
Picture This: Visual Storytelling
By Nancy Egan, FSMPS, New Voodou

“Visual Content Strategy: The New ‘Black’ for Content Marketers” 
is the title of an informative post (and cool infographic) from 
Neil Patel at the Content Marketing Institute.1 This isn’t news for 
A/E/C marketers, who have used this strategy (‘wearing black’) for 
years. It's a new way of talking about what many of us have been 
doing for our entire careers. The built environment offers endless 
opportunities for image-making, from napkin sketches to the hero 
photographs that dominate the prime real estate of many firm 
websites. Marketers have been taking advantage of rich visual 
content for years. In fact, the SMPS Marketing Communications 
Awards program will be 40 years old next year. 
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A look back at past award winners 
reveals that our visual storytelling 
skills are constantly evolving to 

take advantage of new media channels. 
Thanks to the internet, we have websites, 
blogs, and multiple social media 
platforms—the virtual campfires where 
we now tell our stories. And virtual media 
loves visual content. 

Content with relevant images gets 94 
percent more views than content without 
images, according to Jesse Mawhinney 
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in his HubSpot post “37 Visual Content Marketing Statistics You 
Should Know in 2016,”2 which is packed with other relevant 
statistics. The reason visual content is so compelling, Mawhinney 
says, is that, “The brain processes visuals 60,000 times faster than 
it does text. We are wired to take in visual content faster and more 
effectively than we are words. 90 percent of the information sent 
to our brains is visual...”

So how are A/E/C marketers leveraging this advantage? How are 
they breaking visual ground with fresh graphic formats? What 
visual media creates the best opportunities for engagement with 
clients, colleagues, and prospective employees? Here’s a look at 
how five firms are using a variety of visual content to tell inventive 
stories about their brands, ideas, projects, and people. 

Duda | Paine Architects: “I want to go there.”

Graphic design director Treasure L. Lathan has been with  
Duda | Paine Architects for over 15 years. Her deep knowledge 
of the firm’s processes and projects informs her approach. “We 
have always been a very visual culture—drawings, models, and 
photographs are everywhere,” she says. “I believe the quality of 
the images and the stories they tell should make the viewer say  
‘I want to go there.’”

Because Lathan has watched projects grow (often from the 
RFP stage), she understands what’s important to the project’s 
designers and how the marketing team will be using the images. 
When she is on a shoot with the photographer, she can explain 
the project and the photographic narrative arc. That intimate 
understanding of the firm’s projects and culture translates into 
rich storytelling on Duda | Paine’s website and in social media, 
where Lathan mixes project photos with pictures of people, 
including evocative black-and-white shots of office life, drawings, 
hand sketches, model shots, renderings, details, and video. 

STIR Architecture: #creatingbetterenvironments

When Evelyn Valenzuela joined Altoon Partners as marketing 
coordinator, the firm was in the middle of a leadership transition. 
Since then, she has been key in working with a branding 
consulting firm to create a new website and a new brand identity: 
STIR Architecture. Now she is leading the social media effort. 

“The rebrand and name change presented an opportunity to 
reintroduce the firm,” she says. “Being relatively new, I could 
see our content library with fresh eyes and realized that we 
could re-establish old relationships and make new ones with 
stories about our work.” She used the vibrant new branding 
elements to frame the images or to create bold text graphics 
that relate firm values. 

Valenzuela created the hashtag #creatingbetterenvironments, 
which is unique to the firm and reinforces STIR’s brand story as 
she rolls out “mini-features” over several days, combining strong 
project images with brief descriptive text. 
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PDR: Ideas Are our Currency

PDR is a hybrid—part design firm, part workplace consultancy. 
Marcella Fewox began her career at the firm as a change 
management consultant. Now as public relations and social 
media marketing manager, Fewox uses that experience as she 
works with her colleagues to create smart, accessible content.

“Ideas are our currency. We have developed a robust blog that 
provides meaningful and timely content on our website and on 
social media to share those ideas,” she says. “Working with a 
plan and an internal editorial calendar, our subject matter experts 
and in-house visual communications team collaborate on stories 
about our services, people, and culture.” The results include 
bright, easy-to-understand infographics and well-written stories 
that illustrate PDR’s sophisticated consulting services. The team 
is also creating vlogs using smartphone video and animation to 
tell lively on-the-scene stories of events. 

HLB Lighting Design: Enlighten. Engage. Educate. 

Jonas R. Foster joined 
HLB Lighting Design 
as national marketing 
manager just as the firm 
embarked on a rebrand. 
“We knew we had a 
special story to tell as 
lighting designers and 
used that as a guide 
to recreate our online 
presence,” he said. The 
website imagery is a 
celebration of HLB’s 
technical skill and 

creativity with luminescent photography that invites the visitor to 
learn more. 

“Last year, we rolled out a huge social media campaign called 
‘Enlighten. Engage. Educate.’ that was very successful for 
our firm and the industry. (It won three SMPS Marketing 
Communications Awards nationally.)” Built around HLB’s 
mission, the campaign highlights thought leadership, technical 
knowledge, trends, industry, and firm news—the who and why. 
“It’s not static or predictable, it’s always visual, and everything 
is designed to evoke a response. The energy and ideas come 
from the staff, who make videos with their smartphones and 
star in them, too. Our HLB Olympics promotion is a great 
example: authentic, playful, millennial, and entrepreneurial.”

Taylor Design: Change the Focus

Several years ago, 
Taylor Design made a 
decision to transform 
what had been a 
traditional architectural 
and interiors firm with 
a strong healthcare 
portfolio into a design 
practice that embraces 
a broader range of 
markets with a strategy-
based approach. “We 
wanted to redefine 
ourselves as thinkers, 
collaborators, and 
designers and needed 
a visual language that 
wasn't architectural,” says Lance Carlson, principal and director of 
strategies and corporate development. 

“The rebrand centered on emotional and conceptual 
messaging—contemporary, authentic, and relatable.” Instead 
of a big, beautiful building, the landing page graphics feature a 
series of simple statements “Taylor is:_____ (dreaming, planning, 
collaborating)” and original images illustrating the concepts. 
Black and white people-photos are full of personality; process 
graphics and services diagrams are clean and explanatory. 
“There’s a balance between text and image—not every idea can 
be an infographic. And the new visual approach brands all of our 
collateral. Even proposal covers have a relevant question rather 
than a building image.”

In Conclusion: What Works?
All of the interviewees report that their investment in visual 
storytelling is paying off in terms of higher engagement, 
whether measured in likes, shares, comments, or visits to 
their websites. Most firms tailor the visual message to the 
channel and nearly everyone closely monitors the analytics 
provided by the social platforms or an integrator like Buffer.3 
Video consistently attracts higher numbers of views. Both 
PDR and HLB regularly take advantage of smartphone 
videos to introduce more individual employees to their 
growing audiences. As David W. Lecours, creative director at 
LecoursDesign observes, “We love motion, sound, dialogue; 
that’s why we go to so many movies and watch so much 
television. Video is powerful.” It’s also pervasive. Mawhinney 
cites a Syndacast prediction that by 2017, 74 percent of all 
internet traffic will be video.

Lecours also notes that “People hire people, and you can get 
to know someone online.” Whether it’s video, candid shots of 
people in the office, or individual portraits that reveal personality, 
people like to see the people. Employees are the face of the firm, 
and images of them speak volumes about firm culture and values. 
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Your company’s culture is impacting your business. 
By aligning your culture with your business goals 
you can positively a�ect productivity, innovation, 
and growth1.

STEP 1 LEARN ABOUT YOUR CULTURE

STEP 2 DISCOVER YOUR STRATEGY

CURRENT CULTURE
What is your current 

culture profile?

BUSINESS 
Are your current 
business goals 

aligned?

LEADERSHIP 
Do you walk the 

talk?

LEADERSHIP

DESIRED CULTURE 
What kind of 

company do you 
want to be?

FUTURE GOALS 
What are your 
moonshots?

NEXT STEPS 
How are you going 

to get there?

ALIGN YOUR CULTURE

ACTIVELY 
ENGAGED

Employees that are 
working to improve 
your business.

EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT IN YOUR WORKPLACE
2

NOT
ENGAGED

Employees that are 
working but provide 
no extra e�ort. 

ACTIVELY 
DISENGAGED

Employees that 
hinder the success 
of the business. 

The workplace is a bold and important expression 
of your organizational culture. Your people directly 
impact the quality of your product. Your product 
directly impacts the performance of the company. 
By understanding your culture and how it should 
evolve, you can lead your business to sustained and 
impactful success.  

A culturally aligned workplace is more e�cient, 
e�ective, and profitable, but aligning an 
organization’s culture is no small task. 

Culture, like the people that contribute to it, is 
complex and dynamic. For lasting meaningful success 
cultural alignment must be a strategic plan. 

Culture can either be encouraging or discouraging to 
your workforce and when carefully curated it has the 
power to align an organization’s people, processes, 
and workplace. 

Culture is no longer an organic adoption of behaviors. 
It is a well-planned component of a successful 
business strategy. Organizational culture is a system 
of shared values, beliefs, and assumptions that 
governs how people behave in the organization.

1 PeopleSpark. "There's 2.5x More Revenue for companies with 
engaged employees." LinkedIn Slide Share. PeopleSpark, 23 
May 2015. Web. 

2 Hewitt. "Managing in Turbulent Times." (1994): n. pag. AON.com. 
Hewitt, 2009. Web. May 2016

3 Adkins, Amy. "U.S. Employee Engagement Reaches New High in 
March." Gallup.com. Gallup, Apr. 2016. Web. 

4  Hofstede, Geert H. Culture's Consequences: Comparing Values, 
Behaviors, Institutions, and Organizations across Nations. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2001. Print.
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www.blustonemarketing.com

You know you’re right
You’re an expert marketer. But the wise person is rarely recognized 
by those who are closest. 

With the credibility of more than four decades as a design 
professional, a principal and an advisor to AE firms around 
the globe, blüStone’s video training programs will confirm
to the leaders and technical professionals in your firm 
that you know what you’re talking about.

Simply the best training available for AE marketing, 
sales and business development.

Here’s authoritative, credible 
proof of it

According to Johnny’s blog post from 
social media automation company Mass 
Planner, “10 Types of Visual Content 
To Use In Your Content Marketing,”3 
infographics are shared three times 
more than any other visual materials. 
When the story is detailed or complex 
or there’s a lot of data to share—as is 
the case with PDR’s business consulting 
and Taylor Design’s strategic services—
well-designed infographics make the 
information accessible and appealing. 

Still one of the most memorable visuals in 
the marketer’s arsenal is the photograph. 
Used creatively and effectively, a 
picture might well be worth a thousand words. As architectural 
photographer Brad Feinknopf reminds us, powerful images must 
be more than a picture of the building as object. He asks, “What 
is the process that created this project? What is the building 
trying to express? What does it mean to those who use it?”

Photographs that reveal a larger story are the ones that hold 
us on the page and remain relevant for years. Duda|Paine 
Architects and STIR Architecture effectively curate their 
image-rich content libraries to tell engaging stories not only 
about the projects but also the ideas that shaped them and the 
communities they serve. 

Marketers have never had more persuasive visual tools or more 
diverse distribution channels for their content. The challenge 

is to employ, as Kevan Lee of Buffer4 says, those “indelible, 
craveable, relatable images” to tell our firms’ stories in unique 
and authentic ways. n 

1“Visual Content Strategy: The New ‘Black’ for Content Marketers,” Neil Patel, 
Content Marketing Institute,  http://contentmarketinginstitute.com/2015/11/visual-
content-strategy/
2“37 Visual Content Marketing Statistics You Should Know in 2016,” Jesse 
Mawhinney, HubSpot, http://blog.hubspot.com/marketing/visual-content-
marketing-strategy#sm.0000t907ma323d9vu791g9fczljw1
3“10 Types of Visual Content To Use in Your Content Marketing,” Johnny, 
massplanner, http://www.massplanner.com/10-types-of-visual-content-to-use-in-
your-content-marketing/
4“A Complete Guide to Visual Content: The Science, Tools and Strategy of Creating 
Killer Images,” Kevan Lee, Buffer, https://blog.bufferapp.com/a-complete-guide-to-
creating-awesome-visual-content
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