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SUMMARY

CONTENTS

International practice adds a new dimension to the
professional development needs of U.S. architects in
the areas of culture, business practices, technical
knowledge, and professional standards. This
checklist is intended to guide U.S. architects in
broadening their professional horizons by helping
them to identify and assemble the basic information
needed to provide services abroad successfully.

1.0

The list includes mundane but easily overlooked
travel considerations (such as climate, weather, time
differences, and currency) as well as strategic
business considerations (such as the nature and
stability of government, the regulatory climate,
available infrastructure and communications, and
professional practice requirements).

1.1 Political/Social
1.2 Geography
1.3 Infrastructure
1.4 Economics
2.0

2.2 Social and Business Customs
2.3 Business Relationships
2.4 Business and Legal Culture
3.0

General Business Considerations
3.1 Legal System
3.2 Business Regulations
3.3 Taxes

4.0

Architecture Practice Considerations
4.1 Professional Practice

Today, U.S. architects provide services to foreign
clients constructing buildings in the United States.
Foreign banks or investors finance “domestic”
projects. More and more architects, in firms large or
small, export their expertise and undertake projects
abroad, either independently or in partnership with
foreign firms.
The global market gives U.S. architects opportunities
to diversify, seek new outlets for their knowledge
and talent, and collaborate with a diverse array of
professionals around the world.

Cultural Considerations
2.1 Underlying Cultural Attitudes

THE GLOBAL MARKET EXPANDS
OPPORTUNITIES
National boundaries no longer constitute
impenetrable barriers to international economic
activity. The character of an “international”
architecture practice differs considerably from its
counterpart of 10 to 20 years ago.

Strategic Considerations

4.2 Standard of Care
4.3 Copyright
4.4 Project Procedures
4.5 Scope of Architectural Services
4.6 Contracts and Agreements
4.7 Permit Processes
5.0

Construction Industry Considerations
5.1 Business Practices
5.2 Construction Methods
5.2 Code Enforcement
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SUMMARY PROJECT INFORMATION
COUNTRY

_______________________

PROJECT

_______________________

DATE

_______________________

CLIENT

_______________________

CONTACT

_______________________
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STRATEGIC CONSIDERATIONS

Assessing the overall climate of a foreign project—
political, geographic, technological, and economic—
may help illuminate risks beyond the typical risks of
an architecture project. Consider these issues
carefully to assess the viability and inherent risks of
the project.
1.1

POLITICAL/SOCIAL

What is the basic political system or structure of the
government (federal/state/municipal, federal/state,
federal only, or other)?
Is the government freely elected, or has it assumed
power by other means?
Is the government politically stable?
What (and how many) languages are spoken?
Does the language used for business differ from the
language used socially?
Are interpreters available? From what sources?
Determine passport and entrance/exit visa
requirements
Locate the U.S. embassy and any U.S. consulates in
the country and collect basic information, including
1) The name, address, and telephone number
of the embassy and all consulates
2)

The name, address, and telephone number
of the most appropriate contact, preferably
the commercial attaché

3)

A list and description of available
emergency services at each U.S. consular
facility

4)

A list and description of available business
development services at each U.S.
consular facility
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G E O G R AP H Y

Familiarize yourself with the geography, climate, and
typical weather conditions
Identify the typical seasons and their length,
particularly those with significant rainfall, snowfall, or
high or low temperatures
Be mindful that seasons in the southern hemisphere
are opposite those of the northern hemisphere
Determine if the combination of weather, the
availability of weather-related public services such
as snow removal, the reliability of utilities and
infrastructure in adverse weather, and weatherrelated or seasonal social customs such as holidays
might affect your ability to deliver services, meet
contractual obligations, or permit uninterrupted
construction of the project
Calculate the time difference between the project
site and your U.S. office location at all times of the
year (being mindful that seasonal time changes such
as Daylight Savings Time may vary from one
jurisdiction to another and that, due to alternating
seasons, jurisdictions in the northern hemisphere
observe Daylight Savings Time from April to October
while those in the southern hemisphere do so from
October to April)
Determine the impact of time differences throughout
the year on communication between your office and
the project site
1.3

INFRASTRUCTURE

Determine the availability and assess the quality of
transportation systems, including
5) Vehicular transportation
a)

Quality and safety of roads

b)

Availability of leased or rented cars and
trucks

c)

Availability of buses

d)

Availability of taxis

e)

Licensing requirements for operating
vehicles

f)

Availability of local drivers for hire

2)

Trains and other rail transportation

3)

Air transportation, domestic and international

NOTES
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Determine the availability and reliability of
communication systems, including
a) Telephone service
b)

Mobile telephone service

c)

Postal service

d)

Fax services

e)

Courier services

f)

Internet access

g)

E-mail

h)

Video conferencing

Determine availability, type, and reliability of
electricity service, including voltage, amperage, and
plug type
Assess the quality of public health systems and
medical services, including
a) Availability and quality of food and water
b)

Adequacy of wastewater and sewage
systems

c)

Availability and quality of local doctors,
hospitals, and prescription drugs

d)

Cost of medical treatment and any
insurance requirements

Consult the Web site of the U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention [www.cdc.gov] for
information about vaccinations, preventative health
measures, health-related travel advisories, and
travel-related diseases
Determine the availability, type, and cost of shortterm and long-term office and living
accommodations
1.4

ECONOMICS

Identify the local currency and determine
a) Exchange rate with U.S. dollar
b)

Stability of the currency and exchange rate

c)

Ease of conversion to U.S. dollars

d)

Availability of foreign currency in the U.S.

e)

Currency import/export restrictions

Identify the system of weights and measures

© The AIA

Knowledge gained from experience immediately applicable to a task at hand.

BP 10.05.01

Best Practices

Identify the relative cost of living and the anticipated
rate of inflation
Assess the availability, quality, and cost of personnel
for business support functions, including:
a) Drafting
b)

Secretarial or clerical

c)

Other office support staff
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Assess the availability, quality, and cost of business
support services and equipment, including
a) Computers and information technology
b)

Word processing

c)

Messengers

d)

Photocopying

e)

Drawing reproduction

f)

Fax

Determine availability, level of local competency,
and import/export restrictions for mission-critical
software
2.0

CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Differences in culture may affect every aspect of an
international endeavor. Understanding social and
business customs is essential to establishing
successful business relationships in a foreign
country. Foreign countries are not an extension of
our domestic marketplace; basic differences in
attitudes, customs, and mores challenge even the
most experienced professional.
A certain open-mindedness and alertness that the
smallest of gestures may be imbued with a meaning
vastly different from our own combined with a
rigorous understanding of the business and legal
environment, are prerequisites to developing a
genuine cultural awareness.
2.1
UNDERLYING CULTURAL
ATTITUDES
What is the prevailing cultural attitude toward time?
How might the cultural attitude toward time affect
project planning and scheduling?
How does the cultural attitude toward time affect the
tempo and rhythm of decision making?

What is the perception of personal space?
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Are there underlying cultural attitudes with respect to
information flow and information sharing?
Is information available to everyone or restricted
only to key decision makers?
How does the cultural attitude toward information
flow and information sharing affect decision making
and design team collaboration?
Assess underlying cultural attitudes toward
completion, completeness, and sequencing of tasks:
To what extent does the culture value completion of
a task without interruption (e.g., finishing project
planning before preparing construction documents)?
2.2
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SOCIAL AND BUSINESS CUSTOMS

Identify typical underlying social and business
customs, including
a) Forms of greeting

2.3

b)

Social or business expectations

c)

Exchanges of gifts

d)

The role of women in professional or social
exchanges and settings

e)

Appropriate social or business attire

f)

Social taboos unique to the culture
BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS

How are business relationships established?
Are introductions and/or personal contacts
important, and if so, and how does one obtain them?
Is an unsolicited letter or firm brochure appropriate
or effective?
Determine whether the use of an agent is customary
in order to transact business
Is a registered agent required?
How do the various parties involved in a construction
project generally perceive, relate, and interact with
each other?

How are the established rule of law and the
authorities who enforce the law perceived and
valued?
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BUSINESS AND LEGAL CULTURE
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Determine the prevailing customs and culture with
respect to contracts, including
a) How are contracts perceived and valued?
b)

Are oral contracts regarded as an
acceptable, honorable—or perhaps the
only—way of doing business?

c)

What underlying assumptions,
expectations, or obligations might be part of
an oral contract or agreement?

d)

Might a client expect "typical" services even
if a contract does not require you to provide
these services?

e)

Are written contracts regarded as
necessary or unnecessary?

f)

How are contracts negotiated?

g)

How are contracts typically enforced, and
by whom?

Determine the prevailing customs and culture with
respect to disputes, including
a) Whether disputes typically are resolved
through compromise and consensus or
through some form of adversarial
proceeding
b)

Whether disputes with outsiders are
resolved differently than are disputes
among members of the culture

3.0
GENERAL BUSINESS
CONSIDERATIONS
Foreign laws and regulations govern many aspects
of a firm's business practices. Issues to consider
include licensing, taxes, the corporate or legal
structure of the firm, fee structure and pricing, and
immigration.
Because of the variety of legal systems,
enforcement mechanisms, and methods of
interpretation, it is advisable to consult an attorney
knowledgeable about the law in the host country as
well as U.S. laws concerning that country for a
proper assessment of the legal factors of conducting
business in that country.

© The AIA

Knowledge gained from experience immediately applicable to a task at hand.

BP 10.05.01

Best Practices
3.1

LEGAL SYSTEM
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Is the country’s legal system based on civil law
(defined by written statutes) or common law (defined
by custom, usage, and court decisions)?
Identify the principal attributes of the legal dispute
resolution process, including
a) Whether disputes are resolved through a
formal claims process such as mediation,
arbitration, or litigation
b)

How claims are made, adjudicated, and
enforced

c)

Whether disputes are resolved through a
formal negotiation process

d)

Whether arbitration is preferred to litigation

e)

Whether the country signed an arbitration
convention agreement such as the New
York Convention

f)

Whether (and how) indemnification of one
party by another is permitted or restricted
by law

g)

Any laws or regulations requiring an
architect to maintain insurance and, if so,
what type

Obtain summaries of the laws, rules, and regulations
that relate to general business issues; if not
available in English, have these summaries
translated
3.2

BUSINESS REGULATIONS

Are general business licenses required at the
national, regional, and/or local levels for businesses
providing professional services?
Are foreign businesses that provide services in the
country subject to different business licensing
requirements than domestic businesses?
Identify the laws and regulations that apply to
employers' relationship with employees, including
a) Nationality quotas
b)

Income (or other) tax withholding
requirements

c)

Other benefits or employee rights

d)

Employers’ rights to terminate employees
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TAXES

Identify all taxes (business, personal, retail, VAT,
other) that may apply to
a) Your firm
b)

Architectural services

c)

Instruments of service prepared by the firm

d)

Employees

4.0
ARCHITECTURE PRACTICE
CONSIDERATIONS
The role of the architect in the building design and
construction process varies from one country to
another. Among the issues architects must consider
are the scope and nature of professional liability, the
typical scope of professional services, the role of
consultants, the nature of contracts, and how
Requests for Proposals (RFPs), Requests for
Qualifications (RFQs), or their equivalents are
handled.
4.1

PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

First and foremost, what constitutes “the practice of
architecture" for which registration is required?
Determine whether professional registration to
practice architecture is required for
a) Indigenous persons
b)

Foreign persons

c)

Joint venture with local professionals

Obtain a copy of the practice act, if any, controlling
the right to practice architecture; if necessary, obtain
a reliable translation
Which agency (public or private) is responsible for
architecture registration?
May U.S. architects practice in the country without
registration or other restrictions?
May U.S. architects become registered? If so, what
are the registration requirements for education,
experience, and professional examination?
Must a U.S. architect, either by law or custom,
associate with a local firm?

NOTES
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d)

4.2

Directories of local attorneys, accountants,
and other consulting professionals
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STANDARD OF CARE

Become familiar with the standard of care expected
of an architect.
4.3

COPYRIGHT

Is the country a signatory to the Berne Convention?
If not, what other copyright is afforded architectural
works?
4.4

PROJECT PROCEDURES

What is the process for solicitation of, and response
to, public and private project RFPs and RFQs?
Determine the process for project approval,
including
a) Approval entities such as neighborhood,
municipal, regional, or state government
authorities, utility districts, trade
associations, or others
b)
•

Sequence and timing of approvals

Determine the typical architect-owner and
architect-design team relationships, including
a)

Who hires design consultants?

b)

Typical types of consultants used

c)

Typical scope of consultants' work

4.5
SCOPE OF ARCHITECTURAL
SERVICES
Identify the typical scope of professional
architectural services, including
a) Planning services
b)

Design services

c)

Construction documents services

d)

Construction administration services

e)

Whether the architect is expected to be on
the project site full-time during construction
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f)

Whether the architect supervises the
contractor

g)

Other services that are typically provided
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Identify the typical content and format of
presentation drawings, construction documents, and
specifications
4.6

CONTRACTS AND AGREEMENTS

What standard contract forms are used in the
country (similar to use of AIA contracts in the United
States)?
Identify the agreement form or type of contract
typically used for
a) Owner-architect
b)

Owner-contractor

c)

Design-build projects

d)

Other

What types of documents typically are included in
the contract documents (e.g., construction
documents, requests for proposals, and bid
documents)?
Identify insurance requirements, if any, for
a) General liability
b)

Professional liability

c)

Auto

d)

Workers compensation

e)

Other

Do professional service agreements commonly
include indemnification? If so, determine the nature
of the indemnification, including
a) Whether indemnification favors the
architect
b)

Whether the architect is required to
indemnify the other party

c)

Whether mutual indemnification between
the owner and the architect is typical

Determine the standard type(s) of fee schedules
a) Hourly
b)

Lump sum or fixed fee

c)
© The AIA
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d)

Fees established by law or professional
organizations
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Identify the financial considerations that may affect
payment for services, including
a) Currency exchange
b)

Receipt of payments and banking
procedures

c)

Provisions for moving U.S. and local
currency in and out of the country

d)

Timing of payments

Identify the time frame in which your services must
be provided
4.7

PERMIT PROCESSES

Identify the processes for obtaining permits for
a) Zoning and planning
b)

Building construction

c)

Building occupancy

d)

Other permits or approvals

Is it necessary to use a permit expediter to obtain
necessary permits and approvals?
5.0
CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY
CONSIDERATIONS
Construction technology, prevailing business
practices, agencies of authority, available building
materials, and weather cycles, among others, are all
factors that may differ from country to country and
that require careful study and analysis.
5.1

BUSINESS PRACTICES

What is the typical scope of the contractor's
services?
What is the process for solicitation of bids for public
and private projects?
Are construction managers commonly used on
projects?
Is a general contractor typically used on a project?
What is the typical breakdown of subcontractor
trades?
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What is the typical relationship between the owner
and contractor?
What is the typical relationship between the architect
and contractor?
5.2

CONSTRUCTION METHODS

Determine the availability and quality of construction
methods
Assess domestic construction capabilities
Assess the feasibility of using international
contractors on a project
Determine the availability and quality of domestic
building materials
Assess the technical feasibility of importing building
materials and whether import restrictions exist
Would any premium be attached to U.S. products or
quality, and can U.S. products function in connection
with local systems?
Identify the typical construction contracting method
(e.g., lump sum, cost plus)
Determine the typical costs for labor, materials, and
systems
5.2

CODE ENFORCEMENT

Are written laws and codes followed, or are other
informal practices accepted?
What national and/or local laws regulate the building
construction process? If necessary, obtain reliable
English translations.
Identify the government agencies that control the
construction process, including
a) Building departments
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RESOURCES
More Best Practices
The following AIA Best Practices provide additional
information related to this topic:
10.05.04

Managing International Teams

10.05.09

International Videoconferencing

10.05.06

Adjusting to Foreign Business
Customs and Practices

For More Information on This Topic
See also “Practicing in a Global
Market” by Roger B. Williams,
FAIA, and C. Richard Meyer,
FAIA, The Architect’s Handbook
of Professional Practice, 13th
edition, Chapter 6, page 100.
See also the 14th edition of the
Handbook, which can be ordered
from the AIA Bookstore by calling
800-242-3837 (option 4) or by
email at bookstore@aia.org.

b)

Planning departments

c)

Environmental protection agencies

Feedback

d)

Worker protection agencies (OSHA
equivalents)

e)

Regional authorities

The AIA welcomes member
feedback on Best Practice articles.
To provide feedback on this article,
please contact bestpractices@aia.org.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Key Terms

The International Union of Architects (UIA) is a nongovernmental organization that represents more
than 1 million architects throughout the world
through the national architecture associations that
form the UIA Member Sections. For information, see
www.uia-architectes.org/texte/england/Menu-1/0pourquoi.html.

•

Practice

•

Project management

•

International practice

In keeping with the UIA Accord on Recommended
International Standards of Professionalism in
Architectural Practice, the UIA provides a countryby-country compilation of requirements and contact
information on different aspects of global practice
through the UIA Spanish Section by the Col legi
d’Arquitectes de Catalunya (Architects’ Association
of Catalonia).
To access this resource, visit the following Web site:
http://www.coac.net/internacional/praprof_w.htm.
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