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Abstract. Architectural concepts function as projections of the future 
aspirations of users and owners, influencing the design process and guiding 
the creation of distinctive and impactful architectural works. Conceptual 
design represents the phase in architectural design where the architect 
investigates abstract ideas to identify the primary drivers guiding their 
projects. ‘The result of the design process may be a functional product or 
simply the representation of an idea – a visual statement in the form of 
prototype or an artistic installation.’ [6]. Each of these outcomes raises a 
unique set of ethical and professional inquiries. Nonetheless, they all 
illuminate the origins of design ideas and potential pathways for enhancing 
their relevance and impact on design. This study endeavors to equip students 
and faculty of architecture with a variety of methods and processes for 
understanding the architectural conceptual design process.  

1 Introduction 
For most architects, the conceptual design phase is both exhilarating and pivotal. Concepts 
function as the guiding wellspring that delineate the distinctive trajectory of each design. It 
is imperative to clarify and understand the designer’s own thought process and design values 
during this stage. As the decisions made in this phase exert a profound influence on the 
overall project, affecting site configuration, program-mix, material selection, engineering 
requirements, and technological considerations. 

Furthermore, the design process is further complicated by the many comprehensive 
considerations of completing a piece of architecture, stretching beyond comfort and beauty, 
the designer must also contend with complex constraints of codes, constructability, 
sustainability, and relevance. Obliging the design team to consider a holistic and practical 
approach for the design. Moreover, the emergence of advanced digital tools facilitates this 
task through real-time evaluation of the challenge including carbon impacts and 
environmental comfort. These elements collectively and individually underline and 
emphasize the critical importance of this initial phase of design. 
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Fig. 1. Use of diverse media helps designers open new horizons. Project painting mixed media on 
scrap wood, student diploma project painting by, Princess Davis, 2024. 

Conversely, for architecture students, this phase can be perplexing and demanding. The 
process frequently revolves around form-making, with an emphasis on creating an ‘icon’ 
without a discernible link between concepts and the needs of users, the site, or the broader 
context. In such instances, the conceptual design stage is confined to limited exercises in 
overall volumetric manipulation, primarily intended to impress rather than serve. Exciting 
forms and their visual impact are often lauded, while performance, experience, or the art of 
space-making are either overlooked or expected to be inferred from the overall form imposed 
upon it. Naturally, form is significant. Architects are educated in discovering, combining, or 
developing forms. However, architectural education must transcend mere form-making.  

As educators, it is essential for us to prioritize the conceptual design stage for our students. 
This phase plays a pivotal role in enhancing their design process, allowing them to engage 
more deeply in the creation of meaningful work. By promoting an exploration of idea sources 
and facilitating an understanding of how design concepts are constructed, we can also assist 
students in discovering and developing their own unique design voice. This process requires 
clarifying their own understanding of “good design” and encouraging the establishment of a 
coherent system of design values. 

Creativity, problem-solving, and innovation are inherent qualities for architects as well 
as architectural students. To achieve the objective of discovering new processes and devising 
novel solutions, freedom of thought is essential. Designers undergo training to broaden their 
perspectives and their approach to problem solving assisted by diverse methodologies. This 
necessitates a robust foundation in design representation, media, and techniques, coupled 
with a readiness to experiment and test ideas without apprehension or fear of failure. 

Fundamentally, architecture is the art of crafting spaces that enhance the experience of 
users. Consequently, both the experiential and performative must be accorded evenly equal 
importance and value in a design project. Thus, the motivation and objective of our research 
is to establish a pedagogical framework for the study of architectural concepts, their typology 
and design. This framework is intended to function as a guide in fostering a free and 
participatory studio environment. 

2 Theoretical foundation 
Several contemporary and postmodern philosophical figures, including Le Corbusier, Louis 
Sullivan, Louis Kahn, Robert Venturi, held the belief that architecture is a creative 
endeavour. Their conception was the implementation of principles guided by their robust and 
unequivocal value system. They frequently responded to the contextual and socioeconomic 
factors impacting their communities. In 1927, at the age of forty, Le Corbusier and his cousin 
Pierre Jeanneret presented their thesis for a novel architectural conception titled “The Five 
Points Towards a New Architecture.” Their ideas were a direct manifestation of their design 
philosophy. This philosophy encompassed the utilization of pilotis, roof terraces, post and 
beam structures to liberate the floor plan, and the use of ribbon windows to free the facades. 

Such principles can serve as a potent guide for designers in crafting distinctive 
architecture. The concept is a direct offshoot of the design principles. Corbusier’s principles 
drew inspiration from the writings of Viollet-Le-Duc, who also exerted significant influence 
on the Chicago school. In his book “Entretiens sur l’architecture,” he proposed the concept 
of an iron skeleton enclosed by non-bearing walls, which ushered in an exciting period for 
architecture as the city of Chicago underwent rapid transformation, leading to its dramatic 
evolution, where design values are the source of the concept. With this history in mind what 
is essential for creativity. 

3 Creating the right conditions to unleash creativity 
Creativity requires discipline and a process. Designers must learn to explore and resolve 
design problems freely. They must trust the solvability of the design. Open and interactive 
design methods and tools are crucial for success. These tools should facilitate collaboration 
and group participation. Physical models are effective because they can be altered and 
reconstructed freely during the design process. While digital tools are excellent and 
beneficial, they may be restrictive if they dominate early conceptual design stages. However, 
a conceptual process entirely born within digital tools is also possible. 

4 Play is an ideal state of mind for creativity 
Often, when faculty discuss creativity, they draw parallels with toddlers and young children 
playing. They highlight how these children effortlessly embark on drawing or image-making 
as soon as they are given the opportunity. They express their lack of fear or self-imposed 
limitations, and their genuine enthusiasm for participating in design. This lesson is simple: 
everyone possesses the potential to be creative if they allow themselves to be. Creativity is a 
product of attitude and a state of mind that can be cultivated. To achieve this, it is crucial to 
accept and detach from worries through an open and free inquiry system devoid of fear, or 
risk, of embarrassment. During the conceptual design stage, there are no boundaries for 
questions or answers. However, each designer must develop their own systematic approach 
to problem-solving. This involves defining the problem clearly. For instance, you might ask 
yourself, “What is this project about?” “Who is it for?” “What are the functional 
requirements?” “How can I use the requirements or even project limitations to innovate?” 
Every building problem comes with its own set of requirements and constraints. The designer 
must evaluate which of these offer the most potential for innovation. Is it the site, context? Is 
it he building program? The users? Or perhaps other drivers that could either limit or liberate 
the project? Each of these factors presents avenues for creating a beautiful and successful 
buildings. 
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5 The conceptual design stage involves intuition 
Is the creative process grounded in intuition? 
Once the problem has been comprehensively defined, the conceptual design phase can 
commence. The site has been thoroughly scrutinized and catalogued, and the program is 
explicit and descriptive. Now, the designer seeks a trajectory that will facilitate the building’s 
development and evolution. Primary decisions regarding site location, material palette, 
program hierarchy, and distribution can be initiated. Initial structural systems and concepts 
concerning daylighting and environmental performance are also started. 

However, the designer continues to seek a central theme or “big idea” that can guide and 
organize the project. A beneficial exercise involves developing a list of terms that might 
encapsulate the project definition. These terms then serve as a guide for free-form exploration 
of how each might be used sculpturally. This exercise is advantageous because it quickly 
provides the designer with multiple alternative ways to discuss the project. Each word or 
study is the result of intuitive play, allowing the designer to begin without excessive 
inhibition. 

The objective is to work on each derivative term and produce a three-dimensional, four-
by-four-inch model representation of the term. While three-dimensional digital modelling is 
not as effective as intuitively cutting and gluing materials such as paper, sticks, fabric, string, 
or others, actual materiality permits variations in heaviness and lightness, as well as repetition 
and rhythms. I refer to this initial process as “reading the clouds,” which involves allowing 
intuition to merge with research and data in the early formulation of the conceptual stage. 

This process is incomplete without the participation of the class in a roundtable discussion 
of the conceptual models. It is often through this discussion that the problem is finally 
clarified, and the designer finds conceptual directions. Explaining and discussing the concept 
models stimulates connections and ideas for the student designer and the class. 

6 Identifying relevant precedents 
The initial stage in addressing any issue requires a thorough understanding and articulation 
of the problem at hand. Consequently, the formulation and posing of relevant questions are 
of utmost importance. As a designer, how might one define or redefine the architectural 
challenge being confronted? Are there alternative perspectives through which it could be 
understood? What elements might be implicit or concealed? Is it feasible to identify 
precedents that address some of these inquiries? The pursuit of precedents is significant as it 
can delineate the current state-of-the-art concerning the problem or even uncover the 
application of a specific aspect of the problem that may be pertinent to the inquiry. This does 
not necessitate discovering an identical or exhaustive equivalent example but rather 
identifying a specific relevant parallel to specific aspects of the project, whether it pertains 
to material or technological advancements applicable to this context. Assuming access to a 
repository of building design case studies availability, the search for precedents would be 
exceedingly advantageous. Precedents serve as an effective method for acquiring knowledge 
about solutions. 

7 Research Methodology 
This qualitative study explores the techniques and processes employed by architecture 
students during the initiation of architectural design projects. The primary research question 
is: “Where do design ideas originate?” Access to the work of the most recent three 
graduating classes at our institution provided the opportunity to address this inquiry. We 
reviewed project reports and analysed terminal studio work to identify the sources of design 
ideas and project inspirations. Our review process involved reading the reports and 
attempting to categorize and recognize patterns emerging from their described processes and 
outcomes. The observed patterns were then developed into distinct categories. 

Although the question may initially appear narrowly defined, it remains excessively broad 
for the strict confines of the scientific method. This necessitated the adoption of a more 
systematic approach to study the question. Consequently, we must situate this research within 
the scholarship of application and integration. Our objective is to acquire insights into the 
architectural conceptual design stage of our graduating cohorts from a five-year professional 
degree in architecture. Furthermore, we reviewed the final submitted presentations and 
project reports completed by our students over the past three years. 

 Considering this review, we have identified several key categories for emphasis and 
definition. Simultaneously, we conducted a literature search to explore existing publications 
and research specifically focused on the architectural conceptual design stage, both in 
practice and within the academic community. Additionally, we drew inspiration from the 
writings of prominent educators and architects. We were surprised to discover the limited 
research precedent in this area. Our library searches yielded numerous examples but found 
very limited text directly related to architectural conceptual design.  

8 Review of student projects 
Table 1. Distribution of n=69 reviewed projects based on the concept origin, as reviewed in the final 
reports of the diploma projects. 

Category 2023 2024 2025 
A- Concepts originating as reaction to site and/or

context 
3 2 4 

B- Concepts inspired by historical form: ‘new
antiques.’ 

4 3 0 

C-Concepts based on symbolism or metaphor 4 10 3 

D-Concepts that are the result of process, including
projects focused on performance; community
participatory design; or digital design method

including artificial intelligence. 

6 3 3 

E-Concepts inspired by disciplined geometric
manipulation 

2 13 2 

F-Concepts derived from nature, biology or the
sciences 

3 3 1 

Sub-Total 22 34 13 
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The diploma year is structured into two distinct phases. During the fall semester of the fifth 
year, students engage in research, examine precedent case studies, and conduct programming 
and site analysis. The spring semester is dedicated to the completion of design conception 
and design development. In the final three weeks of the spring semester, each student is 
required to write and produce a diploma project report. These reports are subsequently 
archived and maintained by our university library. As part of the data analysis for this study, 
we reviewed a large sample of students’ final diploma project reports. Each project was 
subsequently categorized into one of the six categories developed by our team. These 
categories encompass conceptual projects organized as follows: 

9 Concepts that arise as a direct reaction to a specific site or 
context 
Our investigation identified projects such as adaptive use initiatives, extreme weather 
habitats, subterranean constructions, rammed earth developments, large agrarian complexes, 
and facilities in developing regions. Are sources of projects generally emerging as a response 
to specific site and/or contextual factors. Such designs typically address socioeconomic 
challenges, limited industrial development, extreme climatic conditions, 

Fig. 2. Concepts arising from site and context. ‘Building Hope” a student graphic and project by Alec 
Meister, 2025. 

or difficulty of constructability arising from remoteness or economic underdevelopment. 
These concepts are profoundly influenced by their sites and broader context, often resulting 
in captivating and innovative works. They are notably creative and exceptionally humane, 
appearing authentic and deeply intertwined with the cultural traditions and lives of the users. 

As we endeavour towards a more sustainable existence, these origins of ideas present a 
significant potential for designers and architects.  

10 Concepts inspired from historical form: ‘new antiques’ 
Understanding of historical precedent is essential for the development of all architects. This 
category of conceptual ideas originates from an appreciation for the complexity of historical 
works. Examples include using the one-room schoolhouse as a model for educational reform 
or redeveloping an abandoned church in Gary, Indiana, which highlights an interest in 
historical movements, styles, and schools of thought as   

Fig. 3. Concept inspired by history. Student project and graphics by Mitchell Geis, project entitled: 
‘Contemporary Gothic’, 2022. 

significant conceptual sources for some students. These projects are captivating because the 
creators are acutely aware of the necessity to be contemporary and not overly reliant on 
historical imagery and forms. They strive to demonstrate modernity while honouring history. 
The objective is not to replicate but to extend the historical intellectual discourse to 
contemporary time. One project explored the hypothetical continuation of Gothic architecture 
and how it might reflect contemporary life. Another examined the applicability of Usonian 
architectural principles to modern residential design. A third project offered a condensed 
overview of architectural history and theory from the nineteenth to the twenty-first century, 
concluding with a story script illustrated using artificial intelligence to convey the 
unchanging existence of our human condition. This final project is both intriguing and 
provocative, although it portrays a post-apocalyptic future reminiscent of video games—a 
world crafted by young people anxious about the future. This category of projects inspired 
by history reflects a reverence and longing for a past perceived as simpler, richer in 
materiality, ornamentation, culture, and humanity. 

11 Concepts based on symbolism or metaphor 
This methodology appears to be favoured by our students. The process involves a thorough 
analysis of the site and program, a comprehensive definition of the problem. Subsequently, 
associated terms are identified, which may be explored through metaphors to generate the 
concept. Whether the inspiration derives from a natural element, such as cherry blossoms, 
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The forms implied by a heart’s EKG, or from an action or effect, like ‘flow, generate, 
suspend, or confine,’ the designer utilizes these terms to develop studies that drive the 
architectural solution. Metaphors possess the potential to evoke emotions, create spaces, and 
shape forms, guiding the architect in the development of spaces and buildings. The  

Fig. 4. Metaphors drive so many designs. Student project and images by Assumpta Maythu Nyein. 
The idea is ‘…rooted in the EKG path’ the heart as symbol of life in this memorial and funerary 
space. This project is entitled Presence through Absence, 2023. 

efficacy of metaphor is contingent upon its appropriateness to the context, the intended 
audience, and the functional requirements of the project. In some instances, metaphors may 
impede rather than facilitate progress. The experience and agility of the designer are crucial 
for achieving a successful conceptual design through metaphor or symbolism. Nevertheless, 
in most cases, designers can produce compelling work 
employing this technique. The metaphor serves as a 
guiding force, unifying the composition and imbuing it 
with vitality. 

12 Concepts that are the result of a 
specific process workflow 
This category encompasses a wide array of formats 
among which projects centred on high-performance 
buildings and green architecture, which employ both 
passive and active systems adhering to specific criteria. It 
also features designs guided by a particular process, such 
as those that aim to democratize the design process by 
incorporating public input. In these instances, the designer 
assumes the role of facilitator, assisting users and clients 
in the design-making process. These projects have 
developed a refined workflow over time to incorporate 
community-participatory design, emphasizing 
community-based public input. In addition to community-
based projects, this category includes those utilizing rigorous digital design methods to 
construct optimized solutions through parametric design, including the integration of 
artificial intelligence in the creation of the work. This emerging technology is poised to have 

Fig. 5. B.ARCH Student Nicole 
Pokorny conceived this project in 
2024, using textile as its primary 
exploratory medium. 

a significant impact on design and creativity, exerting pressure on both the industry and 
academia. The design community is currently grappling with understanding the role and 
application of AI in architecture and design, with questions of authorship and authenticity 
posing challenges for designers. 

These projects are noteworthy as they enable standards and inputs to translate intent into 
comprehensive solutions. Examples include projects utilizing specific technologies such as 
large-scale concrete 3D printing for affordable housing, or those working with textiles 
inspired by fashion design, where the material and methods of folding, plying, or draping 
serve as the design’s origin. Other projects employ photography to conceive design, using 
scale and texture to produce compelling forms and ideas. Additionally, the development of a 
kit of parts that can be assembled in various ways to meet program requirements and give the 
architecture form represents another exciting process capable of inspiring fresh and 
innovative ideas. Another intriguing project seeks inspiration from Hip Hop music 
production, focusing on the process of the slip-cut intruding one melody onto another on, 
which the designer experimented with in the conception of architectural creations. 

13 Concepts inspired by disciplined geometric manipulation 

Fig. 6. Geometric manipulation requires tremendous skill. This student project and illustrations by 
Joshua Hoff, using ‘Grasshopper to develop zero gaussian curvature that is simply panelised and 
structured.’ Relying on intersected geometries to discover form. Project entitled: ‘Reference Realism.’ 
2025. 

The American architect Louis Kahn is frequently acknowledged as a virtuoso in the 
manipulation of geometric forms. His architectural creations appear to transcend temporal 
limitations, retaining their inspirational and contemporary essence from the moment of their 
completion. Kahn’s compositions, both in plan and section, are distinguished by precision 
and a steadfast commitment to a uniquely developed set of geometric principles. By 
employing a combination of squares, circles, and triangles, he constructs a sublime language 
of materiality and light. 

This group is driven by the exploration of form concepts, subsequently striving to 
harmonize functions within these forms. One specific project investigates graffiti art as a 
mechanism for developing architectural form. Although the outcome was intriguing, the 
project’s resolution proved to be problematic. The group did not consistently achieve success. 
The integration of function into geometry requires a higher level of skill and experience. 
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14 Concepts derived from nature, biology, or the sciences 
Science has consistently played a crucial role in the creation of architectural works. Structural 
and environmental engineering are fundamental to the success of any architectural 
endeavour. Within this category, a diverse range of projects can be observed. These projects 
may be inspired and guided by biophilic patterns, or rely on biomimicry, where designers 
study nature and endeavour to apply principles derived from the biosphere. These are potent 
concepts that seek to connect users, performance, and creativity, drawing inspiration from 
the study of nature and living systems through scientific principles. One notable project in 
this domain is where the designer approached architecture as a direct result of optimizing 
acoustics. This project offers a platform for sound, where form, organization, structure, and 
materiality are driven by sound waves within the space. 

Fig. 7. Science is a rich source of ideas. This student project example by Nick Lesko illustrates the 
focus on acoustical design as the main driver for form. Graphics and design by Nick Lesko, 2025. 

15 Conclusion 
The conceptual design phase is pivotal in converting abstract ideas into spatial strategies and 
formal expressions. This study concentrates on the preliminary stage of design and introduces 
a pedagogical framework to assist faculty and students. The research is informed by a 
comprehensive analysis of the final diploma projects from the past three years of graduating 
students at our institution. As a result of project review, we catalogued six distinct 
methodologies of conceptual design, each representing unique opportunities and challenges. 
The future trajectory of conceptual design is likely to encompass the integration of various 
digital and analogue tools, ranging from traditional sketching to advanced artificial 
intelligence. 
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