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Over the course of this year, DesignIntelligence charted an am-
bitious adventure for readers in our quest for greater influence. 
Beginning in Q1 we challenged one another to understand and 
embrace the concept of stewardship in all its forms - steward-
ship of planet, people, profit, projects and firm legacies. In Q2, 
we advanced the agenda by grasping the yoke of responsibility 
– a weight borne by all built environment professionals. How 
do we own it, grow it, teach it and embed it in our cultures? In 
Q3, we looked more broadly to our callings as world builders. 
As creators of personal, firm and real worlds via our projects, 
beliefs and systems, how can we be more effective? 

In this, our final quarterly compilation of 2022, we examine our 
ability to increase impact and demonstrate results. In search of 
influence and greater value, how can we use our unique skills to 
show greater benefit and make a difference to greater numbers 
of constituents?

To push the boundaries of this investigation, we reached out to 
expert contributors far and wide.

CONTEXT: Impact

• Dave Gilmore launches the dialogue with a trio of essays of 
key leadership points from his podcasts entitled Leadership 
Impact.

• My essay, Brace for Impact, offers a flight plan for weary trav-
elers seeking to make a greater difference. 

• Like pebbles in a pond, in Impact and Influence, Scott Simp-
son examines how design propagates long term value.

• Using a retrospective look at transportation modes, Paul Hy-
ett posits new high impact IT forces as impact levers in his 
essay, Honey, We’ve Shrunk the World.

• In his Letter from London, Paul Finch assesses The Trouble 
with Impact – “good” and “bad.” 

• In his entry, How to Make a Difference: The MacLeamy Way, 
HOK’s CEO emeritus and buildingSMART International’s 
chairman discusses his new book and podcast and advises 
how architects can have greater impact through smart cities, 
shifted curves and open-source BIM.
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2022  EDITORIAL  ROADMAP

To continue the discussion about Impact, please contact us  
at mlefevre@di.net

Michael LeFevre, FAIA Emeritus 
Managing Editor, DI Media Publications

• Covetool co-founder Sandeep Ahuja shares the travails of 
founding one of the country’s leading energy analysis soft-
ware suites, in her interview entitled: Profound Impact. 

• Alyson Watson’s contribution entitled Inflection Point chal-
lenges designers to adopt systems views for broader impact.

• From Armstrong World Industries R&D company, Arktura, 
Ella Hazard makes The Case for the Misfits. 

• In a transcript extracted from her recent DI podcast, CO 
architects CEO Jenna Knudsen discusses Representation in 
its many forms. 

• In a compelling interview extracted from a podcast with 
WATG’s Katie Pattison, DI’s Bob Fisher shares a discussion 
around the key principles of Leading Creatives.

• To close this issue on impact and leave us all with a call to 
action, in his heartfelt career-spanning interview, environ-
mental godfather Bob Berkebile offers a candid look at his 
origins and motivations for climate change mitigation in 
Leaving a Legacy.

In all, these musings offer a tasting flight, a sampler of thoughts 
and deeds that promise to provoke and measure action - and 
improve results.

How did we do? We welcome your feedback via our website: 
di-media-group.com, LinkedIn or other social media outlets, or 
by email or a call. For you more passionate types, we invite you 
to join us on a video call, a podcast, or consider contributing a 
written piece to continue the discussion.

STEWARDSHIP
Conserving the resources and values we hold 
closely that connect us all.

RESPONSIBILITY
Our duty and commitment to own and solve 
these problems.

WORLD-BUILDING

IMPACT
Exerting power, leverage and force multipliers 
to recognize, measure and achieve true impact 
at all scales.
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Leadership Impact

Dave Gilmore

President and CEO, DesignIntelligence

DI’s CEO Dave Gilmore shares a triptych 

of parables.

For Impact, First Seek Understanding

Over this year, I’ve encountered a few people currently serving 
in secondary leadership roles who earnestly desire to become 
the primary leaders in their firms. They’ve sought my advice 
about advancement. They are eager to present their position 
when opportunities are present. They’re the first to respond in 
a collective gathering when senior leaders are in attendance. 
These are bright, intelligent and knowledgeable people who can 
add tremendous value to their firms.

I’ve interacted with these folks on multiple occasions as I trav-
el across the globe and am honored that they seek my advice. 
In every interaction, each is open about their ambition to take 
more heightened leadership roles. You may be thinking, “Oh, 
I know where this is going! He’s going to share his corrective 
words to these overly ambitious people.”

The following essay compiles content from three recent leadership podcasts 
by Dave Gilmore, originally published on “This is DesignIntelligence” in 
October 2022. To hear these presentations, click the links below. 

Rising Leadership

Expectations

Ethics

https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-rising-leadership/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-expectations/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-ethics/
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Not particularly. Actually, I applaud the ambition and have en-
couraged each to keep learning, remain diligent to apply proven 
leadership principles where applicable, and ask themselves, 
“How is my leadership advancing others and bettering the orga-
nization as a whole?”

What I’ve been pondering in these interactions is what’s behind 
the obvious scenes, the context each is operating within daily. I 
wonder what the leadership culture is like in each firm. How do 
senior-most leaders think, speak, express and behave? What’s 
the decision-making pattern operating among the senior lead-
ership level? How are leaders selected and advanced? What’s 
the reconciling remedy for conflict resolution among leaders? 
How does the organization judge the effectiveness of leadership? 
Is trust clearly evident among senior leaders? Is this healthy 
trust marked by openness and vulnerability or unhealthy trust 
marked by closed-rank cronyism and codependence? Do se-
nior leaders surround themselves with yes people who go along 
to get along or with mature truth-tellers who are welcome to 
present alternatives and positively challenge decisions for the 
betterment of the organization? Would the employee base say 
their leadership is responsible? Would they acknowledge senior 
leadership’s wisdom and understanding? Honestly, what would 
the employees state as the primary attributes or marks of their 
current senior leaders?

These and other questions help us identify the leadership culture 
operating across firms that positively and/or negatively set the 
context for rising leaders. Are rising leaders dissatisfied with the 
firm’s leadership culture and desire to positively change it? The 
caution here is that dissatisfaction too often leads to disrespect-
ful criticism that divides and diminishes rather than unifying 
and strengthening. Such dissatisfaction, though sincere and 

How is my leadership advancing others 

and bettering the organization as a 

whole?

heartfelt, is often myopic, blind to the larger context, history and 
themes driving current senior leadership outcomes.

So, what to do? As always, seeking understanding is the best 
place to begin. Start with examining your own ambitions to 
understand what’s driving you. Is it really for the betterment of 
the organization, the best for the most? To have greater leader-
ship impact, first come alongside senior leadership, get to know 
them, learn what makes them effective (and ineffective), and 
then you can better direct dissatisfaction toward understand-
ing-centric changes.

What kind of leader are you?
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Being a leader is often thankless, 

but it comes with the job. If you’re in 

leadership to be thanked, affirmed and 

recognized, then it’s probably time to 

step down.

Appreciating Leadership

Leadership is often a thankless role. Sincere affirmation is far 
too often the exception rather than the rule. It seems people are 
more inclined to criticize than sincerely affirm the decisions and 
positive outcomes of leadership.

A friend of mine recently shared a story he was a part of that 
makes the point. He was approaching the breakroom close to 
the executive office section on his floor to refill his coffee cup 
when he spotted the CEO of the firm standing with back against 
wall right outside the breakroom space. He had a serious look 
on his face and was postured in a “not good place” demeanor.

My friend diverted his path to the breakroom another direction 
and made his way around to the other entry so as not to disturb 
his boss. As he entered the room, he noted a group of three 
senior staff members sitting together on the far side of the room 
having a conversation. He overheard one comment as he en-
tered, “I agree with you that he is perhaps the most inept leader 
this firm has ever had in its fifty-plus years of existence. Clueless 
might be the better term to describe him. Why would anyone in 
their right mind make that decision?”

As the group saw him crossing to the coffee pot, they greeted 
him and lowered their voices. My friend now understood what 
was happening. The CEO must have also been approaching the 
breakroom when he too overheard this group and, instead of 
going in, had paused to listen outside the entry.

He told me he was suddenly struck by the harmful and hurtful 
power of limited perspective and vicious criticism and turned to 
the group and asked what they were talking about. Two of them 
sat there silent, as if caught in their negativity, while the other 
cavalierly responded, “We were discussing the clueless decisions 
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coming out of the CEO’s office. In particular, why he would turn 
down the opportunity to pursue the largest, most profitable 
project the firm has ever had a chance of winning. Everybody’s 
talking about it, you know.”

My friend pulled up a chair to join the group and said, “Well 
you and everybody must not have the facts. The CEO, when he 
was informed of the opportunity and our supposed inside-ad-
vantage relationship with one of the client decision-makers, had 
our research group review the financials of the client, the status 
of other large projects they had launched in the past few years 
and, in particular, the details about the inside source. What was 
discovered was that this client was over-leveraged, missing pay-
ments to servicers and consultants and was involved in multiple 
lawsuits with construction companies. It was also discovered 
that two of the three projects in duress were sponsored by the 
same inside-relationship source sponsoring us. After careful 
analysis, relationship checks and running it through the risk 
committee, he decided to pass on the opportunity. Those are the 
facts. Probably best to get them before you open your mouth 

to spread negative criticisms. Having him at the helm making 
informed decisions is what’s keeping us profitable and saving 
our jobs.”

My friend left the breakroom, walked right past the CEO, who 
was still standing there, and headed back to his area of the floor. 
That was it. Did the CEO come over to thank him? No, and 
none was expected. Did the group of criticizers suddenly change 
and become mature employees. Who knows? But, in all likeli-
hood, no. Did the firm become aware their CEO was responsible 
and had all their backs? No.

But then, the best CEOs don’t expect or seek that. Being a leader 
is often thankless, but it comes with the job. If you’re in leader-
ship to be thanked, affirmed and recognized, then it’s probably 
time to step down. You’re likely doing more harm than good. If 
you’re in it to advance the organization, drive common success 
and leave the firm better when you leave ... then you’re in the 
right place.

What kind of leader are you?
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On Cultural Standards and Ethics

What standards mark the operating culture of your organiza-
tion? Has there been an ongoing discussion regarding the ethics 
of the firm, those certain standards by which we bound our 
collective thinking, speaking and behavior? Articulating and 
establishing the functional ethos of the organization is essential 
to several dimensions of organizational health, relational inter-
action and, ultimately, business success.

It seems that ethics are only discussed when it appears they’ve 
been breached. Ethics instruction is usually delivered as a series 
of dos and don’ts, with a subtle air of threat wafting around 
the topic. Like a club over the head, ethics seems to only serve 
under the banner of “You better not!” as opposed to what they 
really are.

Ethics are to be worn proudly for all to see and hear through 
how one behaves and communicates. They are ambitions to con-
sistently achieve, not rules to fear breaking. Ethics are the stan-
dards through which we desire to live by and be and become.

The absence of positively compelling ethics is an ethic in itself. 
The void of overt articulation is the conscious acceptance of 
undefined standards and all that might yield. Ethical living is in-
tentional and emanates from and through most aspects of one’s 
life. So, what are the ethical standards for your organization? 
Who makes that decision? Is it realistic to think that a collection 
of diverse individuals will all accept the stated standard and live 
together out of that standard?

These are but a few of the tough questions leadership should be 
leaning into. By the way, it’s leadership’s job to articulate the ethics 
and set the standards for the organization. Ethics is perhaps in 
the top three most important things leadership is responsible for. 

Are these standards — these ethics 

— rational, readily communicable and 

objectively observable?
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Dave Gilmore is president and CEO of DesignIntelligence.

You see, in the culture of the firm, the organization finds its way 
into the day-to-day through the living out of standards set in 
place by leadership. When ethics are set in place people usually, 
almost naturally, move into alignment with them. People crave 
the safety of known parameters. When they’re absent, people 
grow increasingly insecure, unsure and isolated. And that’s the 
genesis of impending conflict. Alternately, when one knows 
what’s expected, what it means to be and behave in the com-
monness of positive organizational dynamics, they are more 
secure, more certain and relationally interactive.

What might be informing your organization’s ethos? Are outside 
voices and forces negatively influencing the thinking-speak-
ing-behavioral standards of your organization? Are you as a 
leader afraid to set standards, fearing the inevitable conflict with 
those that push back? Are your fears of rejection ruddering your 
leadership manner?

Here’s some advice: First, get yourself together. Ask the person 
in the mirror what is the most important thing about being - 
and doing - in your life? Do you want this for the organization? 
Next, gather with other leaders and have the same collective 
discussion. Are there ways in which you desire to see the orga-
nization think, speak, and behave that everyone can agree upon? 
Are these standards — these ethics — rational, readily commu-
nicable and objectively observable?

It’s always the right time to do the right thing and articulate the 
ethics of the firm. Setting the standards for the common good is 
one of those right things to do as a leader. So, will you?

What kind of leader are you?
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Brace for Impact

Michael LeFevre

Managing Editor, DesignIntelligence

Firms with intentional strategies around 

data, value generation and inclusion will 

enjoy positive impact and increased 

influence. Others beware.

“Brace for impact!”

Airline pilots are trained to say this command to protect their 
passengers and crew when a crash is imminent.

“Architects, brace for impact.”

Why? Because danger lurks. If we are successful in redirecting 
our behavior positively, we, and our partners and clients, will 
feel the impact in beneficial ways. Without such change, the 
profession — as we have known it for centuries — may cease to 
exist.

For the past four quarters of 2022, DesignIntelligence has taken 
readers like you on a flight through stewardship, responsibility 
and world-building, all with the goal to result in more impact: 
greater influence, better outcomes and more significant, mea-
surable results. As we have shaped it, such impact must occur 
in a variety of new forms: in sustainable design, in the diversity 
of those who practice and in leveraging technology, and data. 
Measurable impact in multiple forms.
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Other impactful roads are crying out to be traveled. Higher val-
ue in compensation and profitability to support R & D, invest-
ment in firm infrastructure and people development, long-term 
strategies and giving back to the community as corporate citi-
zens can only be funded by firms profitable enough to support 
them. As the perennial laggards in technology adoption, R & D 
investment and productivity growth, the design and construc-
tion industries are last in industry advancement compared to all 
others.

Flight Plans

For practitioners wondering where to go, the paths are clear. 
Several strategic differentiating measures have been developed 
by leading firms that offer clear routes. The day has already 
arrived when firms are designing their practices and projects to 
capture and use data-based criteria that include:

• Performance criteria and evidence-based design.

• Research-based design.

• Social specifications.

• Performance metrics.

• Environmental infographics such as wheels, roses, flowers, 
kite graphs and dashboards that target and achieve goals in 
multiple concurrent systems such as water, site, communi-
ty, etc. Leading firms such as Dialog, BNIM, Perkins+Will, 
KieranTimberlake, Dialog, SERA, et al., have long used such 
data visualization techniques to help their clients and teams 
see and design with greater impact.

• New contracts, project delivery methods and incentives, and 
specialized, data-based services.
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1 Dana Cuff, Architecture: The Story of Practice (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991); Robert Gutman, Architectural Practice: A Critical View (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 1988). 
2 Phil Bernstein, Machine Learning: Architecture in the Age of Artificial Intelligence (London: RIBA Publishing, 2022).
3 Daniel Susskind and Richard Susskind, The Future of the Professions (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).

• Inclusion of people of color and increased diversity and eq-
uity. This is already offering expanded input frames, thank-
fully, after centuries. To wit, the AIA’s new national leader, 
EVP/CEO Lakisha Woods, an African American woman, 
replaces Robert Ivy, a 60-something-year-old white male 
who led the organization for decades. As further evidence, 
witness the AIA and countless other leading national firms 
establishing new principal-level positions and firmwide 
campaigns to promote justice, equity, diversity and inclusion 
(JEDI). The 2022 Pritzker Prize winner, Diébédo Francis 
Kéré, is an African architect practicing in Africa. Why does 
this matter? Continued hard work toward greater inclusion 
will offer broader perspectives and increase architectural 
impact for a wider constituency.

Regardless of which of these paths a firm might choose to map 
their future, the core assumption is that we must choose an 
approach to differentiate our firms, then measure and quantify it 
to yield results.

Data-Based, Value-Generating, Inclusive Firms Will 
Survive

Since their seminal books of the 1980s, Dana Cuff and Robert 
Gutman predicted the bifurcation of the architecture profession 
into large, “mega” national/global firms and “micro” boutique, 
small firms providing high service or high concept design.1 To a 
large extent, these prognostications have proven correct. Mid-
sized firms are struggling in general, with only a few successful 
regional exceptions breaking the pattern. So what? This trend is 
evidence of the forces shaping practice. To right-size to achieve 
their effective critical masses, firms are trimming the fat and 

using strategic, freelance alliances to become lean or are grow-
ing by acquisition, aggregation and vertical integration to create 
self-contained, full-service operations to sustain themselves. 
Both models are generating larger capacities to have impact.

Data and Machines

In his new book, “Machine Learning: Architecture in the Age 
of Digital Transformation,” Phil Bernstein offers some poten-
tial solutions for those seeking data and automation strategies.2 
While he agrees with the prediction of the Susskinds’ book, “The 
Future of the Professions,” that architects are not likely to be 
replaced by machines within the next 30 years,3 he nonetheless 
advises that task-based automation is one possibility.

Firms just beginning to chart their courses to the future need 
only to heed the advice of seers such as the Susskinds and Ber-
nstein. They should look to the top firms and absorb their best 
practices. In emulating the best, they should not merely steal 
or ape what good firms do, they should digest their data strat-
egies and adapt them to match their own firm cultures. If they 
do, they can transcend current practices and possibly leapfrog 
others to elevate the standard of practice for all.

Value and Inclusion

Design professionals who continue to rely on their goodwill, 
years of experience and uncanny horizontal abilities to “design 
anything” will, per experts like the Susskinds and Cuff, find it 
increasingly difficult to compete and survive. Rather, the surviv-
ing firms of the future will be those who are skilled at demon-
strating and delivering real value in the eyes of clients and 
partners, using modern tools and diverse teams.
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An Integrated Approach

To connect the three ideas central to this essay, let’s look at the 
data. First, leading firms are using data to inform and transform 
their practices — the very ways in which they work. Second, 
they are delivering solutions in ways that add value to projects, 
in terms valued by clients and partners. Finally, they are achiev-
ing these two objectives while deploying a significantly more 
diverse roster of colleagues. Design professionals representing 
new disciplines, skills, paradigms, demographics, races and be-
liefs are not only helping firms find staff amid the post-COVID 
Great Resignation, but are simultaneously arming industry 
evolution with smarter, more well adapted, different thinking 
teams.

I admit, it’s harder to practice these days. When the Wright 
brothers first flew, there were no rules. They deployed intuition, 
perseverance, guts and luck to succeed. This is how many of 
us used to practice, but no more. These days, we need more 
machines, people, data and analysis. We are responsible for so 
much more beyond our buildings. We also need connectors, 
systems and enablers to integrate it all. We’re not in Kitty Hawk 
anymore.

What’s the Plan?

To survive, we need a clearly conceived action plan for how we’ll 
do these things. First, for how we’ll use data. In a June 2022 De-
signIntelligence podcast, DI’s CEO Dave Gilmore interviewed 
Arup’s chief data officer, Volker Buscher, in a candid discussion 
that reinforces this point. Posited as a potentially seminal mo-
ment of equal significance as the birth of Revit, the formation of 
the Hanover Principles and the emergence of Integrated Project 
Delivery — all of which found their origins at Design Futures 

Council events — the importance of having a data strategy 
looms large.

To create value, firms are advised to conduct honest self- and 
client-based assessments and heed the data to create more value. 
Diversity and inclusion are most notably reaching critical mass 
through the widespread implementation of domain leaders 
within each firm, following cultural change and new practices 
and actions. For all these considerations, a sustainable, adapt-
able strategic plan is advised to guide these new motivations and 
movements to result in transformative outcomes for firms.

Let’s Keep Score 

(Is it true that “what gets measured gets done”? Let’s try it and 
find out ...)

In an architectural profession long-hindered by an overreliance 
on intuition, the time has come to join the rest of civilization 
and become data-savvy. Architects have shunned efforts at 
data, calculation and prediction in the past due to “innumera-
cy.” While we may have learned to become literate, it’s time we 
become numerate, as well.

The point of the focus on data reliance is that we have little to 
lose because we are already losing. We are losing value, respect 
and the battle to have greater positive impact because of our re-
luctant stance on data and technology use. Projecting that trend 
has caused many to issue dire predictions about our futures as 
professionals. In truth, there is much to lose, even beyond our 
own stature. Simply put, data and automation are part of the 
new foundation upon which we must stand as professionals in 
leadership roles. So armed, we can then deploy our experience, 
humanity and judgment — things we value most.
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Impact is about results. Metrics. Proof. 

Accountability.
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Over my six-decade career in architecture, I’ve listened to too 
many tales of woe from trusted colleagues. Usually overheard 
at cocktail parties or lectures, these sob stories could easily have 
been delivered by legendary comedian Rodney Dangerfield. “I 
don’t get no respect,” they moan cynically. “People don’t appre-
ciate design enough.” “We are underpaid and undervalued.” The 
question is: Why are these perceptions so prevalent? Perhaps the 
answer is that the ways we have chosen to create our cultures, 
businesses and practices over the past century and a half have 
failed to have enough impact.

Impact? What does that mean? For this discussion, under our 
annual editorial theme of INFLUENCE, impact is about results. 
Metrics. Proof. Accountability. In plain English, impact can be 
thought of as the result of a concussive force, the action of one 
object coming forcibly into contact with another, or to have a 
strong effect on someone or something. Essential terms in these 
definitions include action, contact (between two “objects”) and a 
strong demonstrable effect.

But Coach!

“Coach, I’ve been dribbling in circles and back and forth, up 
and down the court all game. I’m exhausted!” is how so many 
complaining architects sound to me. “I’ve been lifting weights 
and running sprints all day.” The coach might counsel, “Work-
ing hard is not enough.” The real question is: Have you had any 
impact? What good athletes share is preparation — a precursor 
to impact. Impact is what happens when you apply the action 
you’ve prepared for. How do you know if you’ve had any? You 
ask. You observe. You listen. Most importantly, you measure. 
Subjectively or objectively, anecdotally or scientifically, to 
demonstrate impact you must quantify it. And if you don’t keep 
score, you can’t demonstrate results.

Built environment professionals who believe they’ve had impact 
merely by having had 40-year-long careers are mistaken. In this 
case, demonstrable quantity — of time, number of buildings, 
perhaps walls full of design awards or even having been in the 
upper percentiles of firm profitability — is not enough.

None of these metrics matter if the candidate can’t demonstrate 
change or effect on those outside themselves and their project 
teams or firms. Who might that include? At the first tier, clients. 
Next comes partners and colleagues. Beyond this, with imme-
diate project connection, come the users and constituents who 
benefit from the projects we design and build. Finally, it includes 
those in the communities that surround our buildings — the 
local and global citizens impacted by what we do. This spectrum 
of people and planet upon which we can have a positive effect 
is the playing field where we keep score of the impacts of our 
work.

The old saw, “What gets measured gets done,” has been attribut-
ed to Peter Drucker, W. Edwards Deming and others. A brief 
Wikipedia search of the reference revealed:

V. F. Ridgway published a paper in 1956 criticizing the 
measurement mantra. Simon Caulkin, a columnist, neatly 
summarized Ridgway’s argument as:

“What gets measured gets managed — even when it’s point-
less to measure and manage it, and even if it harms the 
purpose of the organisation to do so.” Indeed, the paper’s 
title is “Dysfunctional Consequences of Performance Mea-
surements.”

Ridgway clearly was onto something in 1956. Not everything 
that matters can be measured. Not everything that we can mea-
sure matters.
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But in architecture, we have little to lose by trying to measure 
a few things and see what they tell us. Particularly if we are in 
search of greater impact and influence.

In the early days of practice, we could get away with saying, “I’m 
just an architect. I just do buildings. It’s not my job to worry 
about the outcomes or keep score.” No more. Back then, we held 
all the knowledge we needed in our heads and relied on time 
and apprenticeship to transfer these skills to the next genera-
tions of practitioners. The Susskinds’ book, “The Future of the 
Professions,” is an illustrative example of how heretofore closely 
held tasks are now being deconstructed, routinized and distrib-
uted. If you want more impact, develop a strategy in response to 
that data. It’s what the future is saying to us. How will we re-
spond to have more effect and influence?

Architect + Action = Result

In her recently published book, “Architect + Action = Result,” 
Rebecca W. E. Edmunds, AIA, outlines a subject/verb/object 
grammatical equation to direct architects seeking to create more 
meaningful professional narratives toward clear, strong action.4 
This equation is, or should be, at the heart of all practitioners’ 
strategies. Beyond hanging their shingles and doing work, they 
should be armed with an action-oriented plan and purpose and 
be able to demonstrate its results and impact.

For all seeking an escape from the Rodney Dangerfield-ian 
self-limiting aspects of their practices, action and result should 
be their watchwords. Action and result should become the can-
vasses upon which they paint. Whether through broad strokes 
or micro-focus, their expressions only have meaning through 
impact.

By the Numbers

I’m hardly a numbers person. Given a choice, I would rather 
reside in the universe of words and images, people and expe-
riences, not numbers. But I’ve learned the hard way that in 
business, people keep score. They do it with stock prices, profit 
and loss statements, budgets and schedules, requirements and 
expectations. I’ve learned to cope with this world by embracing 
spreadsheets and allying myself with teammates more numer-
ically inclined than I am. To survive, I’ve taught myself to be 
more keenly aware of metrics and finances. But I still believe 
the world doesn’t revolve around those things. They are only the 
data, not the thing that compels us. The thing, I believe, for most 
of us designers is the doing. Plying skills honed over long ca-
reers is what most of us love. But where too many miss the boat 
is by remaining self-focused. Where is our impact? Have we had 
any? How can we know if haven’t taken stock?

4 Edmunds, Rebecca, W. E. Architect+Action=Result, r4 llc, 2021

Successful organizations have impact — 

or they cease to exist.
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How many of us even take the time to ask our clients to mea-
sure how we did? Proven techniques such as Post Occupancy 
Evaluation (POE) interviews, net promoter scores and POE 
performance metrics for our buildings are now becoming de 
rigueur for leading firms. But what about the rest? In all oth-
er segments of business and society, providers of goods and 
services have learned the necessity of measuring their success. 
Not just through their own profitability but in other kinds of 
scorekeeping. Significantly, externally focused ones. Health care 
professionals couldn’t do their work without monitoring and 
collecting all kinds of data including heart rate, oxygen level, 
blood analysis, medications and countless other data points. Re-
tailers soon cease to exist without customer satisfaction surveys 
and strategic adaptations based on their content. They have long 
used point-of-sale collection devices that track inventory and 
revenues, inform tactical decisions and long-term vision.

A cursory look at these practices alongside the average archi-
tecture firm would easily show most of us are lagging or absent 
from any such data collection to inform our practices. Sure, a 
few leading firms are leading the way, but the rest — I’d specu-
late over 90% of the firms, many of which are comprised of only 
a handful of design professionals — do not likely have impact 
metrics on their strategic horizons.

Valid Questions

To practice what I preach, and consider the impact these opin-
ions might be having on you skeptics (or even those mildly 
interested), let’s pose a few questions:

1. What should you measure?

2. Why should you care?

3. How can you afford it?

4. How should you begin, and what can you do with this infor-
mation once they collect it?

All valid concerns. Let’s tackle them one at a time.

1. What to Measure?

Client satisfaction leaps to the top of the list here. Building 
performance comes next. Based on the current professional 
zeitgeist, achieving environmental goals and increasing diversity 
might seem appropriate. No firm can afford to collect and man-
age all the data. The key is being able to answer why you need 
each piece and how you’ll use it. You could call it the Impact 
Test. What does collecting this information do for us and others, 
and how does it help?

2. Why Care?

Architects should care about measuring a given performance 
indicator for two reasons: first, if it has value in changing behav-
ior; second, if it helps them regain knowledge and action to re-
turn to being on a par with realtors, retailers and countless other 
common players in business civilization. They know the average 
costs of houses in your neighborhood. They know your buying 
habits and preferences. Do architects really want to continue to 
be less informed than these peer providers of goods and services 
who are already armed with data to inform their work? I don’t 
think so.

3. The Business Case

In an architectural profession long challenged to be profitable, 
the perennial question around metrics has always been: How do 
we afford it? To that I say, how can you afford not to? In a world 
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where everyone else is keeping score, your very survival de-
pends on your ability to generate a profitable cost/benefit equa-
tion. Not just for your firm and not just for your finances. We 
must learn to include costs of all kinds — social, environmental, 
human, direct and indirect — as well as focus on the long-term 
horizon vs. short-term, first-cost mentalities. Those who lack 
the ability to generate such equations and value propositions 
should get help fast.

4. Getting Started

To identify where your true impact lies and how to increase it, 
firms are advised to create a rigorous plan. Hire a consultant 
and set a timeline, objectives and budgets. Approach this quest 
as you would any research or project management activity. 
Ask your customers and partners. Their perceptions are more 
important than your own. Without them, you have no practice. 
Start simply and modestly. Celebrate some small wins. Then, 
build on success to generate more impact and value. Those with 
the motivation and inclination to achieve true change will know 
what to do.

Call to Action

To leverage your efforts to have greater force, take the time to 
look around. Next, take action. Take a shot. Finally, measure the 
results and repeat the cycle. That’s how successful organizations 
on planet Earth operate. They’re just as passionate about their 
work as we are about design, but they take the time to look out-
side their own sandboxes every so often. They have impact — or 
they cease to exist.

At the end of his infamous day off, Ferris Bueller said it best.

“Life moves pretty fast. If you don’t stop 
and look around once in a while, you could 
miss it.”

Then, based on what you learn, take some small steps to de-
velop more impact from what you do. You might just find it’s 
quite rewarding — financially, professionally and personally. At 
the least, you’ll be doing some good through better-perform-
ing buildings, happier clients and constituents, and a broader 
outlook.

The Future Is Talking

As we look through the clouds to the horizon, we see a future 
with a message. Our questions are clear:

What is the future telling us?

How will we respond?

Firms that have already deployed these kinds of strategic mea-
sures should be able to lower their tray tables, open their laptop 
computers and continue working, confident in their trajectories. 
Perhaps they’ll capitalize on the opportunity to recharge during 
their journeys to continue their missions when they land. They 
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can rest assured in the knowledge that they have created greater 
positive impact and influence for their colleagues, clients and 
communities. They will have made themselves more valuable 
— the kind of responsible design professionals we have always 
aspired to be.

Those who have not responded and are without value- and da-
ta-based strategies should grab their knees and brace for impact.

Either way, hold on. It’s going to be an interesting landing.
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Impact and Influence

Scott Simpson, FAIA

Senior Fellow, Design Futures Council

How Design Propagates Long-Term Value

When a pebble is dropped into a pond, it has immediate impact. 
First, there is that familiar sound — kerplunk! — as the stone 
hits the water. Droplets leap upward and then reverse them-
selves in graceful backflips, creating secondary splashes that 
launch concentric ripples in all directions. The tiniest of pebbles 
can propagate waves that will cause the entire surface of the 
pond to shimmer. It doesn’t take much to set this ballet in mo-
tion. Yet what may seem subtle at first is a seismic event for the 
water molecules themselves; they are permanently rearranged 
and will never again return to their exact former positions.

Something similar happens when a building gets constructed. 
On a virgin site, something new is created that did not previ-
ously exist. The earth is torn open, and tons of foreign materials 
are poured into the hole. Assembling so many parts and pieces 
requires exquisite choreography. The construction process also 
excretes substantial amounts of waste material. When done, the 
new building is inhabited by people who had no previous reason 
to visit the site, so it becomes an entirely different kind of place. 
What was once a seemingly benign piece of open land has been 
converted to a beehive of activity.

In both cases, the precipitating action — dropping the pebble or 
building the building — sets in motion events that create inexo-
rable long-term effects. In the world of design and construction, 
most architects focus what happens before the ribbon gets cut. 
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After all, it’s more immediate and comprehensible; a thing has 
sprung to life where none existed before. However, that is only 
the beginning of the story. A typical project will be in service 
for forty to fifty years. Over that span, the amount of energy and 
money expended will far outstrip the initial capital cost. The 
true value proposition of the architect’s work should be mea-
sured with that in mind.

This is something designers need to think about more closely. In 
school, budding professionals are taught to focus first and fore-
most on form and aesthetics. Very little, if any, attention is paid 
to the underlying economics of the buildings they will create or 
how they will affect the behaviors of the people who will inhab-
it them. Lack of knowledge (and lack of interest) about such 
things is a handicap when they are called upon to advise their 
clients. Architects tend to envision their buildings as static ob-
jects, important in and of themselves. But, in fact, all buildings 
are like theaters in that they serve as stage sets for the human 
activities that will take place within. Buildings change every 
day depending upon who uses them and in what ways. Because 
of that, they are always in flux. No matter how well designed 
at first, buildings are never perfect. They must be continually 
updated and sometimes renovated entirely as the needs of their 
occupants evolve.

To be successful, buildings must respond to their users, but 
those same buildings also exert a tremendous influence in 
return. Architecture determines how people move about, what 
they see, and what they hear during the day and night. Many of 
these clues are so subtle that we pay them little mind, but they 
are powerful and pervasive. Design can even have a direct effect 
on behavior. Nobody smokes in church because the building 
itself sends that message, and it is obeyed without conscious 
thought.

As the world becomes ever more 

complex, and the built environment 

ever more ubiquitous, the phenomena 

of impact and influence loom large. 

The initial impact of good design is 

immediate and palpable, but its long-

term influence lasts longer and is far 

more powerful.
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As the world becomes ever more complex, and the built envi-
ronment ever more ubiquitous, the phenomena of impact and 
influence loom large. The initial impact of good design is imme-
diate and palpable, but its long-term influence lasts longer and is 
far more powerful.

Scott Simpson, FAIA, is a senior fellow of the Design Futures 
Council and a regular contributor at DesignIntelligence.
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Honey,  
We’ve Shrunk the World

Paul Hyett 

PPRIBA, Hon FAIA 
Founding Principal of Vickery-Hyett in the U.K.

Paul Hyett reflects on IT’s distortion of 

time, interval and distance. Can design 

benefit from its impact?

The Old Rules: Where and What?

Since time immemorial, technology has had a huge impact on 
the where and the what of architecture and building. From the 
earliest days of urban settlement, beyond any Stone Age deci-
sion to bunch a few dwellings around a space for market and 
trade, the where of town and building location has always been 
dictated by issues of accessibility.

This was very much the case in England. Early internal trade 
depended heavily on shipping. For centuries, sturdy little craft 
braved the coastlines, especially down the country’s east side, 
before plying their way up the estuaries and rivers as far as their 
draught depths would permit. Thereafter, further haulage relied 
on horses (or oxen) and carts. The Ouse and mighty Trent at 
Hull, and the Thames out of London, were the key river routes 
inland from the east, and the Severn, Avon and Mersey offered 
access from the west.

As the Industrial Revolution advanced, the cost of shifting raw 
materials and finished goods became evermore critical. Trans-
ferring loads to wheeled transport only exacerbated expense, so 
a series of brave, complex civil engineering projects involving 
systems of weirs and locks were undertaken. These were de-
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signed to ensure sufficient depths and enable water navigation 
farther up riverways and deeper inland, for example to Notting-
ham and beyond.

Such initiatives were complemented by an intense parallel 
programme of canal construction. At its peak, this campaign 
extended over 4,000 miles, linking rivers and positively impact-
ing trade and manufacturing while connecting growing towns 
and cities across the country. Emerging industrial settlements 
expanded along navigable waterways.

In the 19th century, newly invented railways scythed their ways 
through fast-growing suburbs, improved supply lines of raw 
materials and components, and serviced outward markets. What 
was their impact? Even greater influence on the where and the 
what of building across our towns and cities.

When oil replaced coal and straw as the power source, new 
tarmacadam roads came into their own. Once again, building 
typologies and location were influenced by innovations in trans-
portation methods, always in pursuit of speedier door-to-door 
journey times, and for freight-goods, minimal double handling.

The principal generator of these changes was economics: A dol-
lar invested in a product must be returned, with interest, at the 
earliest possible time. Nothing has changed; newly made goods 
cannot be allowed to accumulate interest debts and erode profits 
during a slow journey to market.

As a result, the where of township growth, if not the origins, was 
always determined by the technologies and reaches of available 
transport. In America, the form of urban design (or lack of it) 
was dictated by the available space (usually more in the U.S. 
than in the U.K.) and by the internal combustion engine; the 
impacts of emerging transport technologies drove development.

New Technologies

To complement all this, construction technologies emerged in 
the latter half of the 19th century that enabled even denser city 
centres. These were:

• The elevator, which facilitated the development of tall, steel-
framed buildings.

• The availability of electricity to power artificial lighting.

• Mechanical ventilation, which enabled the “deep plan” 
building (notably without lightwells and internal court-
yards).

• The emergence of wafer-thin curtain walls and lightweight 
cladding systems that reduced loads on frames and founda-
tions while yielding super-efficient floorplan “footprints.”

Clearly, the impact of technology was profound, causing a com-
plete inversion of social hierarchies. From the Romans through 
to Haussmann’s Paris and Edwardian London, the cheapest 
rentals had always been at the top of buildings otherwise inac-
cessible except by stairs. This established hierarchy was quickly 
reversed as elevators and escalators offered effortless vertical 
mobility and created optimum values for the now newly desir-
able penthouses with views!

Occasional efforts were made to blunt the powers of market 
economies on location, but with little effect. One of the most 
heroic was the modernist Brynmawr rubber factory, designed 
against a progressive social agenda to provide local employment 
up in the mountains of South Wales after World War ll.



31 Q4 Influence: Impact

But the costs of hauling raw materials up, and finished goods 
down, the narrow winding roads proved prohibitive and Bryn-
mawr, with its generous clinics, creche, canteens and class-
rooms, was closed. In the meantime, Wolfsburg triumphed in 
its efficiency as a manufacturing base for the Volkswagen Beetle 
and dispatched German exports via Hamburg, while other U.K. 
locations, such as Derby and Linwood, also proved too expen-
sive as manufacturing bases for the U.K.’s export markets.

As ever, the long shadow of basic economics impacted the what 
and the where of architecture and urban design.

New Rules

But today the basic rules have changed again as a new technol-
ogy has emerged, previously inconceivable even in the mind of 
Mary Shelley and her fellow science fiction novelists of the 19th 
century. This new technology continues to evolve and make its 
full impact felt. It is now beyond doubt that its influence will 
exceed that of all previous transport and building innovations 
combined.

Its impact is twofold: it “shrinks” distance (reducing demands 
for movement and transport) and reduces space requirements 
and therefore demand for volume and new building.

This powerful new force is, of course, the “wireless” transmis-
sion of sound, images and data. Consider these time and dis-
tance comparisons:

• When John Adam travelled eastward from the Chesapeake 
Bay in 1778 as envoy to George Washington, it took him and 
his son John Quincy some seven weeks of sailing to get to 
France.

Brynmawr Rubber Factory: Images 
By kind permission of Amgueddfa Cymru 

 - National Museum Wales



32 Q4 Influence: Impact

Deconstructing Time and Space

Even though there were still significant delays as pre-digital film 
reels had to be transported and then laboriously copied and 
distributed to movie houses around the country, the processes 
continued to accelerate. By the 1960s we could watch sporting 
events live on our TVs, broadcast directly to our homes (albeit 
only in black-and-white). In the 1970s good quality colour was 
affordable, and by the 1990s we could further deconstruct time 
by recording, “fast-forwarding” and replaying our favorite sport-
ing events all on our own device. Two decades later, we could 
even “deposit” information on the “cloud” — a shared global 
storage network.

Against today’s norms, those were the “Dark Ages” of informa-
tion technology. More recent evolutions have since transformed 
every aspect of our working and personal lifestyles and interac-
tions. The rate of progress has been exponential. We now take 
for granted the experience of riding “live” in Lewis Hamilton’s 
Mercedes Maclaren or partaking in an outpouring of shared 
grief during our late beloved Queen Elizabeth’s funeral from as 
far afield as Auckland and Soweto in the southern hemisphere 
to Montreal and Balmoral in the north. We also take it for grant-
ed, in international businesses, that we can dial into conference 
calls or workshop sessions, one after another, and again shrink 
time courtesy of videoconferencing software, such as Microsoft 
Teams or Zoom.

It is clear after only a few millennia of scientific and technolog-
ical progress, our species has effectively conquered the limits 
distance had hitherto imposed on communication. The world 
has shrunk in real terms as we quickly morph into an age of 
augmented and virtual realities and immersive experience. One 
might say, “Honey, we’ve shrunk the world!”

• In 1866, a mere 88 years later, as described in Simon Win-
chester’s wonderful book “Atlantic,” the British ship Great 
Eastern laid the first permanent telegraph line across the 
Atlantic Ocean. Courtesy of the brilliance and determina-
tion of Cyrus West Field, the adverse impact of distance on 
communication had been largely curtailed.

• Fast-forward to the 1950s. Sports fans could by then watch 
the Australian Open tennis tournament at their local cine-
mas. Technology had distorted distance. Spectators no lon-
ger had to be there to see the event unfold. The “exchange” 
was one-way and limited, but conventional interaction with 
fellow spectators had been forever dislocated by technology’s 
newfound capacity to transmit experience to remote loca-
tions. “Virtual” had commenced its assault on “real.” Hith-
erto unimagined forms of remote socializing would stream 
forth as new norms.

The world has shrunk in real terms 

as we quickly morph into an age of 

augmented and virtual realities and 

immersive experience. One might say, 

‘Honey, we’ve shrunk the world!’
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Assessing Impacts

But what will be the impact of the IT revolution on the where 
and what of building?

To start, the need for local and long-distance business travel has 
been slashed overnight. That is a game-changing development 
with extraordinary impact for the what and where of our build-
ing programmes. Since COVID-19 accelerated the effectiveness 
of virtual exchange, I have been participating in online confer-
ences, meetings and workshops, as well as design reviews and 
joint design charettes with delegates from around the world on a 
regular basis.

At the international scale, such practices have saved millions of 
tons of aviation fuel. The all-time high for aviation fuel con-
sumption was 2019’s use of 95 billion gallons. The COVID years 
saw that same rate fall to 52 billion gallons. Increasingly so-
phisticated and available IT will enable us to reduce those levels 
further.

As we search for solutions, the IT and communication revolu-
tion provides our best hope for saving the planet. We have the 
technology. Now, in the words of the ever-gracious President 
Barack Obama, we need only to “do the right thing!” And as 
President Ronald Reagan, that most genial of American presi-
dents liked to say, “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

So, buckle up for the ride. It’s time for designers and builders to 
embrace these powers and employ others creatively as we seek 
greater impact and influence. The world may be smaller, but it 
desperately needs our help.
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The Trouble with Impact

Paul Finch
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Letters from London:

Paul Finch examines the causes and effects 

of assessing impact - good and bad

No Neutrality

“Impact” is not a neutral word. It is not necessarily pejorative 
— think about the impact a great sporting star may have on a 
match or game — but in the world of the built environment, 
the term tends to be seen in largely negative lights. When new 
buildings are described as having an “impact” on their sur-
roundings, such descriptions often sound like the sort of out-
come or reaction you might experience from a car crash. That is 
to say, noisy collisions — unexpected, unwanted and damaging.

In the U.K., official, government-backed heritage organizations 
managed to convince legislators that all-new construction in, 
next to or visible from protected conservation areas automat-
ically does “harm.” The client and architect, often, of course, 
with the help of heritage consultants, are obliged to prove their 
proposal will cause “less than substantial harm” and will there-
fore be OK.

I wish I were making this up, but it is true. Conservation has 
become an irony-free ideology; it is impolite to suggest all 
the buildings we now wish to protect were, once upon a time, 
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themselves examples of varying degrees of harm — except our 
predecessors were not so foolish as to adopt neophobe zealotry 
as their modus operandi. “Everything was new once,” as wise 
historians have reminded us.

The association between “impact” and “harm” has become par-
ticularly vexing in relation to tall (or tallish) buildings. The taller 
the building, then the more “impact” it will have, and thus it will 
have to defend itself in relation to multiple viewpoints. This has 
resulted in great business opportunities for “townscape” con-
sultants and digital visualisers, who are now required to justify 
every last foot of height to local protestors, municipal planners, 
public inquiries, planning inspectors and, ultimately, the politi-
cian who may decide the fate of a planning application.

Our predecessors were not so foolish 

as to adopt neophobe zealotry as their 

modus operandi. ‘Everything was new 

once,’ as wise historians have reminded 

us.

Beauty and the Eye of the Beholder

Recently, the U.K. has written in the concept of “beauty” into 
planning regulations, without defining what it means. This is 
coincidentally good business, this time for planning lawyers, 
but disconcerting for everybody else. In theory, if you want to 
extend your own property, you may have to convince a group 
of self-elected residents in the street that you are not doing any 
harm, that the impact of your proposal will be negligible, and 
ask them: Please, can they give an approving nod?

An Englishman’s home, formerly his castle, now has become a 
sort of visual community asset rather than a piece of private real 
estate.

The group of philosophers who promoted the idea that beauty 
should become a formal part of planning (scratch them and 
sniff, and they generally turn out to be Classicists) claimed, with 
no justification, if only new housing was “beautiful,” it would 
receive planning permission more quickly, thus addressing 
the acute shortage of new housebuilding in the U.K. A simple 
analysis of recent history disproves this simple-minded theory 
but appears to have gripped the imagination of at least some of 
our politicians, who see votes in stopping building rather than 
enabling it.

There is nothing in U.K. law to prevent an “ugly” building being 
given planning permission — unless it is obviously of “poor de-
sign quality.” It makes you wonder, in such cases, why a building 
of good or outstanding design quality could not automatically 
qualify as beautiful. It also calls into question who is to decide 
the point at which a design is not quite beautiful enough.
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For tall building critics, of whom there are many on our side 
of the pond (though there are many supporters of height, too), 
we are approaching the point where a combination of “impact,” 
“harm” and lack of “beauty” could invalidate any new proposal 
anywhere. There is a distinct feeling in the air that somehow 
building new things is morally questionable: “all that embodied 
and operational carbon”; “all that wasted carbon if you don’t 
retrofit what already exists.”

Longevity’s Benefits

Such default responses ignore the benefits of far more envi-
ronmentally friendly buildings, of density and intensity, and 
the increasing longevity expected of significant buildings these 
days, at least as compared to many that don’t last longer than 25 
years. Increasingly, carbon analysis of proposed new buildings is 
assuming a life of more than a century, following the New York 
model of fine high-rise buildings capable of having useful life 
extensions at regular intervals.

Putting at least some of these facilities 

out of their environmental- and energy-

inefficient misery might be a reasonable 

strategy.

In contrast, much of the developing world still considers longev-
ity a matter purely of economics rather than physics and chem-
istry. The mindset seems to be: “Get your investment return 
in five years and let somebody else worry about what happens 
afterward.” Architects can contribute much to the political and 
ethical debates around these subjects, influencing regulation on 
the one hand and contributing to general cultural discourse on 
the other. Provided, of course, that we remember that architects 
design buildings — they do not commission them.

Regarding retrofit, a former AIA president observed that “the 
greenest building is the one that already exists.” Not always. In 
the U.K., the existing building stock includes 19 million dwell-
ings that have the lowest-grade energy performance levels (D 
and E certificates). They don’t sound too green to me. Putting at 
least some of these facilities out of their environmental- and en-
ergy-inefficient misery might be a reasonable strategy. A num-
ber of serious developers want them all retrofitted, but there is 
scant evidence that those proposing this have thought about the 
impact (that word again) on construction capacity and materials 
supply.

Almost by definition, retrofit lacks the dramatic visual conse-
quences and rewards of more visible new work. This presents a 
challenging case when weighed against the potential “shock of 
the new,” when radical architecture makes its mark — or when 
conventional architecture is delivered well at scale.

But how long do such impacts last? Yesteryear’s megastructures 
on the Sheik Zayed Road between Dubai and Abu Dhabi are 
now just part of the landscape, a chain of towers where the ar-
chitects have tried to provide their clients with buildings that are 
the architectural equivalents of exclamation marks.
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When faced with an environment full of exclamation marks, 
you really don’t notice them. What you are searching for is some 
quiet, elegantly assembled prose.



39 Q4 Influence: Impact

Q 4  I N F L U E N C E :  I M P A C T

How to Make a Difference:
The MacLeamy Way



40 Q4 Influence: Impact

How to Make a 
Difference:

The MacLeamy Way

Patrick MacLeamy

CEO Emeritus, HOK 

Chairman, buildingSMART International

HOK’s CEO emeritus and buildingSMART 

International’s chairman discusses his 

new book and podcast and advises 

how architects can have greater impact 

through smart cities, shifted curves and 

open-source BIM.

DesignIntelligence (DI): Patrick, congratulations on your 
new book, “Designing a World-Class Architecture Firm,” and 
your podcast, “Build Smart.” I’d like to talk about both. But 
before we do, to frame the discussion, centered around our 
fourth-quarter theme of IMPACT under our 2022 editorial 
look at how we can increase the architects’ INFLUENCE, 
I’d like to level-set readers with an understanding of where 
you’re coming from. As someone who has experienced huge 
impact and results — leading a global design firm, in HOK, 
and chairing buildingSMART International (bSI), another 
global movement — it would help to know a bit more about 
your journey. What choices did you make on your develop-
mental path to position yourself for such impactful roles?
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Patrick MacLeamy (PM): My grandfather was a carpenter 
who built and sold individual houses for a living. He taught me 
how to draw house plans and I became hooked on design. My 
first exposure to architecture was at a high school career day. I 
reached out to the architect who did the presentation and asked 
if he could tell me more about the profession. He said he didn’t 
have time for me. I vowed then to not be like that if I were ever 
in his position.

I got my architecture degrees from the University of Illinois. 
After college, a former classmate helped me get an interview at 
HOK in St. Louis. Gyo Obata (the “O” in HOK) hired me as a 
junior designer in the firm’s 150-person office. I demonstrated 
project-management aptitude, and HOK encouraged me to 
focus on management operations instead of design. The upshot 
is that I opened HOK’s first-ever satellite office in 1970, in San 
Francisco. I joined the firm’s executive committee 25 years later, 
was elevated to COO in 2000 and served as CEO from 2003-
2016, retiring 50 years to the day after I joined HOK. During 
that time, the firm grew to almost 2,000 employees, distributed 
among 27 offices on three continents.

Two pivotal decisions were my choice to pursue management 
operations instead of design and agreeing to attend what I call 
“charm school,” executive training that taught me how to really 
listen to coworkers and clients.

DI: That’s helpful in understanding your background better. 
How did you get involved with buildingSMART?

PM: Midway through my HOK career, I cofounded what be-
came buildingSMART International because I was frustrated 
with our inability to coordinate utilities in the plenum — the 
spaces between the ceilings and the floors above in our projects. 

What started as a modest goal to coordinate geometry gradual-
ly became something much bigger — in fact, the biggest thing 
I have ever been involved with. The bigger buildingSMART’s 
impact becomes, the more we see ways to improve the building 
industry and liberate the architect to return to being a pillar in 
our society.

DI: Beyond buildingSMART, where else are you making a 
difference?

PM: I serve on my local design review commission, which gives 
me the opportunity to remain in touch with architecture. My 
wife and I recently formed a nonprofit organization to support 
improvements in our neighborhood. We also founded an orga-
nization called the Tree Team, with the goal of planting 10,000 
new trees in our suburban city.

DI: Were you a longtime aspirant to having large-scale 
change, or is it something that presented itself along the way 
that you saw as an opportunity?

PM: I was not focused on having a big impact at the beginning 
of my career at HOK or at the start of buildingSMART. The 
possibility of having a big impact came with the steady growth 
of HOK from a regional to a national, then international, design 
firm. buildingSMART began with a simple basic problem: how 
to coordinate all the mechanical, electrical and plumbing in the 
plenum. This grew into a much larger mission: how to improve 
the global building and infrastructure industries through mas-
sive reinvention. As HOK and buildingSMART grew, we be-
came aware of the importance of our role and its impact. That 
awareness and responsibility were huge incentives to continue.
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DI: Impact can be thought of as being demonstrable and 
measurable. To what degree are those ways of thinking essen-
tial to your way of working and bringing about change? Your 
book talks about the importance of financial metrics. What 
leading indicators did you track at HOK and how often? Were 
there any counterintuitive or contrarian ones?

PM: When I became COO, most of HOK’s financial metrics 
were intelligible to CPAs but not to the rest of the employ-
ee-owned firm. Cash flow issues at the time added to the 
challenge. We simplified the metrics so architects could easily 
understand their offices’ profitability. One example is the “50 
Percent Rule”: An office’s total annual salaries can’t exceed half 
its annual fees. Next was the “90-Day Rule”: Fees not billed and 
collected in 90 days are considered “unearned.” This affected 
bonuses and incentivized offices to improve cashflow.

Another important metric was the “10-Month Rule”: Every of-
fice needed to maintain a 10-month backlog of work to sustain 
its current size. Our challenge was identifying the right informa-
tion, then sharing it so that everyone could see how their offices’ 
performance stacked up.

DI: Architects are notoriously “numbers averse” and tend to 
be loose when it comes to metrics, when compared to the rest 
of the business world. Any tips for how to motivate design 
leaders to become more measurement and results focused? 
Beyond that, how to reengineer their values to become en-
trepreneurs and risk managers that seek the greatest impact 
and model their behavior to achieve it? So many of us are still 
content to play in our sandbox and let the chips fall where 
they may.

I want to encourage architects to think 

bigger than one building at a time. Great 

cities need great design thinking and big 

ideas. Architects are uniquely qualified 

to work in this way and more qualified to 

design cities or great parts of cities than 

city planners or civil engineers — who 

are currently responsible for most urban 

planning.
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PM: HOK cofounder George Hellmuth grew up with a father 
and an uncle who were architects. He watched their firm hire 
drafters when they had work, only to lay them off between proj-
ects. Hellmuth’s dad didn’t have enough work to hire his own 
son out of college. To counter these cycles, and rooted in archi-
tects designing the projects they brought in, Hellmuth designed 
HOK to include specialized leaders: Gyo Obata headed design, 
George Kassabaum led operations and Hellmuth was possibly 
the industry’s first full-time marketer. He was also one of the 
first to realize a firm’s people were its greatest asset. Investing in 
training people only to lay them off and drive them to competi-
tors just wasn’t — and still isn’t — smart business.

Architects learn design, but most university professional prac-
tice courses don’t teach the realities of designing a successful 
business. Like almost all architects, I wanted to design buildings. 
HOK convinced me that a career path in operations offered 
more opportunities for my skills. The motivation for my book, 
“Designing a World-Class Architecture Firm: The People, Sto-
ries, and Strategies Behind HOK,” was to share the firm’s experi-
ences in overcoming recessions and other challenges. While it’s 
intended for working architects, I hope it will also help archi-
tecture students realize that the profession offers myriad career 
paths beyond building design.

DI: Same question for bSI. As a movement now decades 
old and simultaneously growing rampantly yet still nascent 
among all potential users, how do you set goals and measure 
progress in such evolving disciplines as technology, BIM and 
open data?

PM: You are correct that buildingSMART is 25 years old and 
just now becoming well known to owners, architects and build-
ers. Why? As buildingSMART began to develop digital stan-

dards, our first focus was on the design phase and coordinating 
geometry.

Over the years we continued to move the goal posts, extend-
ing our standards from the design phase to construction and 
then building operations. We also extended the standards from 
geometry to everything else needed for modern buildings — a 
very long list.

DI: I’d be remiss if I didn’t ask you about one of your most 
well-known industry contributions: the so-called MacLeamy 
Curve or Effort Curve. It posits that information must be 
moved earlier in the design phases to add value. I’ve been to 
and presented at hundreds of BIM conferences over the past 
20 years, and your curve has been shown or referenced in 
every single one of them! Can you explain it?

PM: The premise behind the Effort Curve (which became 
known as the MacLeamy Curve) is that costs are easiest to con-
trol early in the process. Once a project is under construction, 
changes become exponentially more expensive than they are in 
the design stage.

DI: I’m going to challenge your premise. While I agree we 
need to move data forward, I disagree that we need to move 
all of it. Projects that require modelers to complete door 
hardware schedules in schematic design burden the design 
team with an undue load at a time when owners, developers 
and contractors don’t want to commit to higher upfront fees 
until project feasibility has been validated. I’m assuming you 
agree with my challenge in your describing the shifting the 
curve to the left as “optimizing it.” I argue we should only 
shift selected key aspects upfront, perhaps using the Pareto 
Principle, or 80/20 rule, to identify the most impactful and 
necessary design intent knowledge bits ... and save the rest of 
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the decisions until we need them. Am I rocking your world 
— or are we aligned? Let’s have it out. Let’s throw down the 
gloves.

PM: My approach was to move effort forward in time in the 
process, avoiding corrective actions, which are always more 
expensive the later they come. Your challenge is about moving 
data forward. I believe architects can make more informed de-
sign decisions using selective data, for example, to design deep-
green buildings.

The MacLeamy Curve still contains design development and 
documentation, but I anticipate much less effort for these phases 
with the help of a thorough design phase supported by ev-
er-smarter software.

We are in agreement that there is a time for everything, and the 
80/20 rule still prevails — as long as the designer is thoughtful 
about which data will help achieve project goals.

DI: Your role in the Smart Cities movement is intriguing. I 
find the term still fuzzy and mysterious. It offers a buzzword 
for greater impact and influence, but what does it mean?

PM: buildingSMART has a formal collaboration agreement with 
the Open Geospatial Consortium (OGC), the standards body 
for GIS software, and the International Standards Organization 
(ISO) to assure that all information is available to designers who 
work at the large scale of cities or regions.

I want to encourage architects to think bigger than one building 
at a time. Great cities need great design thinking and big ideas. 
Architects are uniquely qualified to work in this way and more 
qualified to design cities or great parts of cities than city plan-
ners or civil engineers — who are currently responsible for most 
urban planning.

Think about airports as microcosms of cities, with their own 
transportation infrastructure (often public trains or buses that 
get people to and from the airport), full-time police forces and 
on-site health care provisions. Architects design airports; why 
not cities?

DI: How are the buildingSMART efforts for common data, 
the Internet of Things and GIS connected to smart cities? 
How can architects leverage that to create more value for 
owners and themselves?MacLeamy Curve 2003
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PM: One way is the link between GIS and BIM described above. 
My entire purpose in founding buildingSMART — and the 
strategy behind the MacLeamy Curve — is to restore design as 
the primary focus for architects, by reducing repetitive, tedious 
coordination work. Every architect I know went to school to 
design — not to coordinate!

DI: Is there a strategy for ways to leverage all these things 
you’ve described to transform architectural design (and oth-
er) services from being a commodity to being as highly val-
ued as its potential suggests it should be? How can we make a 
difference?

PM: Yes! buildingSMART and the MacLeamy Curve are all 
about liberating the architect to focus on design again, to pro-
vide noble places for people all over the world.

DI: Your book was largely a retrospective about the HOK 
experience and challenges overcome. Shift your gaze forward. 
What should the next HOK-like firm be doing now to create a 
similar successful growth trajectory — one that will likely be 
markedly different from HOK’s?

PM: Looking ahead, I believe successful architecture practic-
es will be focused on design. I do not mean fashion, the latest 
trends or superficial appearance. Rather, design should be lov-
ingly considered, of high quality and with a light touch on our 
environment.

DI: As a fellow boomer, I’m impressed at your ability to rein-
vent yourself in your current evolution as author and pod-
caster and evolve and adapt to new media forms. How are you 
enjoying it as compared to running a massive firm?

I believe successful architecture 

practices will be focused on design. I do 

not mean fashion, the latest trends or 

superficial appearance. Rather, design 

should be lovingly considered, of high 

quality and with a light touch on our 

environment.
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Patrick MacLeamy, FAIA, LEEP AP, spent 50 years at HOK, 
during which time it grew from 150 people in a St. Louis office 
to nearly 2,000 employees in 27 offices on three continents. He 
joined HOK St. Louis in 1967, rising to CEO during the 13 years 
preceding his retirement. MacLeamy helped the firm assume 
a global leadership role in sustainability; HOK published the 
first edition of its “Guidebook to Sustainable Practices” in 2000. 
MacLeamy has served the industry in many roles and received 
multiple honors. He was a member of the Architecture and 
Engineering Productivity Committee of the GSA’s Construction 
Users Round Table, chaired the Construction Industry Round 
Table, served on the American Institute of Architects’ Large 
Firm Roundtable, is a member of the National Academy of 
Construction, was honored with the National Institute for 
Building Sciences President’s Award and was named an AIA 
Fellow. He currently leads buildingSMART International, an 
organization working to achieve open BIM standards to improve 
sustainable design for the building and infrastructure industries. 
MacLeamy’s book, “Designing a World-Class Architecture Firm: 
The People, Stories, and Strategies Behind HOK” (Wiley, 2020), 
relays practical recession survival tips for services-related firms. 
His new podcast series, “Build Smart,” is based on this book.

PM: I am loving what I do today! I am busy, productive and 
working hard ... but not for money. I am just finishing a new 
season of the “Build Smart” podcast based on the founding and 
growth of buildingSMART and am beginning work on a new 
book. That and being an active husband, father and grandfather 
give me a very full and happy life.

DI: Any last thoughts?

PM: You have presented me with some of the most incisive and 
provocative questions. I have enjoyed this discussion very much. 
I hope our readers feel the same way.
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Q 4  I N F L U E N C E :  I M P A C T

Profound Impact
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Profound Impact

Sandeep Ahuja

Co-Founder and CEO, cove.tool

cove.tool co-founder Sandeep Ahuja 

discusses luck, timing, persistence and 

grit in enabling widespread change

DesignIntelligence (DI): We’re talking with Sandeep Ahu-
ja, co-founder of cove.tool, a widely used, industry-leading 
building design and construction software tool. Welcome 
Sandeep.

Sandeep Ahuja (SA): Awesome. Thank you so much for having 
me.

DI: This is a timely conversation. Our editorial theme for 
this quarter at DesignIntelligence is impact; that is, how can 
built environment professionals generate and exert more 
influence? cove.tool is an illuminating study, maybe even the 
poster child of doing that. Can you share the story of how 
your product and your company came about? It might offer 
much for others who aspire to do similar things.

SA: Happy to talk about it. I’m glad you are covering this topic. 
I’ll start from where the inspiration came. It started back when 
I was a sustainability consultant, and before that, when I was a 
practicing architect. The fact was, it was hard to keep projects 
on budget, especially as we were collaborating across different 
disciplines, revisions, and design stages. In addition to that, 
we were tackling and battling changing energy regulations and 
ensuring everything was still working. We were not getting tons 
and tons of design revisions because, “Gosh, we had another 
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value engineering exercise.” It was all driven first from a prof-
itability standpoint and then combined with cost and survival 
viewpoints, “Let’s make this easier and simpler.”

That is exactly what gave birth to cove.tool. Within the practice 
itself, I was the person coordinating between the pre-construc-
tion team, the architecture team, the mechanical engineering 
team and the ownership team — getting them on the same 
page. Why? Because they all used different platforms and  none 
of their tools actually talked to each other. As I was doing that 
manually with emails and Excel spreadsheets, I’d make one chart 
and show it to one group and say, “Hey, pre-construction team, 
this is the data we’re looking for?” And then I’d send that one 
to the mechanical engineering team and say, “Hey guys, we just 

need these values from you,” and then ask, “Hey architects, we 
just need these particular design decisions from you,” and then 
crunch it altogether and describe it to the owner, “Hey, this is 
the full story. This is what we’re looking at. This is how we’re 
going to get the project with all its requirements and nuances in 
budget.”

That process I just described — and its inherent time and value 
lags — is what we automated. Now, as we’ve continued to grow, 
that’s still the intent of what we do. We’re driving profitability 
and value by making creating and communicating information 
significantly easier for teams trying to get to energy code or try-
ing to achieve LEED certification or trying to reach their perfor-
mance targets or whatever their goals may be.

Image Courtesy: cove.tool
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DI: We have much in common. I spent my career leading de-
sign teams in similar processes. Not just focused on sustain-
ability but on the role of design management: connecting the 
designers and getting people to talk to one another. In many 
cases, translating information from one language to another. 
A hand-eye-machine process. You’re focused on doing that in 
the arena of sustainability and automating it intelligently.

SA: Yes. It’s a full-time job. It’s a real thing. It takes two to three 
weeks to get a cost estimate. It takes two to three weeks to get 
an energy model. It takes two to three weeks to get a daylight 
carbon model. If you’re trying to hit code and you spend three 
weeks getting your energy model and then another three weeks 
getting your cost estimate and you’re still trying to keep project 
timelines, you’re off to a bad start — losing weeks you never had 
using archaic workflow methods.

DI: You have a traditional architectural degree from Geor-
gia Tech, an institute known across the world for its techni-
cal competencies and pedagogical bias. You just shared the 
challenges of integrating and communicating environmental 
options across a team, so perhaps necessity is the mother of 
invention. Where did your entrepreneurial spark come from? 
Was it a class, a mentor?

SA: I attribute it to two things. The first thing, I credit my entre-
preneurial spirit to Georgia Tech. I’m a very proud Yellowjacket. 
The way the program helps us think outside the box and always 
challenge convention. It’s the only college websites I have seen 
where the home page says, “Come build your next startup.” They 
are so focused on the entrepreneurial spirit. “Hey, you can go 
do your own thing. You don’t have to follow convention. You 
don’t have to fall in line. You don’t have to do what people have 
done for the last 30, 40 or 50 years.” That’s a very Georgia Tech 

attitude and something I am wholeheartedly thankful for expe-
riencing.

The other part is true for probably all entrepreneurs: Your risk 
meter has to be a little bit broken, and your desire to achieve 
something greater has to be very high. I always see business as 
a means to an end. I have to make the numbers, financials and 
economics work so I can keep pursuing my dream of reducing 
the carbon from all our buildings.

DI: Two strong clear sources. You didn’t venture outside the 
typical architectural curriculum?

SA: I was at Georgia Tech for my Master of Science in Architec-
ture with a concentration in High Performance Buildings, which 
sits within the School of Architecture but also parallels with the 
School of Mechanical Engineering. There are a few classes with 
the opportunity to partner outside of architecture. For example, 
you could have a software engineer on the team and a mechani-
cal engineer on the team in vertically integrated programs. I was 
able to participate in some of these classes, not just as a student, 
but later in life as an alumna and as instructor of that program. 
This collaboration is inspirational and the reason behind my 
testimonial: “Yes, this vertically integrated class inspired me and 
now I’m back to teach it to hopefully inspire one or two or three 
great ideas of the next century.”

DI: You’re back there teaching?

SA: I was, but now growing cove.tool is my full-time focus. 
When I started the business, I actually had a little bit more free 
time to teach, but now I am a very proud alumna who still goes 
back to visit regularly and stays connected with many of the 
faculty. I give back as much as I can with my involvement with 
selection committees and reviews from time to time, but grow-
ing cove.tool keeps me occupied.
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DI: Let’s talk about timing. There are plenty of examples of 
people who invented the right thing at the wrong time, right 
time, wrong thing. Sadly, as long as 40 or 50 years ago, I’m 
aware of others who attempted to do what you do, to analyze 
energy and environmental design options. I was working at 
Heery International then, and they had a company doing it 
as early as 1981. The problem was the surrounding network 
and support ecosystem. We didn’t have computers like we 
have now. We were doing printouts on dot matrix computers. 
We couldn’t visualize it. The manual data entry was onerous. 
Now, for a decade or so, you’ve got all those things. You and 
your team, your software, through your wonderful opportu-
nity at Tech and your own doing, is a great success story. Have 
you ever stopped to reflect on your good fortune and timing 
in the marketplace or maybe what might have been had that 
not been the case?

SA: Timing and good fortune are everything. I absolutely say it 
was the right time, the right place, and the desire so strong that 
I could not give up. But, from a timing standpoint, when we 
launched the software, the reason we have scaled 3x year over 
year is because there’s a strong need. There’s nothing sexy about 
energy codes. I didn’t pick something sexy to solve. I just picked 
something that absolutely needed to be solved on every single 
new construction and renovation project. There is no project 
that doesn’t have a budget challenge and every project needs to 
meet energy code. You have to hit both. The design teams are 
always trying to make sure they’re avoiding design rework and 
value analysis because profitability is always a challenge.

It’s needs-based. If I had launched 40 years ago, there was no 
energy code then, really. You could build whatever you wanted. 
It was just about budget: “How cheap can you get it?” There is 
no optimization when it’s just budget. You don’t have as many 
stakeholders and subconsultants. You’re just trying to make sure 
it’s the right price, and then the owners and architects are happy, 
and everything works.

The tighter energy regulations got, the stronger the need be-
came. When the need became so strong that our business was 
thriving in Georgia, not the most energy conscious state, I said, 
“Well, that’s when you know it’s real. That’s when the need is 
strong.” That’s why we’ve grown, because there is demand. And 
it’s continuing to grow ... with all the latest regulations and the 
new Inflation Reduction Act getting passed. But it’s already 
strict. If you’re not doing energy and option analysis, you’re 
probably losing money. And if you are doing it, you might as 
well use a better workflow with some smart software.

But, yes, good fortune is everything. It’s also about finding the 
right people to help support you at the right time. The story of 

Why should I pick this product? Because 

you gave me some cupcakes? It was a 

manual, subjective, data-poor process. 

We’re changing that.
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how I ended up finding my first mentor to guide me through the 
journey of building performance and thinking through the nuts 
and bolts of how stuff really works is a good example.

DI: Who was your mentor?

SA: The late professor Godfried Augenbroe. Unfortunately, we 
lost him last year.

DI: I’ve met Fried. A pioneer in building performance and a 
true gentleman.

SA: Oh, you knew Fried. Yes, I love him. I met him in Delhi. It 
was serendipitous. He was just visiting. I was thinking about go-
ing to the Georgia Tech program. I said, “Hey, I’m really excited 
about the program you’ve built. Would love to meet you but I 
don’t live in the United States.” I was living in New Delhi at the 
time. He said, “Believe it or not, I’m visiting next week. If you 
want, we can get together and figure it out.” I ended up meeting 
him in New Delhi and learned about his focus. He has been a 
pivotal force and my guiding light, in being able to determine 
what’s right from wrong, what matters versus not, because we 
can engineer until the end of everything, but he taught me to 
ask, “Is it worth it? Is it going to help you get the answer? If no, 
don’t bother.” Sound advice that has served me well.

DI: That’s wonderful you were lucky enough to have a mentor 
like him in your life. You have been selected from a cast of 
thousands to do this interview, for several reasons. The first 
is that our focus at DesignIntelligence this quarter is impact. 
The work you’re doing is all about measuring and delivering 
impact. Then, there’s the story of your company and its re-
markable growth and impact on so many firms, projects and 
the environment. You just said you had three times growth 
annually and are repeating that?

SA: We’ll soon level off at 2x. We’ve got a good way to go until 
we issue our IPO.

DI: You’ve had astounding growth and profound impact in 
a very short time though your software. Can you share some 
data on your number of users or projects so we can get a feel 
for what you’re accomplishing?

SA: High level, there are multiple ways to think about impact. 
One way is the number of projects we have had the opportunity 
to influence. We’ve been able to touch over 25,000 projects in 
North America which is super exciting. There’s no way I could 
have done that as a consultant. It would’ve taken me a very long 
time to build a consulting practice to be able to do that many 
projects manually. It’s not just the number of projects that’s 
exciting but what that means in terms of carbon emissions. To 
date, projects cove.tool has optimized has resulted in offsetting 
over 30 million tons of carbon emissions. To put that in per-
spective, last year Tesla published their carbon emissions report 
that they offset five million tons. We did 30 million because 
buildings are responsible for 40% of all carbon emissions global-
ly. Every building we help optimize helps reduce that impact.

DI: That’s incredible. What about growth projections? Your 
company is four years old. Give us a glimpse ahead: What are 
you projecting? Pick the metric you want: number of people, 
revenues … what are you seeing over the next few years?

SA: The metrics that matter to me the most are twofold. One 
is the number of projects we’ve influenced. We’ve done about 
25,000 projects now. We want to get to about 100,000 in the 
next two years. Whether that’s renovation or new construction 
doesn’t matter, just projects we’re touching. We want to touch a 
total of 100,000 projects.
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Alongside that is the carbon story. So far, we’ve offset about 30 
million tons of carbon. We want to get to about 100 million tons 
of carbon offset in the next two years. That’s our two-year goal 
as we continue to scale. We’re currently a 75-person team. But 
growing the team is not necessarily directly tied to value. We’ll 
grow the team on an as-needed basis. Maybe we grow 2x. May-
be we have to triple. I don’t know, but I’m going to keep focusing 
growth with efficiency.

DI: Is your typical engagement just software someone is using 
on their own? Or are you providing consulting services along 
with the product?

SA: It’s software. All we do is make and sell software — and give 
great customer service. We’re very strong believers in customer 
success. For example, any of our software users, whether they’re 
a contractor like Skanska or a developer like Cousins Properties 
that may be on our platforms, we’ll have our dedicated customer 
success team to make sure they’re able to achieve success. We’re 
focused on imparting what it takes to make the project success-
ful.

DI: Few limits on scalability then, because it’s software, not 
selling your time by the hour. Are there thoughts of new 
capabilities, different software modules, possibly selling ser-
vices or products? Where are you looking?

SA: One of the most exciting areas we’re working on is for 
building product manufacturers. Now, we have thousands of 
architects and engineers using our software and deciding what 
products go into the building so contractors can take those 
specifications, pass those on to their subcontractors and even-
tually purchase them. But the decisions are getting made in the 
design development and construction drawing phases about 
what meets the energy code, embodied carbon and budget. 
Many of those decisions are getting made earlier on. We’re part-
nering with building product manufacturers to facilitate that 
information exchange in a smoother way.

For example, if I’m a building product manufacturer ... let’s say 
as an example, enVerid that makes a ventilation product, or Sto-
ra Enso that makes wooden beams ... and I’m trying to be able 
to say, “Use my product and it’s going to help you with carbon.” 

Take a little risk. Take small risks. See 

what happens. If it works, then take 

a little bit bigger risk. It’s all about 

the math. What’s the worst that can 

happen? And what’s the best that can 

happen?
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They’re able to quantify, in real time, for the architects, “It’s 
going to save you 40% on carbon. You should use this particular 
product versus whatever else you’re considering. And it’s going 
to be the most cost-effective way to do it because we just ran a 
cost optimization for you.” It brings the decision-makers and 
option providers closer, because, right now, that relationship is 
still in-person events like tradeshows and one-off events and 
quite old school.

I remember back when I was an architect. Building product 
representatives would bring cupcakes to the office and maybe do 
a ‘lunch and learn’. It was little more than, “Here’s my product,” 
and I’d have no way of knowing if I should use in my build-
ing. Can I see what it’s doing? Can you tell me exactly what it’s 
saving me? How do I know this is the right one? Why should I 
pick this product? Because you gave me some cupcakes? It was a 
manual, subjective, data-poor process. We’re changing that.

DI: That is exciting to hear you talk about leveraging the 
building product manufacturers. One of the great surprises 
to me was the failure of the building product manufacturers 
in an object-based BIM world. It never took off the way it was 
projected to. McGraw Hill, Dodge, Autodesk and many oth-
ers were investing in this, but it seems to have died before it 
got started. The issues were about proprietary data in generic 
models. But geometry aside, you are now capitalizing on the 
power of the product data that was envisioned to be a part 
of that movement. Kudos to you for picking up that ball and 
running with it.

In architectural education, we’re taught that we are inventive 
and collaborative and yet are given no classes in those disci-
plines. Finding an architect with an entrepreneurial spark or 
a risk meter with range is rare. With the success you’ve had, 

do you ever get asked for coaching to have greater impact — 
either by traditional architects or related fields?

SA: All the time. Part of it is because of my upbringing. My 
dad was a diplomat. We packed our bags and moved to a new 
country every three years. Each time when we landed ... whether 
we were landing in Tanzania or in Saudi Arabia, my dad would 
say, “It’s going to be a new language. It’s going to be a new cul-
ture. It’s going to be new people. You go figure it out, kid.” That 
was the extent of his guidance. That stuck. No matter who I’m 
talking to, I know they’re going to have a different perspective 
from me and that’s okay. Just because it’s different doesn’t mean 
it’s right or wrong. It’s just different. We just need to figure out 
how to communicate better together. That’s the conversation I’ve 
had with so many in the industry: being able to communicate 
better.

When it comes to the risk part of it, I always say, “Do the math.” 
I did the math. “All right, this is how much it takes for me to 
live. If I am starting a startup, I’m not making money for a little 
while. How long can I do that? And just in case this doesn’t 
work, can I go get a job?” The answer was yes. The job is still 
there. The math worked. If the math didn’t work, I’d probably 
not do it, but the math worked. I convinced myself: “Fine. This 
makes perfect sense.”

DI: What a wonderful foundation for adaptation and risk tol-
erance. I learned late in life that we learn most from failures. 
I probably only made five major important decisions in my 
life, and they all worked out beautifully. On reflection, I look 
back and say, “I should have taken way more shots. I should 
have taken more risks.”

SA: But they all worked! You can’t be too upset about that.
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DI: That’s true. But as architects, there’s something missing in 
our culture. We are afraid to take business risks and yet, un-
knowingly, we’re encultured to create risk everyday by trying 
new, untested designs without the benefit of research or data. 
What a dichotomy. The risk awareness is just not there. We’re 
comfortable playing in our design sandbox but not looking 
beyond it to assess potential risks.

SA: Yes. It’s either, “This has worked before. Let’s do it again,” or 
the default, “Let’s not reinvent the wheel,” but without the risk 
assessment.

DI: How do we help our brethren, our brothers and sisters 
— whether they’re traditional architects or people working 
in the support network on the fringes — how do we help 
them change their thinking and get better at leveraging their 
impact? Let’s say they’ve been through school already. They 
didn’t have that chance to see the world like you did. They’re 
stuck in a middle management position at a firm. What do 
you say to those people?

SA: Take a little risk. Take small risks. See what happens. If it 
works, then take a little bit bigger risk. It’s all about the math. I 
always do the math. Take a small risk if that’s what you’re ready 
for. What’s the worst that can happen? That’s how I look at 
things. Always. What’s the worst that can happen? If you’re okay 
with the worst that can happen, then it’s probably worth the 
risk. Then, you increase that a little and then a little more until 
you’ve built that muscle to always assess what’s the worst that 
can happen.

And what’s the best that can happen? It’s worth thinking about 
that too. Because a lot of times that’s significantly better than 
what you’re currently doing. The best that can happen is here 

What do you need most? It’s just grit.  

I don’t know what else to say. You  

just have to keep going and know in  

your heart there’s light. The first year I  

wondered, “Where is the freaking light?  

Come on, light. I’m ready for you! Let’s  

go!” You have to hang tight and convince  

yourself, “I believe this is going to work.  

These people may not believe me yet,  

but I know this is going to work.” That’s it.
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and the worst that can happen, you just lose this much. The 
math is revealing.

DI: So simple. In my 20+ years working for a national con-
struction management organization, I found, to a person, 
everyone in the organization was excellent at asking those 
questions. A stark contrast as compared to architects, who 
seemed oblivious to them. Somehow, in construction, it’s 
built into the culture and the type of people. Reflecting on 
your journey, what have been your biggest obstacles? And 
what has been most rewarding?

SA: Everything feels like an obstacle until you figure it out. 
When we first started, I had never raised capital before. I was a 
woman CEO. There are not that many women in the construc-
tion space and even fewer in the technology space. I didn’t know 
anyone who had raised capital before. My family, my friends, 
no one in my circle to ask, “Tell me how this is done so I can go 
do it.” So, I went to Georgia Tech’s Advanced Technology De-
velopment Center incubator program. It’s absolutely wonderful. 
Shout out to them. I got plenty of insight there but still had to 
figure it out much of it on my own. It’s early on when you have 
limited success when it’s the hardest. Because when you start 
being successful, you start developing a bigger broader network 
that continues to help you more. The very beginning was likely 
the hardest.

DI: At that point, the flywheel is turning, and people want to 
get on the bandwagon with you. You’ve got some wind behind 
you.

SA: People like success. They want to be associated with success 
and want to help, because they’ve now heard of me. If they don’t 
even know I exist, how can they figure out I need help — and 
that they can, in fact, help?

DI: As the wise, old CEO of an incredibly successful company 
of four years, what do those who wish to follow in your foot-
steps to create greater value and impact need to know most?

SA: What do you need most? It’s just grit. I don’t know what 
else to say. You just have to keep going and know in your heart 
there’s light. The first year I wondered, “Where is the freaking 
light? Come on, light. I’m ready for you! Let’s go!” You have 
to hang tight and convince yourself, “I believe this is going to 
work. These people may not believe me yet, but I know this is 
going to work.” That’s it.

In a tactical way, something I wish I could’ve told myself when 
I was first starting this business is to reach out more. I thought 
I didn’t have any mentors that could help me figure out how to 
raise capital, but I did. I just wasn’t reaching out to them well 
enough. I wasn’t persistent enough. I knew the top CEOs in 
Atlanta. Nothing stopped me from going to all the conferences 
they were going to, finding them and asking, “I would love to 
get 15 minutes of your time. Could I please get 15 minutes of 
your time?” Nothing stopped me from doing that. Just reach 
out for help and if you’re persistent, you’ll get it. I’ve gotten so 
many different mentors along the way. After my first year, I said, 
“I know what I need to do now.” With persistence, I’ve gotten 
mentors that I never could have imagined would make time to 
help my little company while we’re still growing. But when you 
ask people with kindness and they see you’re doing something 
cool, they’re very gracious. They want to help.

DI: Fantastic advice. I’m a late bloomer to networking, but 
the opportunity to have this conversation and talk to you 
... I’m still learning wonderful things from you right now. 
Thank you so much for being here. You’ve been able to have a 
profound impact on so many projects — and the planet.
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SA: This has been so great. I can’t thank you enough for the 
opportunity to do this. You are doing great things at DesignIn-
telligence and through your book. You have a lot to offer and it’s 
great that you are able to share it all so broadly. Thank you so 
much. I appreciate you.

Sandeep Ahuja is co-founder and CEO of cove.tool, the platform 
that is changing the way we create, communicate and exchange 
information for building design in the AEC. 

Most recently, Sandeep presented at the UN environment 
assembly, with 1,500 global delegates, on the impact of building 
on climate change, showcased at the TEDx Atlanta and SXSW 
and honored as a Forbes 30 under 30. Sandeep’s impact in the 
AEC industry has been published in Forbes, Architect Magazine, 
Tech Crunch, Site Selection, ArchDaily and more. With her 
desire to bring automation into the AEC world, she is pioneering 
the integration of data driven thinking into the design and 
construction process through intelligent software.
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Inflection Point

Alyson Watson

Chief Executive Officer, Woodard & Curran

Alyson Watson calls for convergent 

thinking to yield greater impact.

The design industry is at an inflection point. Current society 
is facing some of the greatest existential challenges in human 
history. We live in a time marked by war, famine, flood and 
strife, where social media stokes division among us to a degree 
we have never experienced. At the same time, global climate 
change threatens to render entire regions of the planet uninhab-
itable in the next 50 years. In the United States alone, nearly 40 
million people — more than 11% of the total population — are 
struggling to survive below the poverty line. Wealth inequality 
disproportionately impacts people of color, with nearly 20% of 
Black Americans living below the poverty line. Globally, more 
than 660 million people have insufficient access to clean wa-
ter and sanitation. In the United States, despite being one of 
the richest countries in the world, nearly 2 million people live 
without access to safe drinking water and sanitation. Latino and 
African American households are twice as likely, and Native 
Americans are 19 times more likely, than white households to 
lack indoor plumbing.1 According to the National Low Income 
Housing Coalition, no state has an adequate supply of affordable 
housing for lowest income renters:

1 “Closing the Water Access Gap in The United States,” Dig Deep, U.S. Water Alliance, 
accessed September 23, 2022, https://www.digdeep.org/close-the-water-gap.

https://www.digdeep.org/close-the-water-gap
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“Only 36 affordable and available rental homes exist for every 
100 extremely low-income renter households.”2 And transpor-
tation is not much better: According to the American Society of 
Civil Engineers, “45% of Americans have no access to transit,”3 
and, as reported by the American Hospital Association, each 
year more than 3.6 million people forgo medical care due to 
transportation issues.4

As an industry, we are uniquely positioned to take a leadership 
role in addressing these global challenges, scaling our impact by 
widening our aperture and viewing the impacts and benefits of 
our work holistically. Traditionally, the role of the engineering 
design community in addressing the environmental and social 
impacts of infrastructure development has been narrow — deci-
sions around what to build, how and where have been generally 
decentralized, determined on a case-by-case basis by local com-
munities and developers. This disjointed approach has, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, generated disjointed results. As the cumulative 
effects of individual decisions materialize, the gap between the 
needs of our people and communities and the infrastructure 
being developed continues to widen.

2 “The Gap: A Shortage of Affordable Rental Homes,” National Low Income Housing 
Coalition, April 2022, https://nlihc.org/gap#:~:text=The%20U.S.%20has%20a%20short-
age,extremely%20low%2Dincome%20renter%20households.
3 “2021 Infrastructure Report Card,” American Society of Civil Engineers, accessed Sep-
tember 23, 2022, https://infrastructurereportcard.org/cat-item/transit-infrastructure/.
4 “Social Determinants of Health Series; the Role of Transportation in Health Out-
comes,” American Hospital Association, November 2017, https://www.aha.org/ahahret-
guides/2017-11-15-social-determinants-health-series-transportation-and-role-hospitals.

The design industry is at an inflection 

point. Current society is facing some 

of the greatest existential challenges in 

human history.

Inflection 
Point

https://nlihc.org/gap#:~:text=The%20U.S.%20has%20a%20shortage,extremely%20low%2Dincome%20renter%20households
https://nlihc.org/gap#:~:text=The%20U.S.%20has%20a%20shortage,extremely%20low%2Dincome%20renter%20households
https://infrastructurereportcard.org/cat-item/transit-infrastructure/
https://www.aha.org/ahahret-guides/2017-11-15-social-determinants-health-series-transportation-and-role-hospitals
https://www.aha.org/ahahret-guides/2017-11-15-social-determinants-health-series-transportation-and-role-hospitals
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ESG Trends

Broad recognition of the failure of traditional approaches to 
address social needs is evident in current trends around envi-
ronmental, social and governance (ESG) principles, which are 
being promoted by investors and government interests alike. 
Environment Analyst recently reported that the environmen-
tal and sustainability consulting market reached $41 billion in 
2021. That market share is projected to hit $53 billion by 2025, 
requiring an additional 75,000 consultants. In a podcast entitled 
“Why ESG Is Here to Stay,” McKinsey’s Robin Nuttall explains 
that government interest in ESG is driven by the realization that 
social problems such as environmental pollution and workplace 
diversity cannot be solved by government alone — these chal-
lenges require support and assistance from the corporate sector.5

If ESG is here to stay, what is it and how can the design commu-
nity take advantage of momentum around this growing trend to 
scale our impact as we address some of the world’s most press-
ing challenges?

ESG is simple at its core. As viewed through investor’s eyes, ESG 
is focused on the environmental, social and governance-relat-
ed impacts (risks) of an investment portfolio. Although ESG is 
inherently a risk management approach to investing, it has an 
important connection to sustainable design. Specifically, ESG 
investment principles select for and promote more sustainable 
projects and programs, projects where sustainability is broadly 
defined as the interconnectivity of environmental stewardship, 
social responsibility and economic contribution. In this way, 
momentum around ESG investment translates to momentum 
around sustainable design.

5 Sara Bernow and Robin Nuttall, “Why ESG Is Here to Stay” interview by Sean Brown, 
McKinsey, May 26, 2020, podcast, https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/strate-
gy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/why-esg-is-here-to-stay.

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/why-esg-is-here-to-stay
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/why-esg-is-here-to-stay
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ESG and Sustainability Questions

The intersection of ESG with sustainability is paramount to 
achieving more impactful results. While ESG principles will 
ultimately drive investment toward more sustainable outcomes, 
they cannot achieve the desired result alone. We need an inte-
grated approach. The work of engineering design professionals 
ultimately shapes the built environment. Any true benefit to 

people and communities resulting from ESG investment funnels 
directly through our work. Only by applying a holistic sustain-
ability lens and fully considering the potential environmental 
and social impacts of our efforts can we leverage the ESG move-
ment to address the social challenges that plague us. But how 
can a simple shift in approach result in meaningful change and 
scaled impact?

Let’s consider an example: When prioritizing capital water 
main replacement projects, we typically consider factors such 
as pipe age and materials. We could also consider equity issues 
associated with various parts of the system and prioritize for 
repair areas that have received less attention in the past. Have 
we considered whether traffic, transportation and economic 
impacts associated with construction will be disproportionately 
felt by underserved communities? Can we minimize community 
impacts by implementing multiple projects concurrently, rather 
than sequencing them and extending outages and prolonging 
impacts? Who is involved in making project-related decisions? 
Are those impacted part of designing the solution?

Here’s another example: When designing vertical infrastructure, 
are we taking into consideration potential impacts to the exist-
ing community? How might the new infrastructure positively 
or negatively impact the local population? Could an increase 
in property values result in people being displaced? Will the 
infrastructure change the face of the local community? Are 
the aesthetics consistent with the local community values? Are 
those most likely to be affected being meaningfully engaged in 
the design and decision-making? As design professionals, do we 
have the diversity of thought and workforce complexity to truly 
understand and reflect the values and needs of the local com-
munity we serve?

It is our responsibility to take holistic, 

systems views of traditional projects to 

prevent adverse impacts and scale our 

influence. Only with such perspective 

can we make progress against society’s 

greatest challenges. But we must begin 

today.
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Alyson Watson is chief executive officer of industry-leading 
water and environmental firm Woodard & Curran. A Stanford 
University graduate and accomplished triathlete, Alyson 
has more than 20 years of experience as an executive leader, 
environmental consultant and project manager focused on water-
resources planning and water quality analysis. As CEO, Alyson is 
responsible for overall firm performance and strategic direction. 
She joined Woodard & Curran in 2016 following the acquisition 
of RMC Water and Environment, where she was president and 
CEO. In addition to serving on Woodard & Curran’s Board of 
Directors since 2018, she is a director and ESOP trustee for Mark 
Thomas & Co., a California-based transportation engineering 
firm. Alyson has built her career working on and managing 
interdisciplinary teams building creative solutions to difficult 
water and environmental issues. She is passionate about ensuring 
the availability of abundant, clean water and finding innovative 
and collaborative avenues to protect, preserve and enhance this 
most critical natural resource.

Call to Action: Beyond Business-As-Usual

We have seen the results of a business-as-usual approach. As 
design professionals, we are actively engaged in shaping the 
world around us. With each project, we have the opportuni-
ty to address the great societal and environmental challenges 
of our time — or perpetuate them. At this inflection point in 
history, it is our responsibility to take holistic, systems views of 
traditional projects to prevent adverse impacts and scale our 
influence. Only with such perspective can we make progress 
against society’s greatest challenges. But we must begin today. 
We must begin with ourselves. Because, while the greatest im-
pact opportunity lies in the outward expression of sustainability 
principles, we must first internalize the workforce complexity, 
flexibility and diversity of thought and holistic systems-thinking 
approaches. These mind shifts are necessary to effect real change 
— as we intentionally, proactively design the new world.
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The Case for the Misfit

Ella Hazard

Managing Director, Arktura Ventures

Ella Hazard explains: the “who” is the “how”

I’ll start with a recent chat from my personal life regarding some 
great progress I’d made at work:

“But are you finding the same caliber of candidate?” this person 
inquired.

“Wait, what do you mean? I’m not sure I understand?” I replied.

“Well, you know, the same skill sets and qualifications ... are they 
comparable?” was the response.

“Comparable to what? No, these candidates aren’t comparable, 
but better! Also ... who are they, and why are you asking this?”

As a manager in a hiring push, doing her darndest to build a 
great team, I was confused. And curious. Excited to bring to-
gether a diverse group of people who would successfully bridge 
research insights, design and meaningful innovation, I noticed 
that when “representation” entered the conversation, it drew a 
skeptical response (like this one, from a close, personal connec-
tion). It often does.

In these times, and with all we know about the business case for 
diversity,1 I wondered why.

“Meaningful” innovation can manifest in several ways: by 

1 Oriane Georgeac and Aneeta Rattan, “Stop Making the Business Case for Diversity,” 
Harvard Business Review, June 15, 2022.  https://hbr.org/2022/06/stop-making-the-busi-
ness-case-for-diversity#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cbusiness%20case%E2%80%9D%20
for%20diversity,of%20fairness%20and%20equal%20opportunity.

https://hbr.org/2022/06/stop-making-the-business-case-for-diversity#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cbusiness%20case%E2%80%9D%20for%20diversity,of%20fairness%20and%20equal%20opportunity
https://hbr.org/2022/06/stop-making-the-business-case-for-diversity#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cbusiness%20case%E2%80%9D%20for%20diversity,of%20fairness%20and%20equal%20opportunity
https://hbr.org/2022/06/stop-making-the-business-case-for-diversity#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cbusiness%20case%E2%80%9D%20for%20diversity,of%20fairness%20and%20equal%20opportunity
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being novel, powerfully insightful, well-loved, broadly adopted 
or financially significant. None of these qualities are mutually 
exclusive. In fact, when you achieve many of these conditions 
at the same time is usually when you have a hit. The missing 
aspect, few seem to understand, is how nuanced, complex and 
purpose-hungry consumers are becoming. To understand them, 
you literally have to be them.

Here’s my hypothesis: In a human-centered 

approach, not only does the research need 

to reflect the target, the team does, too.

As creators, designers, architects and planners, we’ve long held 
the privilege and responsibility of helping shape the world we 
live in and with which we contend. It’s my opinion that the best 
among us have learned to adopt a research-based approach, one 
that takes a traditionally linear process and closes the loop to 
engage with occupant feedback. It helps when we stop assuming 
we got it right and check our work with those who experience it 
most intimately. This way of thinking positions occupants as the 
source of the research and dictates that the constitution of the 
creating team should represent the end user in as many nuanced 
facets as possible.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to enter conversations with the built 
environment and its inhabitants by admitting that, though we 
try our best, not every outcome is as intended? To understand 
it’s better to learn through the process of getting something a 

little bit wrong — in real time, together — about how to make it 
right?

Enter “the misfit.” The fringes, the nonconformists, the untra-
ditional and the neither-here-nor-there’s of the world. I believe 
they can uniquely help us navigate the inherent ambiguity that 
reframing our role and approach to feedback requires.

“The Misfit,” Conceptual illustration by Marisa Reisel
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Misfits Defined

Full disclosure: I’m a misfit myself. A sparkly, mixed-race kid 
from a one-stoplight town. I’m someone who’s spent a lot of 
time on the outside looking in, shape-shifting to meet others 
where they are. I can belong both nowhere and everywhere 
at once. Glue comes to mind, seeping where needed to fill the 
cracks.

Misfits like me know that observation and empathy are key 
to survival. I’ve learned, too, that nonconformity can be a 
strength when wielded with agency and the preservation of one’s 
deep-rooted sense of self.

I stand by the power of the misfit, not for my own future job se-
curity but because of what I’ve seen in the past. That conviction 
comes from failure. Lots of failure — different flavors, varieties 
and magnitudes of failure. On the other side of it all, one clear 
insight stands out: It’s not the concept that matters, but the peo-
ple. A mediocre idea pursued by a great team has better odds of 
success than an amazing idea with a mediocre team.

Good Teams/Bad Teams

To understand what makes a good team, it might be helpful to 
understand what makes a bad one. What looks like a great team 
from the outside often doesn’t function well on the inside. The 
most insidious version of teaming I’ve experienced is what I’ll 
call “The All-Star Team” — a grouping of professionals who 
individually sit at the top of their respective fields. This is the 
nightmare of all nightmares, a team of specialists sought out to 
“know” things is rarely the right group to ask good questions, 
“suppose” together or say dumb stuff in front of one another.

This isn’t always the case, but I would be much more interested 
in the conversation between the junior contributors in those 
same fields who may be more willing to freely discuss what they 
want to do and what is possible as a group, rather than what they 
know and have already done.

Francesca Gino describes a counterintuitive approach in her 
book “Rebel Talent: Why it Pays to Break the Rules at Work and 
in Life.” She outlines the threats of domain expertise to inno-
vation, the case for championing “the outsider” and, as I read 
it, the notion that those with nonlinear career paths may have 
more to offer. What I take from her counsel is that we should 
begin to see this kind of candidate as a positive in certain roles 
and stop opting for the “safe” choice every time.

There’s a little bit of misfit in all of us. Our 

differences should be celebrated. When 

they are, we will create environments 

where everyone feels safe to say what’s 

wrong so we can work together to get it 

right.
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Another leading voice in the space, author Erin Meyer, explains 
how our expectations and styles will vary based on the places 
from which we come.2 She argues for anticipating these cultural 
biases and working harder to understand ourselves — and each 
other — to break down communication barriers.

A final reference I return to often is “Range” by David Epstein. 
In the book, he warns us that in our obsession with the “10,000 
hours approach” to an early and specialized career skill set, we 
are losing the ability to operate in the messy, but necessary, in-
terstitial world — the spaces between specialties where bound-
aries blend, dots connect and teams work.

It’s here, amid the messy gray area, that the abilities of misfits, 
rebels, the nonlinear and marginalized contributors excel and 
add tremendous value. The lived experiences of those who have 
been forced to forge their own paths and to operate simulta-
neously in multiple worlds constitute pockets of gold to teams. 
Those colleagues accustomed to embracing the fuzzy bits arrive 
pre-armed to help others navigate — as I know, because I am 
one.

Other thought leaders have helped define a great team as having 
three core factors: diversity in every aspect; a strong culture of 
candor and respectful discourse; and a high degree of trust. To 
this list, I propose an addition: the more misfits, the better.

Fragile Monocultures. Misfit Antidotes

In an ever-changing, ever-challenging world context, diverse 
teams have become a requirement for survival. Monocultures 
die. Suddenly. Science tells us that the more similar we are, the 
more susceptible we are to rapid widespread destruction. And 
at an alarming rate, late capitalism has become an increasingly 

concentrated monoculture. Biodiversity, the resistance to ho-
mogeneity — a catalyst for resilience — is critical for adaptation 
and evolution. We know this from nature, and now for business.

 “The only constant is change.”  

    - Heraclitus

I daresay that the misfit is the anomaly, or self-selecting adap-
tation is the very thing that might just help capitalism survive. 
Misfits are no longer something to be tolerated but celebrated 
and embraced. We are the future.

Fellow misfits, this is my call to arms. Don your freak flag and 
let it fly, for this is a time of courage. Your services are need-
ed. Whichever corner of the universe you’ve been relegated to, 
it’s time to stand up and say the bold, “crazy” thing again (and 
maybe again and again). Be noisy and do not let the fear of 
rejection get in the way of the greater dangers of sameness and 
groupthink.

To those of us comfortable within the monoculture, my request 
is that we recognize ourselves and listen more carefully to those 
on the fringes. Before we scoff at the off-the-wall-idea, let’s 
remember this: Every successful innovation was once viewed as 
stupid, crazy or impossible until it was proven successful.

The Opportunity for Our Industry

Creators, designers, architects, engineers and construction 
professionals: We have a massive opportunity within our grasp 
— to save the world, in short — and I welcome your ideas and 

2 Erin Meyer, The Culture Map: Breaking Through the Invisible Boundaries of Global Business (New York: Public Affairs, 2014).
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Ella Hazard, RA, NCARB, LEED AP, is managing director of 
Arktura Ventures, Armstrong World Industries venture studio 
exploring new solutions in architecture, design, engineering and 
construction.

feedback. We’re tasked with and funded by the current adminis-
tration to build the infrastructure to support the next era of our 
country. How can we do it well?

While some of us wear our nonconformities more proudly than 
others, I’ve found there’s a little bit of misfit in all of us. Our 
differences should be celebrated. When they are, we will create 
environments where everyone feels safe to say what’s wrong so 
we can work together to get it right.

As we try to remedy the kind of encounters with which this 
essay began, let’s keep two things in mind:

“We” are not comparable, “we” are better.

“They” includes all of us.
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Representation

Jenna Knudsen, AIA

Managing Principal, CO Architects

In this interview with DI’s Bob Fisher, CO 

Architects’ Jenna Knudsen discusses 

how to build firm culture broadly for 

greater impact

DesignIntelligence (DI): Jenna, welcome to “This is DesignIn-
telligence.” Thanks for agreeing to spend some time with us.

Jenna Knudsen (JK): Thanks for having me.

DI: We’re honored to have you. You are the managing prin-
cipal at CO Architects in California. The press release that 
announced your promotion said you are both the youngest 
architect to hold that position and the first woman. Tell us 
about your journey and how you wound up becoming manag-
ing principal of CO Architects.

JK: What drew me to architecture was an interest in trying to 
create a floor plan for my large family, where everyone, myself 
specifically, could have their own room. In doing that, my father 
recognized an interest and encouraged and supported architec-
ture as a profession. Since I was about 10, I have said I wanted 
to be an architect. I went to USC when I was 18 and studied 
architecture. My first job was at CO Architects. We were Anshen 
& Allen Los Angeles at the time, but the work was largely in the 
same markets we work in today. Our expertise was healthcare, 
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higher ed, science and technology and civic work. The first proj-
ect I worked on out of school was a major replacement hospital. 
I was drawn to the complexity of the problem in healthcare and 
the great need for good design in a building type whose occu-
pants could benefit from it.

I’ve spent a lot of my career in healthcare. I have also worked 
across many of our other project types in laboratories and 
health sciences, and education work. I appreciate the missions 
of the clients we work for. I appreciate the work done in those 
buildings, the important teaching and research and devotion to 
solving some of the world’s most pressing problems.

Organizationally, I have always been challenged at CO Archi-
tects. I’ve had many different roles over the years, in project 
types and internally within the organization. As a practice, we 
encourage initiatives that come from the staff, and I’ve been 
involved in many of those over the years. CO is where I have 
made my home and have always felt challenged. I always felt I 
had a voice and could bring forth an opinion about something 
I saw. That diversity of roles and responsibilities, years of tenure 
and an interest in the business of architecture are how I became 
managing principal. More importantly, they are reasons why I 
stay at CO Architects and continue to create the environment 
we have within the firm.

DI: You’ve been managing principal for about 18 months. If 
you could go back a few years to past Jenna and give her some 
advice based on what you know today, what would you tell 
her?

JK: Good question. I feel fortunate because the transition was 
thoughtful and I worked closely with my predecessor, the for-
mer managing principal, and continue to. He remains active in 

the practice. During the transition, even before we had formal-
ized any kind of transition, we worked to understand what the 
role of managing principal meant, how he approached it, and 
how I might approach it differently. That set me up for success 
and I attribute his thoughtfulness to making that successful. 
I’m not sure I could have told myself these things 18 months or 
three years ago. A lot of it is learning by doing. I did feel well 
prepared, and in the day-to-day, I am still learning about what it 
means to be managing principal. But I’m not sure there’s some-
thing I could have told myself to be prepared for.

DI: There were a lot of surprises?

JK: I wouldn’t say surprises. Having been with the company, 
having been a principal and a leader for many years, and watch-
ing my predecessor in the position, I was well prepared, but 
you don’t know what you don’t know. Things come up in any 
given day. Each day is different. Any number of things can come 
across my desk or people coming into my office to chat about 
things. I’ve learned to carve out that time because I don’t know 
when something will require my attention.

DI: We’re at a point in history where a large generational shift 
is happening, and leadership transition is on the minds of 
many firms. Many struggle with it. You’ve painted a picture 
of a well-handled transition as you are assuming the manag-
ing principal role. What lessons would you take forward from 
your experience that others could emulate or that you might 
put in place when it’s time for you to transition a future man-
aging principal?

JK: I agree, a lot of organizations are thinking about transition. 
Within the ethos of CO Architects, we value transition. It is 
something we constantly think about. We talk about ourselves as 
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a firm in perpetuity. That concept is broadly held by many part-
ners. There are 12 principals within the firm, and 21 sharehold-
ers. It’s never about one individual or any specific individuals. 
The approach is that we are the caretakers for the future genera-
tion. The name, CO Architects, means jointly or with, so we are 
not named after any partners past or present. That carries a way 
of thinking, that we should always be thinking about transition. 
When we are talking about transition, we are thinking about the 
next generation of leaders and actively growing many individu-
als within the organization to be able to be future leaders.

DI: Tell me about your approach to helping identify and de-
velop future leaders.

JK: One aspect is the responsibility of all the principals in an or-
ganization of 165 people to rely on many leaders within the firm 
to identify individuals with specific talents and help mentor and 
cultivate them. The approach is to spend time with individuals, 
learn what people’s interests are, try to find opportunities for 
them to pursue those interests and passions and challenge them 
in other areas. One of the things I credit in my journey is that I 
usually said yes to opportunities presented to me, whether they 

Image Courtesy: CO Architects
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were something I was seeking out or not. That often exposed 
me to different facets of the profession, introduced me to differ-
ent people and organizations, internally and externally. Part of 
being a mentor and an advocate is to present opportunities to 
individuals they have perhaps not considered for themselves to 
see where that could take them.

DI: How would you describe the culture of mentorship at 
CO?

JK: It has many characteristics. We do have a formal mentor-
ship program - one we have developed over years and continue 
to adjust as we receive feedback, but that works quite well and 
is pretty simple. It is formal in the sense that, even though it’s 
not required, one does need to sign up and fill out a brief ques-
tionnaire. It’s about your interests and who you think in the 
organization would make a good mentor for you in that year. 
It’s a one-year pairing. Beyond the formality of the pairing, the 
two individuals determine for themselves how they will engage. 
We do have a budget for it so people can go to lunch or coffee 
and that helps keep the program going. And because it’s for one 
year, people really appreciate that they can have many different 
mentors over their career.

At any given time, people have really thought about what they 
see in their immediate future and who would be a good mentor. 
That’s the formal mentorship program. We are very project-cen-
tric, all our principals, including myself, work on projects. Much 
of the mentorship occurs at a project level—formally teaching 
somebody how to be a project manager, guiding them in how to 
run a project, plus being an advocate for them with the client. 
Sometimes it’s simply the more technical components or design 
development of creating architecture.

DI: Let’s talk about diversity, equity and inclusion. It’s no se-
cret - we work in a profession and in an industry that has not 
been terribly diverse. There’s been a lot of attention and effort 
to try to make positive change in that area. Tell us how this 
came to be a passion.

JK: I am passionate about the topic. For me, it was very much 
an evolution. It might help to go back a bit. I was encouraged to 
consider architecture from my father because he saw me having 
an interest. Through that, I was encouraged. I didn’t have any 
architects in my family nor any close relationships with archi-
tects, but it was a profession planted within me at an early age as 
an option. It never occurred to me that it was not an option as 
a woman to be an architect. When I went to school, it was not 
50/50, but there were a number of women. As my career pro-
gressed, I did start to notice there were fewer women practicing. 

My interest as a woman was trying to understand what is it 
about architecture that creates unique challenges for females. 
This aligned at a timely point with the conversation in the pro-
fession around equity. It’s a multifaceted issue, but it starts with 
representation. Women just were not exposed to the profession 
of architecture. As that has changed, it has created greater rep-
resentation where women see other women in roles in architec-
ture, including leadership roles, and that makes it possible.

There’s also an aspect of acceptance. The profession and the 
world have changed to the point where there’s a recognition 
that different approaches and styles within both design and 
leadership of architecture are beneficial. That more voices and 
differences can be of benefit. By including more women and 
underrepresented minorities, the profession and architecture 
have become richer. Finally, thinking about flexibility, women 
still carry a larger burden of responsibilities in the home. So, 
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it’s been important to consider what that means and how archi-
tecture—and CO Architects, specifically—can be a place that 
recognizes that, a place where not just women, but parents or 
caretakers of any kind can work and also have families.

DI: There are a few different levels on which we could look at 
diversity, equity and inclusion. On an individual level, a team 
level, a firm level and on an industry level. What we have the 
most influence over, though, is our direct sphere. As manag-
ing principal at CO, what do you see as your role? What are 
you all doing and what are you personally doing to improve 
DEI at the firm?

JK: We’ve made significant advances in the past five to 10 years 
to the point where we are 50/50 men and women. A lot of that 
came with a simple approach in our hiring. We wanted to have 
broad representation of those participating in interviews, not 
just from our architectural perspectives (somebody deeply 
passionate about design or somebody deeply passionate about 
project delivery) but also to have gender representation within 
the interviews. In doing that, we still hired the candidates we felt 
were the best candidates. We just were able to hire more women. 
That made a significant difference. 

Organizationally, we recognized the value of diverse voices. Not 
just in gender diversity, but in making sure we are a place where 
we make room for all voices. Often organizations have a culture, 
and that culture can perpetuate sameness. Everybody acts this 
way, or this is how we do things. We continually reinforce that 
good ideas can come from anywhere. There are different styles, 
and we need to make sure we are making room and encourag-
ing everyone to participate in all aspects of the practice.

If we can agree on mission, vision 

and values, then working through the 

different ideas becomes a process 

of evaluating what here is solving the 

problem in the best way and best 

achieving alignment with that mission.
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DI: When you have a diversity of viewpoints and a diversity 
of voices, that can lead to disagreements potentially. How 
does CO Architects manage these kinds of challenges?

JK: That becomes the responsibility of leadership. If we’re 
talking about within a project, for example, to make sure every-
body knows the direction so we’re all rowing in the same di-
rection. What are the project goals? What are the client’s goals? 
If we can agree on mission, vision and values, then working 
through the different ideas becomes a process of evaluating 
what is solving the problem in the best way and how are we best 
achieving alignment with that mission.

DI: On projects, if everybody agrees on a common set of 
goals, they have a common foundation. It seems there’s an 
analogy there to firm culture. How far off am I in thinking 
about it that way?

JK: You’re right on. I mentioned we have 12 principals and are 
a consensus-based organization. So, it is important that we are 
working together to hear the diversity of perspectives, but also 
come to a common understanding. Often, those conversations 
revolve around core values. Ultimately, the decision, once we 
put it through the lenses of core values and architecture, often 
becomes obvious to everyone.

DI: What are some of the lessons learned or biggest challeng-
es you’ve faced in trying to help your firm be more diverse?

JK: Being in Los Angeles, we are fortunate that a diversity of 
candidates exists. We are fortunate that we can find good people 
who are also diverse. The challenge becomes to reinforce our 
intent to hire the very best people. That is our goal. That is what 
we do. That is what I believe we have here at CO Architects, and 
that includes a diversity of people.

DI: Do you feel the approach you have taken to diversity, eq-
uity and inclusion can be emulated by other firms? Where do 
other firms need to find their own approach and where can 
they embrace some common approaches, principles or ideas?

JK: There are lessons to be learned. Just having the representa-
tion in the process of hiring was critical. That may mean certain 
people are participating in more interviews, but that’s a simple 
approach we’ve seen have an impact and could for others. It’s 
having many conversations. It’s not a one-and-done conversa-
tion. Different people are at different levels of the conversation 
and are going to have diverse perspectives on how a firm would 
want to approach diversity, equity and inclusion. The most 
important thing is having the conversation within leadership, 
reaching out to other organizations who would also be having 
similar conversations and being okay that sometimes the con-
versations, while possibly uncomfortable, are important.

DI: CO Architects is well respected for large-scale academ-
ic laboratory and health care projects, and you do projects 
all over the country. Your clients are often institutions, and 
sometimes institutions don’t like to change, do things differ-
ently or move rapidly. How do you reconcile trying to bring 
diverse design voices into this kind of space?

JK: Probably one of the most important things is that those in-
stitutions tend to be diverse. There are typically multiple clients 
and ultimately often a public entity, so a building for the public 
tends to have diverse representation. In that regard, that has 
not been a challenge. In fact, it’s been beneficial that the repre-
sentation of CO Architects and our teams is representative of 
the community we live in and the communities with which we 
work.
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DI: In many cases, it’s been natural?

JK: That’s exactly what it has been.

DI: How has the diversity of those who design within the firm 
changed design at CO Architects?

JK: The role of design leadership has evolved over the years. 
There is no singular author. The goal is to have many contrib-
utors. Yes, you need a design leader, setting direction, often 
editing, making sure there’s a cohesive whole, but most everyone 
who works in architecture got into it because they love design. 
So, the process needs to be inclusive.

DI: There’s a lot of talk and interest about creating more eq-
uitable environments. How do you define equitable environ-
ments and how do you go about creating them?

JK: My understanding of equity is that not every individual 
needs the same thing. It’s trying to meet people where they are, 
as opposed to equality, which means give everybody the same 
thing. If we’re considering equitable environments, what that 
means is understanding that any organization is made up of 
individuals and those individuals have different perspectives, 
different life experiences and different approaches. We try to 
cultivate that and generate an environment that doesn’t just 
accept, but also embraces, those differences.

DI: Jenna, thanks so much for joining us on “This is Design-
Intelligence.” We really appreciate the perspective you’ve 
brought. It’s been great to be with you.

JK: Thank you very much for having me. I really enjoyed chat-
ting with you.

Jenna Knudsen, AIA, LEED AP BD+C, is Managing Principal at 
CO Architects. She has led award-winning, large-scale academic, 
laboratory and healthcare projects on university and healthcare 
campuses across the country. Her groundbreaking projects 
demonstrate innovation in design, sustainability and project 
delivery—including early use of BIM and integrated project 
delivery, for which she has been nationally recognized. In addition 
to her leadership role in BIM adoption, she has continued to push 
for the use of tools such as computational design, virtual and 
augmented reality, and custom applications to advance the work. 
Within the practice and the profession, Jenna has been a long-
time advocate for equal representation, spearheading initiatives 
to support and encourage women in architecture. Jenna received 
a Bachelor of Architecture from the University of Southern 
California (USC) and a Master of Science in Architecture and 
Urban Design at Columbia University.

For more from Jenna Knudsen, listen to the full This Is DesignIntelligence podcast interview.
www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-podcasts/representation/

http://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-podcasts/representation/
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Leading Creatives

Katie Pattison

Vice President of Global Marketing, WATG

This interview is part of a combination podcast 
and written series in which DI’s Bob Fisher 
investigates leadership of creative teams and 
organizations. In a candid discussion with Katie 
Pattison, vice president of global marketing 
at architecture and design firm WATG, we are 
privileged to learn her first principles around 
marketing, user-centered approaches, creative 
tension, reflective time and the importance 
of trust, vulnerability and aligned intention. To 
conclude this quarter’s theme of “Impact,” 
under our annual quest to increase influence 
among the design professions, this inside look 
offers timely, sage advice.

DesignIntelligence (DI): Let’s start with your professional 
path. How did you get to where you are today?

Katie Pattison (KP): I started off outside of marketing, in the 
fashion industry. I modeled for two years, which wasn’t some-
thing I originally thought I would do. I spent time in New York, 
Hong Kong, London, Los Angeles and Paris. What those big cit-
ies had to offer was inspirational early in my career. That expe-
rience helped me become a global citizen and see how couture 
fashion related their stories to their customers.
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I got my marketing degree here in London. My first job was 
working for Sir Stuart Lipton, founder of the developer Stan-
hope, on the Broadgate scheme. That was inspirational in his 
use of an eclectic mix of architects. His sense of place-making, 
use of public art and the connection between Broadgate and The 
City of London were fantastic.

From there, I worked for Hammerson, a property developer. 
They bought a building the IRA had bombed in London, and 
I was brought in to give it a new perspective after it was refur-
bished. I went on to Hammerson’s retail portfolio across the 
U.K. and Europe. I started looking at the consumer. That was 
a fantastic journey, and I really grew up there. Being part of a 
broader team and bringing the marketeer’s skill sets together 
with the commercial acumen of the development and the con-
struction teams was where I started crafting my skills.

DI: In your first few positions, is it accurate to say your focus 
was to create the story of the place and involve the end users?

KP: Exactly.

DI: In those projects, you dealt with business-to-business and 
business-to-consumer marketing. Two different worlds. Sep-
arate specialties within marketing. How did you bring them 
together?

KP: At Hammerson, I sat in the middle ground because I had 
to look at the business-to-business (B2B) aspect first. We had to 
capture the imagination of the joint venture partner willing to 
invest in the project or the local authority in central Birming-
ham or Marseilles or Southampton, for example. We had to sell 
the vision back to them, mirroring their own legacy for a space 
they held dear. Then, I had to understand who ultimately was 
going to be living, breathing, using, shopping in and enjoying 

those spaces. The challenge and complexity of bringing the busi-
ness-to-business and the business-to-consumer aspects together 
was fantastic. I loved it.

In the business-to-business environment, clients always have an 
end user. Being able to sell clients that story helps them see why 
a more sophisticated execution of the marketing material might 
benefit them in the long run.

That level of sophistication often comes in movie production, 
for example. The business-to-consumer world is superfast. 
You’ve got to catch people within three to four seconds, or 
you’ve lost them. It takes more budget and effort but bringing 
that dynamism into the B2B world is compelling and effective.

DI: What was your role as a marketer in the developer firms?

KP: My colleagues considered me a peer, so there was no disci-
pline within the commercial developers I worked for that didn’t 
want marketing advice or see it as equally potent as the architec-
ture or accounts team. It wasn’t seen as anything less, which was 
part of the magic. Organizations can have natural hierarchies, 
speak different technical languages and value one department 
more than another. But if you can tear down those walls and 
speak peer-to-peer, you’re onto something. You get the left and 
right brains thinking. That’s where the innovation happens.

DI: When you worked with developers, you were a client of 
architecture firms, on the receiving end of the kind of mar-
keting you do today. What insights came from that?

KP: My experience as a client in architectural interviews and 
selection processes is highly relevant. If you have any soft skills 
or emotional intelligence, you will see whether a team is bound 
together.
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The key to creative culture is holding it 

lightly. It’s a precious fleeting thing.
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They will talk about the project, but what you’re looking for is 
chemistry — between them, your team and combined aspira-
tions for the scheme and its potential.

If that firm of architects has a strong cultural identity, are gen-
erous and have integrity in the way they inspire, you see it. You 
can see whether they are going to enrich your project and bring 
an energy you want.

DI: Do developers and architects approach marketing differ-
ently?

KP: There is a big difference between commercial developers 
and architectural firms. Historically, architectural firms have 
seen marketing as a response to RFPs. They often don’t see the 
broader marketing mix that could power their strategic think-
ing. It’s not highly budgeted for. It’s not taken as seriously as it 
might be, so I don’t see the full impact of marketing being em-
braced by architectural firms as often as I have with developers 
and owner-operators.

Architectural firms are sophisticated at being able to speak 
around the projects they’re working on. What was the client’s 
challenge? What was the solution? But most don’t bring the 
other elements together through the business strategy and out-
ward-facing celebration of their talent.

DI: What’s different about the experience of working and 
leading in development versus architecture firms?

KP: With commercial developers, you might engage a team of 
20 people internally with a whole team of suppliers, including 
the architects on the outside, for several years. You’ve got to 
know that team intimately through the highs and lows, some of 
which had nothing to do with marketing. You may be able to 

support, for example, because you had a marketing solution to a 
delay in the schedule or a site issue.

In development, marketing acted like a wrapper to the whole 
process. The team has bonded. You get to be the visual transla-
tors of those schemes, and the opportunity to express the aspira-
tion for that place or space — what it’s going to become.

There is less hierarchy in those types of teams. You’re all pushing 
for one thing. You’ve got a completion date. You’ve got com-
mercial metrics around that and a finite budget, which, in most 
cases, you’ve been able to influence.

It’s a cohesive process. Listening, using the left and right brain. 
It’s collegial and addictive because you all work together to the 
same vision. Where there may have been a hole in the ground or 
the area was deprived, you all imagine it together in manifesting 
the development.

In architectural firms, marketeers are a step removed from the 
projects the architects are working on. It’s a different relation-
ship. They create those spaces. You need to go find the gold 
dust, the kernels of the creative idea the architects imagine. Your 
responsibility is to actively listen and ask the right questions of 
those creators of the space and the potential it brings.

Certainty can blind us.
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DI: One of the primary responsibilities of a leader is defining 
and shaping organizational culture. How do you approach it?

KP: I’m passionate about culture. That came to the fore during 
COVID-19. At the time, I was with another firm, and I had a 
team spread across offices. We couldn’t see each other, so how 
could we maintain those bonds between us? That was a key part 
of how I ran our virtual meetings.

Meetings weren’t just around process, timelines and budgets. 
They were also about the softer side. The key to creative team 
culture is holding it lightly. It’s a precious, fleeting thing.

I’ve worked with my teams using Myers-Briggs and Strengths-
Finder tests to celebrate and acknowledge how we work best. 
It’s important to understand how team members work because 
some people within that creative environment process as they 
think. They’re often extroverted and work it out in the moment. 
Others are introverts who need time to think, but their thought-
fulness often results in better enriched ideas.

Sometimes, I find the majority of my team members have simi-
lar personality traits. That’s a dangerous place to be — a comfort 
zone of conformity and like-mindedness. You’re not going to 
challenge each other. You’ll probably just endorse one another. 
It’s important to aim for a mix of mindsets and have different 
perspectives to challenge the status quo.

The creative space is difficult because commercial convention 
says you need to rush everything. Yet, if the team can stand on 
the edge of a dilemma, not knowing the answer and taking the 
time, that is where the creative juice often comes from.

There’s also a piece around trust and vulnerability. Being able 
to allow that creative team to be vulnerable together is helpful, 

even though it might be scary. One individual in that group 
might be faced with a conundrum, and they’re able to think 
aloud or acknowledge to the rest of the team that they don’t 
know the answer — our collective thinking may find the solu-
tion.

As a leader, I’m frequently vulnerable with my group. I will say: 
“I have no idea what we’re going to do with this. I don’t have 
an answer, but we’re all going to go and have a think on that.” 
I’m willing to protect our time to think creatively for another 
48 hours. I’m going to hold those internal clients off because 
we need to think about all the possible solutions. Certainty can 
blind us. Allowing the time for the team to go off and be opaque 
can be a good practice.

DI: What else contributes to team culture?

KP: Loads of things. Just having artistic license and a sense of 
freedom is important. Also, the ability to recognize and chal-
lenge our limiting assumptions.

There’s another thing we do, which I encourage massively: We 
look at far-flung industries outside of our own for inspiration 
and ideation. Reading broadly and being able to share key ob-
servations and things we’ve heard and seen improves the collec-
tive.

DI: What structure did you put in place to ensure that type of 
sharing and the culture you want to build?

KP: I often have two meetings a week. The first meeting is about 
prioritization. What have we got to get done this week? What’s 
on our table? The second checkout meeting was inspired by 
COVID. It was more about the team’s mental health and their 
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ability to function and support each other. It was also time for 
us to do some creative work together, including learning by 
looking for lessons outside our industry. We’d take turns run-
ning a session to talk about things we’d read or observations we’d 
made.

The sharing of those discoveries would spark inspiration 
amongst the group or lateral thinking about something relatable 
to our industry or a project we might be struggling with. It is 
enriching.

Through these interactions, you get to know each other better, 
and it builds that trust where you’re able to share your entire 
self, not just your working self. A strong team understands each 
other’s pressures and vulnerabilities at any given time.

DI: Organizations whose business depends on the quality 
of their creative output face a paradox. They need creativity, 
which requires freedom and is notoriously hard to system-
atize, predict and repeat. How do you balance these two 
needs?

KP: If you have good foundations for processes like budgeting 
and scheduling, they act as a framework, and you don’t need to 
worry about them. They’re brilliant because they allow creativity 
to flourish.

Once the parameters are set and the expectation for each of 
those creative deliverables is agreed, then the creation can begin. 
It goes hand in hand with the commercial environment.

I love that I can put rigor around something creative. It helps 
everybody know where they are, but still allows you to quickly 
step into the creativity because the processes are in place. You 
can work the two together.

More from Leaders of 
Creative Organizations on 
“This is DesignIntelligence”

The interview with Katie Pattison 
is part of a larger series exploring 
leadership of creative organiza-
tions. It also includes three podcast 
interviews with leaders in indus-
tries as diverse as architecture, brand and innovation, and toys.

“This Is DesignIntelligence” episode 64

Pete Johnson, former head of creation at The LEGO Group, talks 
about his leadership journey through media companies, global 
advertising firms and one of the most beloved toy brands on the 
planet, as well as how painful mistakes can be great teachers for 
a developing leader.

“This Is DesignIntelligence” episode 65

Valerie Jacobs, chief growth officer of brand and innovation 
firm LPK, discusses the role of futurist thinking in strategy and 
entrepreneurship; how multiple crises in 2020 caused her firm 
to completely rethink its business model; and the way encourag-
ing holistic growth in staff members builds a successful creative 
organization.

“This Is DesignIntelligence” episode 66

Lauren Schmidt, Principal at global architecture and design 
giant KPF, talks about mentorship and learning on the job; the 
importance of relationships built on trust, respect, and good 
communication; and how balancing uniqueness and consistency 
is key to successful projects and careers.

https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-podcasts/world-class-creative-team-part1/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-podcasts/world-class-creative-team-part2/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-podcasts/world-class-creative-team-part3/
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a 60-year-old architect who’s got a defined way they want some-
thing perceived or created.

Having the gumption to say, “Okay, I’d respectfully like to chal-
lenge a couple of things there,” is hard. The mentorship culture 
of allowing your younger team to see that is key to how you 
develop them. That’s how I learned.

I learned by being allowed to be in some scary places where I 
didn’t know the answers, but I was experiencing this combat 
that might go on between the development head and the mar-
keting head. They’d have a little spat, and I’d witness that on the 
sidelines and see how it was resolved. In some cases, not re-
solved.

One secret is around setting an intention, which I’ve gotten 
better at as I’ve got older. When you’re going into a meeting 
where you suspect there may be some natural friction, you set 
the intention for the meeting. “What do we collectively need to 
achieve in the next 45 minutes?” That way, no one has any mis-
conception about what you’re trying to get out of it.

You asked about the leader. I had a situation with a commercial 
developer I worked for where they brought in a senior marke-
teer from a business-to-consumer market — from retail a retail 
background.

They wanted him because they felt they needed a closer align-
ment to the consumer, the end user of this shopping mall. How 
were we going to keep them within its walls? How could we 
offer them the retail tenant mix, as well as other things to enrich 
their experience of their day?

He was great at that element, but we had many conflicts with an-
other leader developing that shopping center. They both thought 

DI: Another creativity paradox is the need for helpful dis-
agreement. Ideas tend to be richer when formed from oppos-
ing viewpoints. But disagreement can lead to conflict that 
derails a creative project. How do you help your teams man-
age this element of the creative process?

KP: There’s the piece at the front, where you’re trying to engen-
der a culture of listening, the active listening piece. What I’ve 
done is try to create a thinking environment.1

Active listening allows each person’s voice to be heard. You 
can do it in rounds, so you may have an eclectic mix of peo-
ple around the table, ideating about something you’re going to 
be producing, like a client presentation. You’ve got a graphic 
designer in the room. You may have me in the room. Maybe you 
have a couple of architects in the room. To start, you might hold 
the space for each person for five minutes. Nobody interrupts. 
It’s theirs. They can give the room whatever they feel.

You’ve got to respect each person’s perspective. Then, you 
might do another round where you challenge some of what was 
brought up. You must agree at the beginning that no one’s going 
to take offense. You’re just allowing some challenging or limiting 
assumptions to be lifted. Are there any elephants in the room? 
Is there anything they’ve forgotten? It’s a way of ideating togeth-
er. It builds trust in the team. I’ve always found it to be good at 
mitigating tention, although it’s good to have a bit of friction, 
because its where the ideas manifest.

DI: If you’re in a conversation that doesn’t have enough fric-
tion, is it your role as a leader to create it?

KP: Often, yes. I naturally find the gaps. That comes with 
experience. You need some presence to be able to do that. It’s 
hard to ask a younger marketeer to do, if you’re in a room with 

1 Author’s note: see Nancy Kline, Time to Think (London: Octopus Publishing, 1999).
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Katie Pattison is vice president of global marketing of architecture 
and design firm WATG. She has more than 25 years of real 
estate and AEC experience at companies such as Stanhope PLC, 
Hammerson and CallisonRTKL.

they were the leaders. There was no agreement about the hierar-
chy or purpose of that meeting. Was it a development meeting 
or a marketing meeting? There wasn’t any conversation about 
that beforehand.

It was a mismatch of perceptions, so the development lead 
would say, “What does he know about building a shopping cen-
ter? He doesn’t know anything about my world.” We had discord 
from the get-go because they disregarded him as a marketer 
because he didn’t understand development. He only understood 
the end user. That was inflammatory at times. People shouting 
and walking out of meetings. They chose to disagree to the det-
riment of the development.

DI: Sounds like the unproductive side of conflict came in 
because expectations weren’t set at the beginning and shared 
goals weren’t established.

KP: Exactly. What I’ve learned from that is that intention setting 
is critical, especially if you are chairing the meeting. With differ-
ent, unspoken agendas, frustrations within the team come out. 
It’s good to have natural friction in ideas, as long as we’re going 
in the same direction.

DI: You’ve spent most of your working career in the real 
estate and architecture, engineering and construction indus-
tries. What is the most important lesson you’ve learned in 
that time?

KP: Working in the built environment is very real. Much more 
so than with consumer products. Architecture, engineering and 
construction produce living, breathing spaces that take on their 
own forms long after we’ve designed and built them. They are 
neighborhoods and communities. They can shape people’s lives. 
It’s a big deal. Once the gravity of that sinks in with some of my 
creative teams, it really gets under their skin. It’s addictive!
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Leaving a Legacy

Bob Berkebile 

Founder and Principal Emeritus, BNIM

AIA Kemper Award winner Bob Berkebile 

shares insights on a life of influence and 

impact.

DesignIntelligence (DI): Congratulations on being this year’s 
AIA Kemper Award winner, an award given annually for sig-
nificant service to the AIA. It’s a testimony to the work you’ve 
done around sustainability and environmental and social 
issues for decades that has taken root and is setting examples 
for new generations of followers.

Bob Berkebile (BB): Your congratulations are appreciated, but 
as you know, this Kemper Award was the result of the inspiring 
work of many friends and colleagues, such as this year’s gold 
medalists, Angela Brooks and Larry Scarpa, Ed Mazria before 
them, my colleagues at BNIM and thousands of other profes-
sionals, clients and caring citizens across the planet. I think the 
award came to me because I am the oldest one still standing.

DI: What was your reaction when you heard the news?

BB: When I received the Kemper medal, after thanking all the 
folks that had done the work being celebrated, my first comment 
was a question: “Why are we not all shi**ing our pants?” The 
reason I have become such a workaholic is that I have contin-
ued to follow the climate science since I left Antarctica in ’92. 
Despite all the good work that has been done to squeeze carbon 
out of the built environment, the existential threat is far greater 
today than it was when we started, and we are running out of 
time!
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DI: The sense of urgency is finally hitting home. But putting 
in perspective might be informative. I find your career story 
so compelling. Those who have followed the profession since 
the ‘70s will be familiar with the tragedy at the Kansas City 
Hyatt, and how you and your firm overcame that unfortunate 
event in transformative ways. How incredible it is that one 
small detail could have such impact — on people who lost 
their lives and on others who changed theirs dramatically for 
the better as a result, like you.

BB: The Hyatt collapse awakened me to the shocking potential 
for unintended consequences of our designs, and I was remind-
ed of something Bucky Fuller taught me in college: Failure is 
a powerful opportunity for transformative discovery. Beyond 
the 114 lives lost and the 216 who suffered injuries, what were 
the impacts to families and friends, to the rescue workers and 
community, to the watershed, airshed and job-shed? How did 
it change the thinking, knowledge, spirit, wisdom of the com-
munity? What could we have done to change those outcomes in 
positive ways, including the vitality and resilience of the com-
munity and its ecosystem?

DI: As further framing, I’d like to go back even further to 
understand the origins of your journey. What motivated you 
in school? Were you an aspirant to leadership then? Because 
of your success in creating a sustained effort to help foster a 
movement, I’m trying to uncover seeds that may have been 
planted and grew. Were there external factors? Was it purely 
intrinsic? Who were your mentors? How can we learn from 
your experiences?

BB: I was blessed with parents who loved me and taught us (my 
brother and me) to be observant and to work hard. My moth-
er was a farm girl and one-room schoolteacher. She taught my 

brother and me to observe nature carefully enough to predict 
where the best morel mushrooms, blackberries or gooseberries 
could be harvested the following year. She also taught us to grow 
food in a one-acre WW2 victory garden.

My father and grandfather taught and groomed me to become 
the fourth-generation German craftsman contractor in our 
family. By the time I left for college, I had built a tree house, a 
woodshop for my dad, a home for my grandmother and one for 
my parents; in every case, there were critiques and reconstruc-
tion.

I was also blessed with mentors in school: an art teacher who 
helped me claim my creativity in elementary school, a track 
coach who taught me about preparation and performance, a 
Spanish teacher who emersed me in language and culture by 
taking me and a few others to Mexico for a life-changing sum-
mer experience. This continued in college with inspiring pro-
fessors in architecture, fine arts, photojournalism and more. For 
example, after taking life drawing, sculpture, ceramics, jewelry 
and silversmithing, the dean of Fine Arts commissioned me to 
design his home at the edge of campus.

Photojournalism not only taught me to appreciate the impor-
tance of light, but also gave me courtside passes and cameras to 
take award-winning photographs of my classmate, Wilt Cham-
berlain. Despite all this abundance and good fortune, my most 
influential professor was Buckminster Fuller, who chose the 
University of Kansas to explore a new structural type — tenseg-
rity — and our dean chose 15 of us to be with him full time. In a 
remarkably short period, he changed my worldview and taught 
me about Spaceship Earth — how to create significant change, 
to learn from failure, and he helped me refine my “all in” ap-
proach to learning by immersion.
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I have continued to encounter remarkable mentors who always 
seem to arrive just as I need them: Amory and Hunter Lovins, 
Janine Benyus, Paul Hawken, Wes Jackson, Wendell Berry, Leon 
Shanandoah, Robert Muller and Ray Anderson and more, but 
they are all either BB (before Bucky) or AB, or BH (before Hy-
att) or AH.

DI: Let’s shift to a tactical, but also a milestone moment. I 
remember seeing one of your presentations years ago. It was 
the first time I can remember seeing anything like what you 
called a “rose diagram,” as I recall. It was scaled plot of doz-
ens of project aspects arrayed radially around a center point. 
A way for teams to visualize a multitude of factors, not just 
cost, schedule and the “minimum expectation” benchmarks, 
but also factors such as community objectives, building 
performance and environmental goals for water use, energy 
conservation, etc. All this, years before anyone ever conceived 
of the acronym LEED.

Your rose was a groundbreaking way to explore a systems 
approach together among a community of stakeholders. To 
measure — and visualize — the results of a design effort com-
prehensively, and, in turn, inform design. Teams having a way 
to appreciate and keep score of the impact of what they had 
done was game-changing. Can you share the history of that 
tool, it’s genesis and current state?

BB: I learned from my mother and Bucky, and later Janine 
Benyus, that if I was interested in designs that contribute to 
health, vitality and resilience, it was important to look at the 
whole system before proposing new ideas. I found, in work-
ing with communities, that diagramming the exploration of a 
systems approach increased participation, understanding and 
the quality of our collaborative dialogue of discovery together Noisette Rose, image courtesy BNIM

with the quality of the ideas being suggested. It also increases 
community ownership. We used the Noisette Rose (a flower in-
digenous to Charleston, South Carolina) as a symbol to explore 
the appropriate system of values and goals for the communi-
ty stakeholders in the planning for the redevelopment of the 
Charleston Naval Base. It’s helpful if the symbol is already part 
of the community’s culture and if it is flexible enough to adjust 
the size to display performance over time. We have used other 
symbols for other projects, but the Noisette Rose was one of the 
most elegant, and it benefited from strong community participa-
tion and ownership.
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DI: Has the rose diagram been automated or turned into 
a dashboard or dynamic reporting tool for the Internet of 
Things? Many more firms are employing similar tools now, 
and we need them.

BB: Not by me or our teams, and not that I know of. Arup de-
veloped an interesting tool but as I have seen theirs and others’, 
the critical “dialogue of discovery” is missing.

DI: In hindsight, that was a simple tool to inform how we 
see, digest and act upon information, yet it had, and still has, 
much impact. We don’t have enough of those moments in our 
profession or enough drive to create larger impact. How can 
we create more similar inflection points?

BB: Other good tools have been created; one of which is a good 
systems decision tool by Arup, but I don’t know of any that are 
co-created by the community and design team and are unique 
to their place, culture and time. We are building on that expe-
rience and Paul Hawken’s two most recent books (“Drawdown” 
and “Regeneration”) to inform the creation of tools for two 
current projects: the industrial corridor of the Blue River Valley 
in Kansas City, Missouri (economically similar to the project in 
North Charleston, South Carolina) and a new hub for regenera-
tive agriculture in the heartland of America, at Powell Gardens 
(designed by Faye Jones near Kansas City). Both are utilizing a 
systems approach and have the potential to be transformative. 
Both will benefit from a strong visual tool that is the result of a 
collaborative dialogue of discovery.

DI: With all that needs attention, what are you focusing on?

BB: Having just returned from a Rhine River trip from Basel 
to Amsterdam, I must share what you already know: Europe is 
suffering from a long-term, major drought, which has lowered 

What were the impacts to families and 

friends, to the rescue workers and 

community, to the watershed, airshed 

and job-shed? How did it change the 

thinking, knowledge, spirit, wisdom of 

the community? What could we have 

done to change those outcomes in 

positive ways, including the vitality and 

resilience of the community and its 

ecosystem?
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the water level in the Rhine River to a 400-year low (similar 
to our rivers and reservoirs); as a result, the boat we boarded 
in Basel could not travel to Amsterdam as they normally do, 
and we were transferred by bus to another boat. In Amster-
dam, there was an expo addressing the future of communities 
and agriculture that was built on land that had been created 
by dredging. There were some impressive concepts, but I was 
reminded several times that the Dutch (like us and most of the 
world) have been fighting nature for years. Ultimately, “nature 
bats last” (ocean levels are rising while their land continues to 
subside, and they experience higher levels of salt in their soil). 
To emphasize this point, together with the latest data released 
by NASA and CalTech’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory about the 
Thwaites glacier and other thawing/moving ice in Antarctica 
and elsewhere, which are responding to the increased carbon we 
have released since I was there, are now poised to raise global 
sea levels by more than two feet. 

I found it depressing, even in Holland, that this is still the mind-
set: doing the same thing over and over and expecting different 
results. As Einstein pointed out, that’s insane. It motivates me to 
be more creative, collaborative and to work with nature on our 
current projects in the industrial corridor of the Blue River Val-
ley in Kansas City and the Regenerative Ag Hub at Powell Gar-
dens. In both cases, the community intends to use regenerative 
strategies to teach people to grow healthier food while building 
soil, capturing water and sequestering carbon, and rebuilding a 
healthy, vital, resilient community through a JEDI (just, equita-
ble, diverse, inclusive) lens.

Westport Commons 
Image courtesy Ryan McCabe, BNIM
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DI: You also mentioned you are currently working with two 
groups in efforts with the potential for significant impact. 
Can you share any details?

BB: The Foundation for Regeneration has just completed the 
listening/discovery phase and is now working with Metabolic 
and others to gather the data to inform the next critical moves 
while seeking funding to launch the first pilot projects to revital-
ize and transform the Blue River Corridor (a severely damaged 
industrial corridor with several fragile neighborhoods). We’re 
taking the advice Bucky Fuller offered repeatedly: “The only way 
to make significant change is to make the thing you are trying 
to change obsolete.” Our pilot projects are designed to prove 
that the old systems are obsolete and make the case for systems 
thinking, a circular economy (waste to value), regenerative land 
management and agriculture, over the obsolete industrial take, 
make, waste management systems that ravaged this once beauti-
ful asset within our city.

The second group, Heartland P5 Partners (P5 means perpetual 
prosperity for people, place and planet) and Good Oak are com-
pleting the planning and fundraising and will soon begin the 
infrastructure to launch a regenerative agricultural hub with the 
Audubon Society, Lincoln University, Evergreen Ranching and 
the USDA at Powell Gardens—designed by Faye Jones.

DI: What did it take to form breakthrough collaborations like 
these?

BB: These partnerships arrived in similar ways to the mentors 
I have enjoyed over the years: They seemed to find us as we 
observed critical issues in the community and shared what the 
challenges and possibilities could include. As the problem and 
needs became clear, the stakeholders and potential partners also 
appeared, or at least became more obvious.

DI: In such sweeping partnerships, surely there are different 
motivating factors for each entity. Can you talk about the 
economics and incentives? So often, efforts don’t start or are 
derailed due to the “rules of the game” being established in 
unsupportive ways, e.g., first cost and short-term mindsets.

BB: Of course, there are many diverse motivations among 
the stakeholders on projects, which is why the systems-based 
collaborative dialogue of discovery is critical. As Meg Wheatley 
pointed out so eloquently, “There is no force more powerful 
than a community that has discovered what it truly cares about.” 
Once that discovery has been made, it’s much easier to create 
priorities, designs and strategies that address the needs of the 
entire community and underlying ecosystems on short- and 
long-term bases.

DI: I have to believe the process turns quickly to politics 
and negotiation. Assuming you had an architectural educa-
tion close to mine, we didn’t learn those skills in school. We 
learned to draw, design and detail. Have you acquired a taste 
for these new skills, or do you pass the baton to experts for 
such things?

BB: I think we had a similar education, but I encountered 
Bucky, who pointed out that every decision I/we make either 
has a positive or negative impact on Spaceship Earth, no excep-
tions! This realization forever changed my viewpoint and led me 
to acquire new skills not available in the architectural programs.

DI: In your role as principal emeritus and your career arc, 
you are in position to champion “greater good” kinds of 
causes. I can draw parallels to the post-presidency work still 
ongoing by former Presidents Carter, Clinton and Obama 
on world health, water resources and environmental issues. 
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Huge, wicked, systemic problems, ones only leaders with such 
respect and credibility seem fit to champion. I can see simi-
larities in your pursuits and results. As you reflect, how can 
we engender more of such leadership, and not just by those in 
the late phases of their careers?

BB: Ironically, I have worked with all three of those presidents 
plus both Bushes (some more than others and some with more 
joy than others) plus Gorbachev (on a project for Habitat Inter-
national, with Carter). I found them all to be very different, but 
effective to different degrees for different reasons. I’m convinced 
Carter has been our most impressive past president for impact 
and am hopeful that Obama will move in that direction, and the 
design of his library in Chicago seems to forecast that possibil-
ity. As to your question, we desperately need young voices and 
minds engaged in redefining the future of humankind and the 
planet. Brian Weinberg, my co-founder of the Foundation for 
Regeneration (working in the Blue River Valley) is 36, and most 
of my partners in Heartland P5 and Regen Partners working on 
the Regen Ag Hub and food systems are between 30 and 50. We 
find that my age, experience and reputation might open some 
political or corporate doors but, once open, my younger part-
ners will often lead the conversation/exploration. Their energy 
and knowledge are impressive, as is their command of new 
technologies and social media.

DI: What do architects and design professionals need to do to 
exert more influence and have greater impact? The weeping 
and gnashing of teeth continues, either about our diminish-
ing roles as professionals or the state of the environment, but 
there’s not enough action. For the most part, we’re not willing 
to change our behavior. How must we change to improve our 
lot and that of those we serve?

BB: The world is changing dramatically, and we are surround-
ed by overwhelming evidence that we are facing the existential 
threat of climate change — a direct result of our obsolete think-
ing and designs. Without a dramatic shift in our designs and 
community systems, our children and grandchildren face an 
uncertain future. If you believe the moment of greatest danger is 
the moment of greatest opportunity, as I do, our profession and 
the human family have never seen such an opportunity! Our 
children’s and grandchildren’s lives depend on our response! 
In my mind, there is no time for whining about diminishing 
leadership roles; the only option is to understand the problem 
and develop regenerative design solutions that reuse empty or 
underutilized structures, neighborhoods and infrastructure 
while sequestering carbon aggressively — in short, creating 
next-generation living buildings. The leadership awards will go 
to the architects whose grandchildren are proud of their efforts 
to design a better future.

The only way to make significant 

change is to make the thing you are 

trying to change obsolete.

                       - Buckminster Fuller
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Bob Berkebile, FAIA is founder and principal emeritus with 
BNIM, a leading light in championing sustainability in design, 
construction and operation of the built environment, and the 
recent winner of the American Architects’ Kemper Award.

Any list of accomplished, influential environmentalists and pres-
ervationists includes Bob Berkebile. Highly regarded by fellow 
professionals, Bob focuses on improving the quality of life in our 
society with the integrity and spirit of his firm’s work. In 2009, Bob 
received a Heinz Award from Theresa Heinz and the Heinz Family 
Foundation for his role in promoting green building design and for 
his commitment and action toward restoring social, economic and 
environmental vitality to America’s communities through sustain-
able architecture and planning. Among his contributions to his 
industry, Bob is the founding chairman of the American Institute 
of Architects’ National Committee on the Environment (AIA 
/ COTE) was instrumental in the formation of the U.S. Green 
Building Council and its LEED rating system and has worked 
with five U.S. presidents on environmental policy reform.

Since retiring from BNIM, Bob has formed a development com-
pany that focuses on urban acupuncture — an intervention on a 
dormant community asset to create a catalyst for community vi-
tality and resilience. His company’s efforts have yielded the trans-
formation of Kansas City’s shuttered Westport Schools into Plex-
pod Westport Commons, an award-winning co-working facility, 
community forum, and housing; and the conversion of Commerce 
Tower (a 30-story former bank headquarters/office building) into 
a vertical neighborhood of schools, services, and 330 apartments. 
His company’s current work includes the redevelopment of the 
Blue River watershed and surrounding neighborhoods to trans-
form a collection of abandoned industrial, military, and other sites 
into a regenerative economy for the community, and a regenera-
tive agriculture hub at Powell Botanical Gardens.

DI: Knowing all you have going on, you are kind to talk with 
us. Thank you for your commitment, inspiring work and all 
that you do. Any final thoughts? Do you see yourself ever 
slowing down?

BB: Thank you for speaking with me and inviting your read-
ers to join us in creating new regenerative design solutions to 
work with nature to reverse climate change, or at least slow it 
down enough to buy time for the next generation to reverse the 
damage we have done and create the time for nature to restore 
Spaceship Earth before the human family becomes extinct.

At 45, I imagined I would be kicking back at 65 and enjoying 
family, painting and traveling, but at 85, knowing what I know, I 
can’t slow down and look my grandkids in the face. What a priv-
ilege to do all I can every day to create a future for my family.

DI: Thank you for the wonderful legacy you are continuing to 
leave, sir.
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OBSERVATIONS
When the first humans reached Australia about 45,000 years ago, they quickly 
drove to extinction 90% of its large animals. This was the first significant impact 
that Homo sapiens had on the planet’s ecosystem. It was not the last.

-  Yuval Noah Harari

My life was forever changed by people who took the time and had the patience to learn my story and to share theirs with me. 
They forsook judgment and came to me with kindness and empathy and the impact of that decision was huge.

-  Megan Phelps-Roper

Imagine a world of nine billion people with clean water, 
nutritious food, and affordable. There’s no greater gift than 
thinking that you had some impact on the world, for the better.

-  Gloria Steinem

We must search out totally new ways to anchor ourselves, for all 
the old roots religion, nation, community, family, or profession are 
now shaking under the hurricane impact of the accelerative thrust.

-  Alvin Toffler

Any form of art is a form of power; it has impact, it can 
affect change - it can not only move us, it makes us move.

-  Ossie Davis

Architecture is always the will of the age conceived as space - 
nothing else. Until this simple truth is clearly recognized, the 
struggle over the foundation of a new architecture confident in 
its aims and powerful in its impact cannot be realized; until 
then, it is destined to remain a chaos of uncoordinated forces.

-  Ludwig Mies van der Rohe



92%
of organizations were 
found to not adequately 
prepare their next 
generation for leadership

88%

67%
of senior leadership 
indicated their failure 
to demonstrate and 
demand collaboration 
across their 
organizations

of current senior 
leadership admitted 
they didn’t adequately 
invest in their own 
ongoing professional 
development
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Register Today

January 11-12, 2023  |  La Valencia Hotel  |  La Jolla, CA
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DFC Leadership Summit on

TECHNOLOGY & APPLIED INNOVATION

Technology Empowered Business Transformation
From Possibility to Probability
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A growing portfolio...
More materials, shapes, forms and 
capabilities for healthy spaces

DESIGN OPTIONS     

Wall Reveals

NEW OPTIONS FOR HEALTHY SPACESINTEGRATED LIGHTINGDETAILS MAKE THE DIFFERENCE

NE
W

 A
CQ

UI
ST

IO
NS

 F
OR

 P
RO

DU
CT

 O
PT

IO
NS

ProjectWorks® Services
You Inspire™  
Solutions Center

MetalWorks™ Linear – Synchro

Arktura

Turf Design

Móz Designs SimpleSoffit™ Framing system
MetalWorks™ Center-cut  
Panels for Recessed Downlighting Armstrong Living Lab

Tectum® Create! panels



DesignIntelligence (DI) is an independent company dedicated to the business success of 
organizations in architecture, engineering, construction and design. DesignIntelligence supports the 
success of its clients through the Design Futures Council leadership events and network; public and 
privately commissioned studies conducted by DI Research; and the publishing of practical research 

and thought leadership through traditional and digital platforms in DI Media.


