial, but that does not mean that we cut corners, 

and if people knew how much discussion before one proposal they 

would reconsider their criticism” (Aggersbjerg 2010, own translation)  

 

Appendix 2.8.3: 

“But then I have to tell myself that our projects must be robust enough to take it – otherwise, I 

feel, it’s not a good project” (Brovall 2012) 

 

Appendix 2.8.4: 

“I do not sit there wearing my black architect glasses saying that this wall 

should be inclined just because it would look nice” (Brovall 2012, Bjørton 2012). 

 

Appendix 2.8.5: 

“I belong to a generation of architects that takes the view that the process generates the result” 

(Friis 2012) 



Appendix 3.1: Floor plan – ”Njalsgade”  

O 



Appendix 3.2: Floor plan – ”Papirøen”   

 

 



Appendix 4.1: Field visit to COBE – “Njalsgade”  
Field record of visit to COBE “Behind the Scenes”, February 1 2013 
Njalsgade 17-27, Building 15, N, 2300 Copenhagen S. 

After formally establishing an agreement with COBE and signing up to their newsletter, I 

received an invitation to an event organised by the Danish Architecture Association (DAF) in 

co-operation with Wonderful Copenhagen1: A “COBE Behind the Scenes - Friday Bar” hosted 

by COBE in their Copenhagen office. I was a bit surprised, as COBE at that time did not visibly 

portray its people in its company profile. A potential closeness was however challenged by an 

invitation to go Behind the Scenes at COBE. In the email it said: “Start your weekend with a 

look behind the scenes as the doors to our office open up for a Friday bar. Meet our architects, 

have a drink and learn more about our current projects.” 

After the event, I felt confident in my research study. I had been given an inside tour by IP 6 of 

the drawing room and had effortlessly gone from guest to friend of someone within the office. 

This provided insightful conversations with two people who later became IP 6 and IP 1. At the 

event, I found it difficult to identify COBE architects from the crowd, as most people were 

standing in clusters engaged in cheerful, informal chatting, eating high-quality Italian snack and 

drinking ecological soft drinks, beer and bubbly. There was no formal presentation given by 

COBE. Also I did not have a chance to meet principle architect and owner Dan Stubbergaard, as 

he was not present at the event. 

Because of the complexity of the situation, it was practically impossible to observe any signs of 

social or power differences, to investigate norms, human traffic, or to look into patterns of 

discourse (Guest et al 2013). There was however noticeably traffic around the food table and the 

drinks trolley. I did get to study the walls and noticed an interesting piece of paper hanging on 

one of the walls from the Lund Science Village showing an analysis of “movement patterns of 

different groups of people” and how they intersected during a day. Some of the themes that I 

picked up from the two conservations were: networking, competitions, applications, hard-work, 

fun, frustration, clean-up, two separate companies, interns, Dan, moving seats. I was also quite 

taken aback by the brightness of the hall and the fact that everyone was working together in the 

same room. I noticed the stereo speakers because music was playing and wondered whether 

noise level was an issue in work. I could not observe any visible hierarchy in terms of seating, 

and from the conversation with IP 1, I wondered whether it had any implications that the owner 

of COBE worked mostly outside the office. 

 

                                                
1 http://www.dac.dk/da/service-sider/kalender/2013/februar/wondercool-behind-the-scenes--hos-cobe/  

Behind the Scenes at COBE – a small field record 

The COBE Copenhagen office is a large, high-ceilinged, white and square office 

landscape. Large windows cover one wall of the room while the other three are painted 

with illustrations, project plans, drafted ideas, detailed 2D project drawings, and post-its 

and other documents. 3D models of past and current projects are exhibited in showcases 

in the half landing, in the rear of the room, as well as in an unbounded hallway passage 

cutting through the landscape. Sitting in rows on white desks that are placed in 

extension of each other are rows of Apple iMacs that visibly outweigh the small number 

of Dell computer screens. An almost weightless meeting room built in glass is placed in 

the middle of the room along one sidewall. Hanging above the meeting table and 

elsewhere in the office setting are large Newton industrial lamps2 and a black DAR 

chair, designed by Charles and Ray Eames (Riis 2010). The Workshop for making 3D 

models is found in a separate room, so is the Library with an armchair3, a kitchen with 

more industrial lamps and a large dining table, and two toilets.  

 

Approximately 40-50 people have shoved up for the COBE Behind the Scenes event, 

and shallowly judging from their appearances, familiarity and conversational tone, the 

majority comes from the architecture milieu or is related to it. The overall atmosphere is 

vibrant, laidback and cheerful. People are standing close to each other in compressed 

chunks surrounding the serving trolley, which is placed in the hallway passage. They 

are vividly using their tone of voice as well as their body language in chatting lively and 

jovially with each other. Music is played from a set of solid speakers, but is drowned by 

the flow of talk. There seems to be no official welcome from COBE or any official sign 

of membership, so unless you are familiar with some of them, the company architects 

more or less blend in to the crowd. Meaning that people that do not actively seek out a 

company representative are left to wander by themselves. Many stroll in and out of the 

meeting room, attracted by an appetising sight of a giant baguette (1,5m), Italian ham 

and sausages, carpaccio, olives, and a decent selection of cheese. On the self-service 

serving trolley in the hallway passage, people are moreover being offered champagne, 

special brew and organic soft drinks.  

                                                
2 This I has read about before the event (Riis 2010) 
3 This was not an armchair, I later found out, which ended in an interesting account about seating and 
work at COBE (Interview 1) 



Appendix 4.2: Field visit to COBE – ‘Papirøen’  
Field record of last visit to COBE, June 13 2013 
Trangravsvej 6, 1436 Copenhagen K 
 
Below is a field record from the final round of interviewing. The figure below portrays a 
hand-written flow diagram of my movement in the office with anchoring points showing, 
where the meeting took place and where observations were made. An interesting 
exercise, inspired by the field. The quotes in this record are based on verbatim 
accounts, most of which are translated from Danish.  

After cycling around ‘Papirøen’, I find COBE’s door, which has gone from yellow to 
grey. Steep stairs lead up to the middle of a large office hall with inclined ceiling. It is 
more concrete than white, compared to Njalsgade. There is a silent humming. I look 
around for someone I know 
and eventually go over to the 
kitchen area. 

“Hej hvor er jeres glas?”, 
“Sorry?”. “Sorry, where are 
your glasses or cups?”. And 
then the man, who I estimate 
to be in his mid 20ies, shows 
me where to find cups. I ask if 
he is an intern, where he and 
the other interns are from. I 
ask if he knows if IP 1 is here 
and he points to where Office 
Management is seated and 
points out IP 3. He says that 
he is an intern and that he is 
from Germany. I tell him that 
I am here to interview an architect for my project and that I am a business student. He 
asks who and I reply IP 7. He points towards where IP 7 is seated, whom I had already 
pointed out on my way to the kitchen area, working with his headphones on. I thank 
him for his help and continue over to IP 7. IP 2 is working opposite IP 7. We shake 
hands and go over towards the meeting rooms. I ask if this is the meeting room we are 
going to use, he says that he does not know if it has already been booked and says that 
we should rather take the Library. “So this is your new Library”, I say as we enter the 
room, where books are placed on industrial shelves alongside one wall and a class 
facade is facing the drawing room. Compared to Njalsgade, this Library has a door, as 
do the other meeting rooms. The meeting table is wide and long, approx. 2,5 metres in 
white, and so are the chairs from Charles & Ray Eames. IP 7 goes to grab a cup of 
coffee, and I use the opportunity to meet Dan, the founder and owner of COBE, who I 
see is standing outside the Library by what I assume to be his desk, going through some 
papers. I recognise him from the newspaper articles that I have read about COBE. I go 
up to him, explain who I am and say that I understand that he does not have time to give 
an interview, but perhaps he has time to answer a few questions, which I have brought 
with me in an envelope (in case the opportunity was there). Dan is welcoming and 
agrees to it, but asks if I can send an email instead. I do not have or know his email 
address – to my knowledge it is not publicly available – so I ask if I should send the 

O 

 

O 

 

O 

 

email to IP 1. “No you can just send it to me” he says, and I explain that I do not have 
his email address. He gives me his business card, not yet updated with the current office 
address.  
 
The meeting begins. I inform IP 7 that I am writing about leadership and leadership 
processes in a creative company, applying COBE as case. I inform him that he will 
remain anonymous. This is of interest to him and we talk back and forth. I also inform 
him that he must ask if something puzzles him. I ask him if he has 15 minutes extra to 
spare, since the other interviews have lasted approximately 1 hour. He says no. No 
because then he would miss lunch. I ask what about after lunch. He says no. “Okay they 
I will need to time it very precisely to get through all of the questions” I reply and he 
says “Okay fine”. The interview is about to end and the atmosphere is light-hearted. IP 
7 addresses my work directly, asking if I have not experience complete emptiness 
relating to a work task. IP7 refers to it as getting started on a new Ph.D project. I am not 
a Ph.D student and Ph.D is, fortunately enough, not a reoccurring activity, but I let it 
pass. I begin to elaborate on how time-consuming it is to transcribe interview accounts. 
IP 7 asks if Google cannot do it for me, and I reply in return that my mother-in-law has 
agreed to do it. We both laugh.  

After the interview, I go over to IP 3 to ask about taking photos, mainly of the project 
walls. I go on a tour with IP 3, who is checking if there is anything hanging on the walls 
that should not be distributed, yet. I ask about her MBA, which she has referred to as “a 
course” (Interview 3). She says that she is satisfied with the course, but was concerned 
about how she was to apply it to COBE. She refers to it as a mini-MBA offered by a 
private University headquartered in the UK. After the tour, I go back to take some 
photos, which still feels a bit awkward, maybe because of the slight attention and 
curiosity from others in the room, or because of the role-taking on my behalf. After that 
I go back to thank IP 3 for their time and for engaging in the study. “Don’t worry about 
it, we were happy to”. I ask if I could use the ladies’ room. She tells me that it was on 
my left by the kitchen. I walk passed Dan talking to a COBE employee, my guess, and 
notice the cutting room/workshop on my left. I walk passed the wardrobe, a storage 
room and find the ladies and gents all in black embedded in dimmed lightning. I go 
back to take a photo of the workshop/cutting room, but only partly because someone is 
working in there. I talk to IP 3 and become involved in a conversation between the 
piccoline and IP 3. “Should I just send her away?” the office girl asks, and IP 3 
comments on the wording. From the kitchen, I see people sitting on the terrace in the 
sun and I walk pass IP 2 talking on his mobile. I go pass IP 3 on my way out, informing 
a young man in his teens that some woman has fallen of her bike and is running late.  

I go outside and decide to take a final photo of COBE’s front door. While mingling with 
my earphones further up the street, I see Dan ride swiftly pass me on his bike and his 
rucksack. Just after interview 7 had finished, around 12.45, I heard bits of a 
conversation between Dan and IP 3 who were standing outside the meeting room. It was 
about Dan having an appointment at 1 pm and therefore could not make a meeting with 
someone running late. “It makes no sense, you have to take it. And then we must rebook 
a meeting with me later”. “But what should I say?” IP 3 asked, to what Dan replied, 
“That it might become of something this fall”. I check my clock as he rides along. It is 
13:01. 



 

Appendix 5.1: Photos from the field – ”Njalsgade” 

 



Appendix 5.2: Photos from the field – ”Papirøen” 



 

 



 

Appendix 6.1: About COBE from cobe.dk (before 9/2013)  
 

About 

COBE is an internationally operating office based in COpenhagen and BErlin and founded in 

2005 by the two principal architects Dan Stubbergaard and Vanessa Miriam Carlow. Since the 

beginning COBE has gained a reputation as an innovative company, by winning a number of 

high profile projects and prizes. Currently COBE is realizing major projects, such as the 

Nørreport Train Station in the centre of Copenhagen, The ROCKmagnet, Denmark’s museum 

of rock music in Roskilde, consulting the City of Berlin for the IBA 2020, and consulting the 

development of Nordhavnen, Scandinavia’s biggest metropolis development project. In 2006 

COBE received the Golden Lion of the 10th Architectural Biennale in Venice for Magic 

Mountains as part of the Danish Pavilion. 

 

Profile 

COBE wants to contribute towards building more decent, equitable, beautiful and sustainable 

cities. COBE seeks to develop specific, innovative solutions for each assignment, with 

competences that include the physical realization of architecture, strategic urban planning, 

urban and landscape design, and research. COBE’s designs strive for the best combination of 

dense urban milieus, high-quality open spaces, and integrated sustainability. In COBE’s work 

sustainability is a built-in opportunity, and a design tool to develop holistic projects. COBE is 

convinced that teamwork, trans-disciplinary collaboration, the earliest involvement of clients 

and stakeholders in the design process, and participatory planning are essential for innovative 

projects. COBE’s approach to design, architecture and planning is to be visionary in the 

ambition, and responsible and sympathetic in the result. 

 

Approach 

If we want to build sustainable cities, we need to integrate the notion of space as a scarce 

resource into our work! There are still millions of undiscovered possibilities how – on the scale 

of architecture, urban and landscape design. Our ambition is to carefully consider the use of 

land - we will conciliate users and uses that seem mutually exclusive, we will densify our cities 

and therefore amplify their beauty and make it accessible for even more people, we will 

hybridize functions in one place and therefore invent building types and spatial configurations 

that are breathtaking, we will retrofit and therefore proudly not leave a footprint, we will 

flexibilize our environment – not in the sense of making it more generic, on the contrary – we 

will make it so special that our successors will want to use it.  



Appendix 6.2: About COBE from cobe.dk (from 10/2013)  
 

About 

COBE is a progressive and contemporary community of architects that focuses 

on architecture and design – from buildings to public space, to large scale urban 

planning.  

In 2005 Dan Stubbergaard and Vanessa Miriam Carlow founded COBE. The 

name COBE is derived from the two cities the founders are coming from - 

COpenhagen and BErlin. Since its establishment, COBE has gained international 

recognition through the realization of beautiful and innovative projects. Today, 

COBE is two separate companies - one seated in Copenhagen (COBE ApS 

headed by Dan Stubbergaard), and one in Berlin (COBE Berlin GmbH headed by 

Prof. Dr. Vanessa Miriam Carlow). The two offices have shared a number of 

projects in the past, and apart from developing projects individually, they 

continue to share and collaborate on selected projects - also in the future. 

 

Approach 

For us, architecture is not a matter of a certain style or form, but more 

importantly its adaptability to the local context, its social life and its users. It is 

our aim to create social interaction through all our projects. That is why COBE 

has developed a community of architects with the capability to approach all 

scales of architecture from urban planning, to buildings and public space. It is 

these elements combined, that create the physical conditions for people's lives 

and their social interaction. 

Our approach to architecture is inclusive; with social, practical, economical and 

environmental issues integrated within the process. We consider architecture to 

be a process of dialogue and we involve selected experts and consultants, across 

countries and professional fields, in every stage of the design process. 

Organization  

COBE is a limited liability company owned by Founder and Creative Director 

Dan Stubbergaard. COBE is situated in a refurbished warehouse centrally located 

on the Copenhagen harbor front, and currently employs approximately 50 

dedicated architects, urban planners and administrative staff of different 

nationalities. COBE is run by a management team consisting of Dan 

Stubbergaard and a core team of Project and Administration Managers. Together, 

they are responsible for the company’s overall development and strategic long-

term goals. All projects are developed in project teams, made up of a mix of 

senior and junior architects, which are led by a Project Manager. Cross-

disciplinary teamwork is central in our working method and each project team 

cooperates with a wide range of external experts in order to obtain the best 

opportunities and potential towards finding innovative solutions in each 

particular project. 

 

Awards 

COBE has created numerous award-winning projects. This is reflected in the 

awards received by the office.  

Selected awards:  
2012 
Nykredit’s Architecture Prize 
Nykredit Foundation 
 
2012 
MIPIM Award - Best Refurbished Building 
The Library 
Marché International des Professionnels de l'Immobilier 
 
2011 
Copenhagen Award for Architecture - Best Public Building 
The Library 
City of Copenhagen 
 
2006 
The Golden Lion 
Best National Pavilion 
International Venice Biennale of Architecture 
 



Appendix 7: COBE wins Nykredit’s Architecture Prize 2012 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Source: http://cobe.dk/news 



Appendix 8.1: From Project Booklet “Børnebyen”  

 













 

 



Appendix 8.2: From Pre-Qualification Application  















 


