


DAVE GILMORE
President and CEO

MARY PEREBOOM
Principal, Operations and Administration

MICHAEL LEFEVRE
Managing Editor

DesignIntelligence Quarterly is a publication of DesignIntelligence LLC which 
comprises the Design Futures Council, DesignIntelligence Media, DesignIntelligence Research,  

DesignIntelligence Strategic Advisory and DesignIntelligence Learning.

DesignIntelligence copyright 2023. Reproduction for distribution violates copyright law.



Context

Leadership Resilience
Dave Gilmore

Certainty and Resilience
Stories and Surprise
Michael LeFevre

Bouncing Back
Scott Simpson

Our Duty to Provide
Resilient Security
Paul Hyett

Safety and Security
Are Not the Same
Paul Finch

The Season of Specialization
Robert Grupe

The Resilience of
Buildings and People
Alastair Elliott

Embracing the Unknown
Alastair MacGregor

Adaptive Leadership
Margaret McMahon

Striking a Balance
Jennifer Stone

Resilience and the
Culture of Winning Work
Bob Fisher & Phyllis Goetz

Observations

 4

 8

16

23 

27 

33 

39 

46
 

54

62

69

77

87

CONTENTS



Context: Resilient Security -  Michael LeFevre

In fall 2022, when Dave Gilmore first proposed Resilient Security 
as the title for our Q1 theme, my reaction was: “Great. Fine. But 
what the heck does it mean?” We laughed for a moment, then got 
to work. As the discussion continued, we quickly reached a core 
understanding of the two terms.

Resilience is the capacity to recover quickly from difficulties, or 
toughness. A second connotation is the ability of a substance, 
object or person - even a system, building or community, to 
spring back into shape, or its elasticity.

Security can be defined as the state of being free from danger 
or threat. The term connotes certainty, safe, assured futures, 
reliability and dependability. In built environment terms, applied 
aspects of this meaning could entail “the safety of a state or 
organization against criminal activity such as terrorism, theft, or 
espionage.”, and “freedom from danger, protection, safekeeping, 
invulnerability, impregnability, unassailability.”

I don’t know about you, but I’d venture that few of us have 
enjoyed high levels of either of these kinds of feelings over the last 
few years. Rather, we’re more likely to share that we’ve felt fear, 
anxiety and a lack of emotional security. Nevertheless, we believe 
it’s time to spring back.

Our Challenge
Our collective challenge in 2023 is to regain those feelings 
of safety, ease, the absence of worry and accompanying 
peace of mind. But how? In a year following several years of 

contemplation, we see this year as one of action. In the quest for 
freedom from doubt and greater certainty, maybe we should try 
something new. To return to happiness, comfort and confidence, 
perhaps we should consider doing the opposite of what we’ve 
been doing?

Such a radical George Costanzian/Seinfeldian “Opposite Day” 
approach may be too radical for some, but we should at least look 
at changing our mix going forward. Tired of disquiet? Ready to 
rid yourself of angst? Time to embrace and reshape the zeitgeist? 
Why not? In that vein, we have looked outside conventional 
architectural sources in search of guidance and share them here.

A Cubist Approach
Our “arms open” approach to including wide-ranging viewpoints 
might seem what Noema Magazine has called a “cubist” editorial 
approach.1 

“A regular reader of Noema might sometimes think we are 
naïve or unaware that we publish radically different points of 
view which are often conceptually dissonant. They might ask if 
the editors are paying attention. The answer, of course, is yes. 
More than attentive, our intent is precisely to both search for 
a correspondence among disparate ideas, but also explore a 
singular issue from multiple aspects through the juxtaposition of 
perspectives. One might call this editorial approach of exposing 
different angles “cubist” rather than binary (pro and con) or 
polemical in nature. All dimensions of a phenomenon are 
true, but the whole is truer than the parts. This approach has 



practical as well as philosophical value. Only by grasping the 
“objective” whole will it be possible to reconcile the diverse and 
conflicting aspects of the creative-destruction dynamic of change 
into a governing consensus around the point of equilibrium 
most beneficial to all.”

The notion of entertaining multiple concurrent perspectives and 
different views of space and time is apropos to this issue of DIQ. 
Maybe the Egyptians had it right: Let’s look at issues head on 
and from the side all at once. And rather than carving our data 
in stone via cuneiform, perhaps we can deploy new technologies 
to understand it better. In the Q4 issue of DesignIntelligence 
Quarterly, Paul Hyett’s essay, Honey We’ve Shrunk the World, 
posed such questions. Let’s engage our heads and eyes, ears and 
IT devices. Maybe we’ll learn something.

Uncertainty… and Things Breaking
The past few years have seen a rise in uncertainty. Previously 
taken-for-granted social constructs such as news reporting, 
global health and economic security have all become unreliable. 
Some seem like they are broken. In such times of volatile change 
and omnipresent insecurity, we design professionals must, as the 
Marines tell themselves: “get comfortable being uncomfortable.” 
We must learn to “adapt and overcome” as the USMC further 
instructs. Does this mean we need to adapt a militaristic stance 
towards life and practice? Hardly. Only that we become more 
aware, more strategic and more prepared for multiple future 
scenarios. We have it within our power to continue to do that 
with kindness and humility, inclusivity and creativity. But will we, 
and how?



Kintsugi
As we recover and chart new courses into the future, expanding 
our definitions of success can be a helpful strategy. As designers, 
we are educated and rewarded to create the new. But values 
are changing. Resources are scarce. Kintsugi, the Japanese art 
of repairing broken pottery is an instructional example of an 
alternative approach. In Kintsugi, when a bowl is broken, rather 
than discarding the pieces, practitioners reassemble the fragments 
with a glue-like tree sap and highlight the cracks with gold. 
Instead of hiding, denying or disposing of the damage to begin 
anew, the breakage is celebrated as a normal, expected event. The 
practice has come to represent the idea that imperfection should 
not only be expected but can be beautiful. In the Kintsugi mind 
set, failures are seen as opportunities. 

The message to design firm leaders? Seeking and applying similar 
thinking to instances of failure in our own practices can be 
helpful and valuable. Rather than considering such outcomes as 
patchwork or disappointments we should embrace them as strong 
new directions for survival. New syntheses. 

Contributors
This Quarter’s collection of articles explores Resilient Security, 
our ability to bounce back stronger than we were before after 
getting knocked down. How can we pool our intelligence, 
wisdom and tools to increase confidence and become more 
secure going forward? To find out, we’ve asked some of the best. 

• In his essay The Season of Specialization, longtime industry 
advisor Robert Grupe highlights the power of product and 
trade expertise and the use of alternative design delivery 
models to employ consultative design.

• From global firm WATG/Wimberly Interiors, Margaret Mc-
Mahon’s interview entitled Adaptive Leadership illuminates 

the importance of listening well. 

• RAMSA partner Jennifer Stone examines designing for 
resilience amid historical context in her interview Striking a 
Balance.

• Engineering consulting giant WSP gives us Alastair MacGre-
gor’s thoughts on Embracing the Unknown, including tips of 
being Future Ready. 

• And Alastair Elliott, from structural engineering firm Silman, 
shares case studies of much-loved buildings and draws inter-
esting parallels in his essay, The Resilience of Buildings and 
People.  

From our regular contributors:

• In Leadership Resilience, Dave Gilmore offers compiled re-
covery advice from recent leadership podcasts.  

• My essay, Certainty and Resilience. Stories and Surprise calls 
on a chorus of voices outside our professions to arm us for the 
road ahead. 

• Paul Hyett shares his humane look at Our Duty to Provide 
Resilient Security. 

• In a historical look at the importance of location and design 
in keeping us safe, Paul Finch gives us Safety and Security are 
Not the Same.

• DI colleagues Bob Fisher and Phyllis Goetz have collaborated 
on their piece Resilience and The Culture of Winning Work, 
an admonishment to firm principals to integrate business 
development and marketing functions firmwide for survival.

• Scott Simpson offers Bouncing Back, an optimistic perspec-
tive. 



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

Michael LeFevre, FAIA Emeritus 
Managing Editor, DI Media Quarterly

Action Required
Life evolves. To fashion our own forms of resilient security to 
adapt and cope with life’s change, it’s our job to try and keep up. 
And in the game of life, and designing the built environment, 
while trying is important, it’s the doers, not the triers, that 
survive. One cinematic mentor put it best:

“Do, or do not. There is no try.” - Yoda

As we look for alternatives in trying times (as Chiara Marletto 
calls it, “rotating things in the palm of our mind”) to become 
more confident and secure, resilient and action-focused, let’s 
agree: 

It’s time for action.

2023  EDITORIAL  ROADMAP:
PRAGMATIC  DESIGN
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Dave Gilmore offers advice on 
resilience and recovery, purpose, 
vision, strategy, resident magnetism — 
and being amazing.

Leadership Resilience

Dave Gilmore

President and CEO, DesignIntelligence

Editor’s note:  
The following essays were excerpted from podcasts originally 
published in This Is DesignIntelligence in Fall 2022, on DI-media-
group.com. To hear them, follow these links.

The Resilient Way

Purpose-Vision-Strategy

Resident Magnetism

Hope for 2023

Resilience
Through the past few decades, much has been written regarding 
resilience. From medical science to agriculture to societal events 
to economics to geopolitical dynamics, the topic of resilience has 
become a regular theme across myriad communication chan-
nels. One especially encounters the theme when a newsworthy 
traumatic event has occurred, such as an attack on human life 
or a major environmental episode. This popular topic in recent 
years now crosses many knowledge and discipline domains. The 
many biological and behavioral sciences and art and design dis-
ciplines regularly bring up the term as essential to sustainability.

https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-reslient-way/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-purpose-vision-strategy/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-resident-magnetism/
https://www.thisisdesignintelligence.com/2022-minicasts/lessons-leadership-hope-for-2023/
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I’m not sure I have anything new to add to this growing body of 
knowledge, but I want to speak to the topic as a concerned busi-
ness thinker whose career has been focused on sustainability and 
fulfillment. The resilience definition I’ve come to adopt is Dr. Jo-
seph Fiksel’s. He says, “Resilience is the ability to recover, adapt 
and flourish.” This threefold definition makes the most sense 
because it holds out hope through the third element, flourish.

Perhaps like no time before, resilience is required in the new 
economic reality as a basic business sustainability quality. The 
end of globalism as the status quo is fast approaching. Ubiqui-
tous connectivity is a given. Instantaneous access to deep, wide 
knowledge is expected, and the established inventory of reliable 
economic indicators has become irrelevant. Everything has 
changed and will continue to, faster and faster, until what we 
dream of is a current reality — on the cusp of changing again.

Frankly, we must ask ourselves, “To what end?” The increase in 
information and the possibilities of knowledge at such rates act 
as a two-edged sword. On one edge, this phenomenon evokes 
God-like possibilities, breakthroughs in science and creativi-
ty that could possibly address the most instinctual of human 
drives: the drive to survive and rid the world of mortal diseases, 
plagues, famines and death itself.

On the other edge, we are cut to the quick by how such knowl-
edge might be used, manipulated, expressed and executed. 
We are often obtuse to the “other side of the same coin” when 
focused on achievement, leaving us exposed to risk, known and 
unknown, acknowledged and uncontemplated.

Yet, regardless of this reality, one thing among many remains 
true: Along the way, we will be faced with challenges, troubles, 
losses and sometimes traumas. So, the question of how to keep 
going becomes front-of-mind.

Resilience is the fundamental idea of recovery. Knock me down 
and in my resilient form I’ll recover and get back on my feet. 
The time it takes to recover is a matter of fitness. In the language 
of physical fitness, it’s the time to recover from exertive exercise 
that determines the fit from the unfit. In other words, fitness re-
lated to resilience is a matter of time. And so it is with business. 
Resilience is a matter of time in the recovery and functional 
fitness of an organization.

Building a new model for the profession and the business of the 
profession is critical. A new resilience must be introduced as op-
posed to that of hopeful endurance. Resilient organizations are 
quick to recover from setback, rapidly yet intelligently adapting 
to the altered context of business dynamics and striding forward 
with exemplary confidence to flourish where others are lan-
guishing. But all of this requires a new leadership way.

What kind of leader are you?

Resilience is the ability to recover, 

adapt and flourish.

- Dr. Joseph Fiksel
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Purpose, Vision and Strategy
Central to the success of organizations are the twins of purpose 
and vision. I offer them in that order because I hold that one’s 
purpose, known and established, sets the parameters for articu-
lating fulfillable vision. Purpose is the reason for existence. Pur-
pose is what ensures sustainable effort and action. Said another 
way, without purpose organizations flounder, absent the energy 
to get up and get going every day.

General apathy marks such organizations. People show up, 
move through the processes of their individual work, usually 
unaware of how their work is related to that of the others in the 
organization. They’re there to do their work and collect a pay-
check. Along the way, they make friends with others with whom 
they work, criticize the bosses, complain about the company, 
lament not having moved on, hope they get an annual raise or 
bonus and put in the hours required of them to keep working 
there. Their work isn’t bad, but it’s not anywhere near exception-
al either. “Just enough” might best describe most of the workers 
in a purposeless organization.

Are you acquainted with a firm like that? Perhaps your firm 
bears some of these purposeless attributes.

I’m often asked about mission statements. These became popu-
lar in the 1990s and generated tremendous work for marketing 
folks and word weavers as organizations worked tirelessly to de-
velop their pithy sentences, maybe two, to focus their companies 
and impress their customers and clients. Unfortunately, such 
efforts usually boil down to tag lines or slogans. Mission state-
ments can be powerful when they serve to voice the purpose 
of an organization. As such, they’re usually not confined to a 
sentence or two. Effective mission statements are more mission 
charters or manifestos that capture the why and what of the or-
ganization’s purpose. Don’t compromise the value of taking the 
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time to explain the why and what of your organization’s purpose 
and don’t shortcut it with cute one-liners.

When an organization knows why it exists, it energizes and fo-
cuses, it inspires and prioritizes the doing of each day. Coupled 
with — but an extension of — purpose is vision. Purposeful or-
ganizations envision where they desire to be. They look into the 
future with purpose as their foundation and hope as their fuel. 
They think about what’s possible. Vision is always marked by 
three inalterable attributes: aspiration, inspiration and direction. 
All three mark the authenticity of purpose-based vision. Aspi-
ration speaks to the possibilities of the future. Inspiration draws 
out new dimensions of energy. And direction points to where 
the organization will be, should it fulfill the vision.

At DesignIntelligence, we believe vision establishes strategy. This 
means when organizations articulate vison — the hopeful future 
ahead — the vision sets the parameters on which a functional 

strategy can be authored. Strategy unmoored from vision usually 
gets diminished to being an aspirational checklist, and that’s not 
strategy. Strategy is the direct plan to fulfill the vision. It states 
the who and where and when and how. It assigns and measures 
and adjusts and demands the best from all. It makes room for 
celebration, communication, collaboration and accountability.

Most organizations don’t operate from an authentic strategy. It 
takes time, serious brainpower, discipline, applied intelligence 
and investment to derive the kind of strategy that will transform 
an organization through the journey of purpose and vision to 
reality. It requires that leadership operate into the future rather 
than live in the moment, playing daily whack-a-mole. Are you 
the kind of leader who demands the best of yourself to inspire 
the best from your organization? If so, let’s get to work develop-
ing the power of purpose, vision and strategy.

What kind of leader are you?
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Resident Magnetism
Having worked with many organizations, large and small, over 
the past 25 years, I’ve discovered the dramatic impact of “resi-
dent magnetism” and its influence on an industry and market-
place. It’s an energy that emanates from the center and pulses 
outward, touching everyone who interacts with it. It has the 
power to alter perspectives and change lives.

“Resident magnetism” is the organizational energy born out of 
purpose. Knowing who you are as an organization and what you 
stand for finds voice in the day-to-day passion of doing business. 
Dispassionate organizations are strangers to resident magne-
tism. They have no soul, no unifying drive to focus their hearts, 
minds and bodies each day. They exist but are not living. The or-
ganization possessing resident magnetism is alive with creativity, 
leading-edge perspectives and first-to-market game changers.

The open and unencumbered decision to choose interdependen-
cy as a core operational ethic is where resident magnetism finds 
its start. It begins with each business leader conducting an in-
tentional conversation with themselves, posing questions to the 
figure in the mirror and allowing for the awkwardness of a re-
sponse. Sound crazy? Not really. Each of us conducts an ongoing 
conversation with ourselves every day. You don’t think so? Then 
stop what you’re doing right now and listen only to what’s pass-
ing through your mind. Empty and silent? On the contrary, our 
minds are active and conversational, processing images, sounds 
and senses 24 hours a day. These internal conversations set the 
context for how we see the world, our work and our interactions.

So, what shall we discuss with this figure in the mirror? How 
about the pros and cons of maintaining interdependence versus 
independence? Let’s begin with independence.

Independence has a few pros we can identify:

• Autonomy to do your own thing.

• Efficiency in running your own business by your own rules.

• Streamlined decisioning — nobody in the way to inhibit 
decision-making.

• Self-accountability — “the buck stops here!”

• Are there more?

How about some cons? Perhaps ...

• Limited perspective and self-interest regarding the profes-
sion — like a mule with blinders on.

• Myopic approach to daily business often devoid of “best 
practices” — “we’ve always done it this way!”

• Limited challenges to the rights and wrongs of conducting 
business — need we add anything here?

• Limited leverage in contract negotiations, team management 
and regulatory influence.

• Are there more?

Don’t get me wrong! I love being American, self-determinant 
and independent. But when my love for these things threatens 
to undermine the whole system, I have to ask myself: What is 
the healthier choice? How do I exercise the very best of inde-
pendence in the greater context of interdependence?

As a leader in the built environment industry, what does this 
mean to you, now, in this time, when the very independence 
you have celebrated threatens to undermine it all?

What kind of leader are you?
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It’s “Amazing”
When we think of the term “amazing” we’re somewhat be-
fuddled. Like most overused terms, amazing has lost its core 
meaning. Let’s remind ourselves of just how amazing the word 
amazing is:

Dazed, astounded, stupefied, stunned, bewildered ... my guess is 
that, like me, you probably don’t use the word with these de-
scriptors in mind. We say things like, “I had an amazing day” or 
“that was an amazing meal.” But when I use the word amazing in 
those contexts, I’m certainly not describing the day or the meal 
as dazing, astounding, stupefying, stunning or bewildering.

We owe it to ourselves and those coming behind us to use lan-
guage as it’s intended to be used. This being the case, there have 
been some things I’ve been amazed by in this passing year.

I’ve been astounded by the way we have forgotten ourselves. We 
have become so deluded that we think one another the enemy. 
We vilify those who don’t hold our opinion and commit libel 
daily against those we deem to be of the opposition. The civil 
idea of agreeing to disagree without attacking one another has 
been lost somewhere along the way.

I’m dazed by the utter absence of sound judgment and common 
sense operating far and wide across our society. We’ve become 
a dull people with little discernment and even less wisdom. We 
watch a documentary and believe it all — hook, line and sinker. 
We read articles on the internet and embrace them as absolute 
truths. I’m stunned by the utter lack of functional sanity when 
it comes to proper decision-making. Anecdotes prevail over 
ageless truths and the loudest voices, usually baseless in their 
claims, dominate over sound reason and consistent integrity.
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Dave Gilmore is the president and CEO of DesignIntelligence.

When an organization knows why 

it exists, it energizes and focuses, 

it inspires and prioritizes the doing 

of each day. Coupled with — but an 

extension of — purpose is vision.

Yes, it’s been an amazing year and all that the word amazing 
means. But God forbid we carry such foolishness into 2023. 
Shame on us if we embrace absentmindedness as our way of 
thinking, speaking and behaving. We know better ... don’t we?

Enemies far and wide seek our country’s demise. After all, we 
have dominated the world economy for decades, had the most 
powerful and frightful military ever assembled, given away in 
help and aid more than most nations’ GDPs combined and of-
fered the world freedom without conditions. Yet no enemy will 
destroy us. No military force will overcome us. We are our own 
greatest enemy. We are steadily forgetting who we are, and in 
that confusion, we hurt and harm, kill and destroy all that made 
us good.

My hope for 2023 is that we will wake up, set aside the foolish-
ness, forgive offenses and reconcile differences. My hope is that 
we will rediscover the commonsense realization that we are 
better together than divided and that every problem we face is 
resolvable when we do so together.

It takes leadership to make this all happen. Leadership at every 
level of society to light the way, speak truth and extend hands 
of mercy and forgiveness. It is what you’ve accepted as a leader. 
This is the responsibility you as a leader must now own.

What kind of leader are you?



CERTAINTY AND RESILIENCE 
STORIES AND SURPRISE

Q 1 :  R E S I L I E N T  S E C U R I T Y

P R A G M A T I C  D E S I G N
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DI’s managing editor Michael LeFevre 
calls on a chorus of voices outside the 
industry to challenge the “illusion of 
continuity,” build understanding and 
confidence — and help us live better.

Certainty and Resilience
Stories and Surprise

Michael LeFevre

Managing Editor, DesignIntelligence

The Many
Leading a design firm through uncertain times can be likened to 
writing fiction. To recall our DesignIntelligence Q3 2022 edito-
rial theme, when we are leading we are world building. Through 
our actions as leaders, we are responsible for creating worlds 
more certain than they would be without us. This duty applies in 
our project and systems designs, policies and beliefs and in our 
actions. But in unsteady times, and with a following of passion-
ate, intelligent teammates and clients, one leadership secret is to 
give our followers some credit — and some room to move. Let 
them lead, too, to the extent they can. A team led by many is 
stronger than a team led by one. To demonstrate, I call on many 
voices outside the fields of design and construction to illuminate 
our leadership quest.

A well-known management maxim holds that dogmatic, un-
yielding, micromanaged visions won’t hold meaning for all 
participants. Even more so, they may not be flexible enough to 
accommodate the inevitable chaos events they will face. Leaving 
things open-ended or interpretable by followers offers strategic 
strength. An intentionally vague agreement or understanding 
leaves the doors open for individuality, change and diverse in-
terpretations and actions.
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Connection and Stories: Purpose
As a participant in democracy, I believe in the power of its 
diversity and freedoms. As we recover from the challenges of 
recent world events such as COVID-19 and economic uncer-
tainty to seek new leadership directions, I observe our return 
to time-tested methods, namely stories and human connection. 
Having been forced into isolation by a pandemic, seeking to 
emerge stronger than before, we rely on the power of our con-
nections and the stories we tell to establish new directions. But 
how can stories hold power? What is their purpose?

In a recent Esquire magazine interview, author George Saun-
ders poses an answer to these questions: “I always assumed that 
the point of someone telling you a story was to help you live 
better.” Doesn’t that seem like a good practice for firm leaders 
as well? Isn’t that our job as designers and builders, and leaders 
and mentors, to help our colleagues live and practice better? 
The value of tribal stories has been well documented by leader-
ship gurus ranging from Herman Miller’s Max De Pree to Tom 
Peters. We should tell more of them.

Division (in a Nonbinary World)
Our political climate has been altered by recent world events 
and the communication systems that distribute them, such as 
Twitter, email and podcasts. So much so that many of us feel 
challenged to express our beliefs or lead according to those 
beliefs for fear of alienating friends, family, clients or colleagues. 
We lack confidence. We are insecure. But things are seldom 
black and white. They’re rarely binary. We think of facts as 
facts, but sometimes it’s not so simple. Things have meaning 
in context and change meaning over time. True understanding 
requires nuanced discussion, listening and empathy — and can 
restore confidence.

The test of a first-rate intelligence is 

the ability to hold two opposed ideas in 

mind at the same time and still retain 

the ability to function.

- F. Scott Fitzgerald

18 Pragmatic Design  Q1: Resilient Security
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Years ago, I attended a speech by political pundit George Will. 
He began his remarks by explaining, “The world can be divided 
into two kinds of people, those that divide the world into two 
kinds of people and those that don’t.” It’s been my experience 
that architects, as a class of people, are often good at entertain-
ing multiple concurrent options and considering the merits 
of multiple shades of gray in decision-making. We can usually 
handle more information and uncertainty than other disciplines 
can. We are also purported to have good planning skills and the 
ability to zoom out with perspective and see and process things 
at multiple scales. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s oft-used quote comes to 
mind: “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold 
two opposed ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the 
ability to function”

In contrast, having also spent years working inside a construc-
tion organization, I observed that construction professionals 
were, in general, more inclined to reach decisions quickly. My 
observation was that this seemed to be driven by a prevailing 
sense of urgency and more highly developed risk-management 
skills. While the contractors wanted to get the issue resolved and 
move on, we architects saw it as our duty to explore further and 
present more options. Who was right? We both were, in various 
contexts. In hindsight, we were driven by different belief sets 
and cultures. Now, as teams become more diverse, these default 
tendencies and the lines of responsibility between designers and 
builders are blurring. My hypothesis is that this will result in 
more nimble, intelligent, adaptable teams. Conflating both these 
skill sets, when things change, we will be able to pivot more 
quickly and think more broadly. Being open to more possibilities 
will make us more secure in our futures. We’ll be more resilient.

In improvisation, discovery is better 

than invention, because you’re doing 

it together. The idea there is that it’s a 

relationship. Together, you’ll discover 

something that neither of you could 

have found alone.

- Stephen Colbert
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Surprise and Certainty
One of our jobs as designers is to surprise the people who use 
and experience our buildings, to delight them with new synthe-
ses. Each building is an improvisation of sorts. If we give them 
the expected, the predictable and the mundane, we have failed 
per our own self-set metrics. But in our roles as leaders, plan-
ners and builders of certainty, our job is slightly different. When 
we are responsible for creating secure, resilient organizations, 
our duty is to conceive and share visions, along with cultures 
and environments that support and enable them. When we 
shape these worlds as too familiar, fixed and unyielding, they 
lack the humanity, surprise and flexibility to adapt to changing 
contexts they’ll face. They offer limited opportunities for the 
rest of our teams to buy in and lead themselves. The best leaders 
allow for individual freedom and creativity within secure, safe 
frameworks. When surprises come, if we are expecting them, we 
are better prepared to react. When they come from a collective, 
they can make us better.

For supporting evidence, let’s look to related disciplines, starting 
with comedy — and the advice of Stephen Colbert: “In improvi-
sation, discovery is better than invention, because you’re doing it 
together. The idea there is that it’s a relationship. Together, you’ll 
discover something that neither of you could have found alone.”

Writers serve as leaders as well, in their creation of fictional 
worlds. Just as architects and builders attempt to see the future 
and enable future outcomes, writers need some structural idea 
to guide their work, but not to determine every last beat in 
advance. Such goals for prescribed plans can lead to “planner’s 
block” or fear of predicting the future, akin to writer’s block. 
Fear of perfection or certainty can freeze us into inaction. David 
Foster Wallace describes this condition as “a case of having stu-
pidly elevated expectations.” We’re not perfect. Our plans don’t 
have to be either. In fact, they are better when they allow the 
input of others and the possibility of change.

To escape the kind of catatonic states that result from the quest 
for absolute certainty, perfection and the fear of failure, George 
Saunders tells us: “Have a plan — and be willing to abandon it. 
[In your quest for those discoveries and surprises] don’t fight 
back. Enjoy what you can … Just type some crap. And go for a 
walk. And when you do that and then go back to it, you’ll find 
the story has gotten smarter than you are. It gets wiser, it gets 
kinder, it gets funnier.”

Our purpose as leaders is to clear the path our collective futures 
will take and set the direction, not singlehandedly knock down 
each limb we’ll encounter along that path. We’ll know those and 
deal with them when we come to them (or our teammates will).
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Counterfactuals: The Science of Otherwise
In the October 2022 issue of the Marginalian, Maria Popova inves-
tigates “A General Theory of Possibility: The Abstract Art of Oth-
erwise and the Physics of Resilience.” Her opening premise lays 
the groundwork for an intriguing series of thought experiments:

“As always happens with contradictions, something in the as-
sumptions has to give … Declaring something impossible leads 
to more things being possible.

The great gift of science is that it continually reveals to us what 
is real, unpeeling the wallpaper of our knowledge to reveal 
newer and newer layers of nature, deeper and deeper substra-
ta of reality. The great peril of science — this eternal impulse 
of human nature — is that the human mind continually limits 
what is possible, erecting walls of assumption between itself 
and the reality of nature. And yet the entire fact of life — your 
individual life, and mine, and life itself as a feature of the uni-
verse — is a matter of probable impossibilities.”

Popova goes on to ask:

“What distinguishes helpful changes in the recipe from unhelp-
ful ones? It is a particular kind of information: information 
that is capable of keeping itself instantiated in physical sys-
tems. It is resilient information.

‘Knowledge’ merely denotes a particular kind of information, 
which has the capacity to perpetuate itself and stay embod-
ied in physical systems — in this case by encoding some facts 
about the environment … Knowledge is the key to resilience … 
In fact, knowledge is the most resilient stuff that can exist in 
our universe.”

Rotating in the palm of the mind the 

unsolved mysteries of nature in order 

to examine them from revelatory new 

perspectives, perspectives blind-

spotted by our present assumptions...

counterfactuals are the science 

of otherwise.

- Chiara Marletto
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Michael LeFevre, FAIA emeritus, is managing editor 
of DesignIntelligence Media Publications, principal, 
DesignIntelligence Strategic Advisory and author of Managing 
Design (Wiley 2019), an Amazon #1 selling new release.

I always assumed that the point of 

someone telling you a story was to 

help you live better.

- George Saunders

In a world of increasing uncertainty, new skills are required to 
cope. Using resilient knowledge is just one specifical example of 
how to remove the paradigmatic limits we place on ourselves. 
Such instances are examples of the counterfactuals Marletto 
describes. To consider such evidence, Marletto asserts:

“We must hone our skills at rotating in the palm of 
the mind the unsolved mysteries of nature to examine 
them from revelatory new perspectives, perspectives 
blind-spotted by our present assumptions … counterfac-
tuals are the science of otherwise.”

Such a capacity can help us deal with what Hidden Brain’s Shan-
kar Vedantam calls “the illusion of continuity,” the mistaken 
assumption that things will be the same in the future and that 
we ourselves will be the same. One thing is certain: neither it 
nor we will be.

Plan B? Planet B?
Design and construction leaders of the future wear heavy 
mantles for setting future directions. If we carefully place all our 
eggs in a single basket, we leave little room to react and adapt 
to change. If we ignore the inputs of our team members — each 
with different lived experiences, skills and knowledge sets than 
ours — we leave scant opportunities for the power of a collec-
tive. Good leaders aways have a Plan B and more. We must be 
resilient in the systems we set up. But as creators of the earth’s 
infrastructure, we must remember in our visions, beliefs and ac-
tions, there is no Planet B. We must be smarter and better than 
before in designing, building and living on the one we have.

We can be certain of that.
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Scott Simpson offers navigational 
advice for firms.

Bouncing Back

Scott Simpson, FAIA

Senior Fellow, Design Futures Council

These days, there seems to be a bull market in bad news. Infla-
tion is raging, politics are messy and war in the Ukraine threat-
ens global energy markets. Dire predictions are easy to come by, 
and they are largely credible. If you happen to be a pessimist, 
these are boom times. Should the worst happen, how will we 
handle it?

Start by taking a deep breath. Not everything will unfold as 
expected. (Remember the adage that economists have predict-
ed nine out of the last five recessions!) In fact, the world is not 
coming to an end, nor will it any time soon, despite what some 
soothsayers would have us believe. Doomsday scenarios can be 
compelling, but that does not mean they are inevitable.

The truth is that there has always been plenty of bad news to go 
around. That said, human beings are a nostalgic breed, inclined 
to reconstruct an idealized past, recalling the best parts while 
glossing over the worst. Bad news looks much different when 
viewed through a rearview mirror. If you doubt this, just hop in 
your time machine and travel back to 2008, when the world eco-
nomic system was teetering on the brink of collapse. Not only 
did that not happen, but the “Great Recession” was followed in 
short order by the biggest economic expansion in history, lifting 
tens of millions of people out of poverty.

Nature and history are cyclical. While the oil embargo and gas 
crisis of the 1970s (remember them?) seemed to presage the 
end of Western civilization, that did not happen. When the 
dot-com bubble burst at the turn of the century, it looked like 
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Big Tech was just an empty promise. Then came iPhones, Face-
book and Amazon. Even the COVID-19 pandemic, as bad as it 
has been, now seems to be in recession, if not remission. This 
is not to suggest that all problems will disappear by themselves 
(they won’t), but rather that human beings, who are collectively 
quite capable problem-solvers, will figure out how to cope and 
eventually overcome.

These days, the prospect of global warming has created plenty of 
hand-wringing. Just consider the Thwaites ice shelf in Antarcti-
ca. It’s massive (about 70,000 square miles — larger than Flori-
da) and is rapidly eroding from underneath due to rising sea-
water temperatures. The ice shelf acts as a huge dam. If it were 
to give way, the Thwaites glacier (nicknamed the “Doomsday 
Glacier” by climate scientists) would slide into the sea, raising 
water levels globally by about two feet. This would swamp many 
coastal cities and even put certain low-lying countries perma-
nently out of business. What happens then?

It may well be that we are past the point of prevention, but we 
are not past the point of invention. In real life, there is no status 
quo. Things are constantly in flux, and somehow humans have 
always found ways to adapt. While some of our problems are 
imposed by Mother Nature, many are self-inflicted. Humans 
have proved themselves (at least so far) to be endlessly inventive. 
We may be great at creating problems, but we are even better at 
solving them.

The bottom line is that when bad stuff happens, creative juices 
start to flow. This is where design thinking comes in. Problems 
generally come in two sizes: large and small. The big ones may 
seem daunting at first, but like a pile of rocks, they can usually 
be broken down into their constituent parts and then handled 
one at a time. The key is not to be intimidated by the size of the 
pile. It never entirely goes away — it just gets replenished from 

time to time. Put another way, problem-solving is what design-
ers do for a living, and so a steady stream of challenges is not 
necessarily a bad thing.

Sometimes it’s the small problems that cause the biggest heart-
burn. In our tendency to avoid conflict, small problems can 
quickly escalate to the size of boulders if left unattended. The 
best way to deal with problems of all sizes is to expect them. 
Like icebergs in the North Atlantic in winter, we know they are 
out there, even if we don’t know exactly where. We also know 
that what may look like a small iceberg at first is really massive 
underwater. A good captain avoids trouble by staying alert and 
navigating around obstacles. It’s when you think you don’t have 
a problem that you are actually most vulnerable (just ask Ed-
ward Smith, the captain of the Titanic).

Like good chess players, design firm leaders need to play the 
whole board, not just the individual pieces, and they need to 
think several moves in advance. Anticipate what may or may 
not happen. Develop multiple contingency plans. Adjust your 
strategy to changing conditions as the game unfolds. Be alert for 
surprises. And, at all times, keep the endgame in mind and then 
work backward from that.

While leading a design firm can be devilishly complex and full of 
surprises, focusing on a few key variables will pay big dividends. 
First and foremost, track your backlog. When winter comes, 
you’ll want to have a big pile of firewood on the front porch. 
If backlog starts to dip, then beef up your marketing efforts or 
adjust staffing to actual demand. That will buy you some time.

After that, monitor staff utilization. Make sure that the staff you 
do have are productively engaged. Too much unbillable time is 
a red flag. It can quickly lead to project losses that place a heavy 
tax on your future. Don’t let that happen.
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Finally, control your overhead. Spend what’s necessary to keep 
the enterprise running smoothly but avoid indulging in unnec-
essary expenses that do not directly support the mission of the 
firm. It’s OK to spend a dollar as long as you make that dollar 
count for something.

Properly managed, those three basic metrics (backlog, utiliza-
tion and overhead) should keep the firm on a steady course, able 
to withstand strange currents and choppy waters.

The good news is that at heart, designers are problem-solvers. 
When bad stuff happens, they figure things out. Ironically, the 
biggest problems can present the best opportunities, because they 
demand out-of-the-box thinking and truly innovative solutions. 
(It’s hard to risk a quantum leap when things are going well.) 
A look backward offers reassurance that we’ve overcome huge 
challenges in the past. A look forward provides the strategic opti-
mism to tackle what’s coming next, whether it’s expected or not.

One thing is for sure: There are plenty of icebergs out there, and 
they are headed our way.

Scott Simpson, FAIA, is a senior fellow in the Design Futures 
Council and a regular contributor to DesignIntelligence.

While leading a design firm can be 

devilishly complex and full of surprises, 

focusing on a few key variables will pay 

big dividends.
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Our Duty to Provide 
Resilient Security

Paul Hyett

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

Editor’s note:  
In our phone conversation to frame this quarter’s editorial theme, 
the author informed me of a friend’s decision to provide refuge for 
a displaced Ukrainian family in his home. His observations empa-
thetically explore basic human needs — and the moral responsibil-
ities of governments and architects.

The Scene
Luton airport, just after midnight, awaiting a family of 
Ukrainian refugees, my friend stooped to chat to a thin, hooded 
person slumped in a corner.

The Man
“Mick,” just 51, looked frail and elderly. Shivering, pale, gaunt and 
with most teeth missing, he cut a Dickensian figure. And he stank.

Sheltering on trains for warmth by both day and night, ser-
vice cancellations (consequent on rail strikes and plummeting 
subzero temperatures) had driven him to seek refuge at airports. 
Until, that is, he was unceremoniously expelled: It’s not only 
busy commuters who are inconvenienced by industrial action!

Mick refused the offer of food: Eating made him nauseated. 
Dirty as he was, an awful smell emanated from his breath. An 
oral abscess? Perhaps bronchiectasis? For this and so much 
more, Mick needed urgent medical attention. The average life 
expectancy of London’s homeless population is just 46.
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He also refused money. Pride and dignity there! What he re-
ally craved was resilient security, a place of respite providing 
support for as long as necessary — something that, despite our 
welfare state’s bold efforts, we still seemingly fail to provide for 
too many of our most needy. Sadly, the divide between rich and 
poor continues to grow here: 10% of our people currently hold 
half the country’s wealth. It would take a U.K. nurse 21,000 years 
of salary to amass the fortune of our new prime minister — 
nurses’ pay in the U.K. remains shamefully low. The global pic-
ture is even more nefarious: The richest 1% own half the world’s 
assets, and they get exponentially more prosperous by the hour.

The Family
“Natasha,” “Darya” and “Yulia” (respectively, grandmother, 
mother and eight-year-old daughter) finally emerged from air-
port security looking as exhausted as they were bewildered. Lives 
upended, family torn apart, home destroyed, savings plundered, 
lucky to escape with their lives; they also crave resilient security.

The Agendas
For an architect, the term resilient security would normally 
prompt consideration of agendas such as protection of intellec-
tual property, establishing a robust reputation and secure market 
share, perhaps even ensuring that quality assurance protocols 
minimised risks of claims and litigation. Or it might be to do with 
keeping pace with developments in information technology and 
procurement or developing new design responses to the challeng-
es of COVID-19, or the “woke” agendas. But the kind of suffering 
described above rightfully challenges our own selfish focus.

Since these are far from normal times, I focus my agenda and 
take my cue from last September’s DesignIntelligence Interna-
tional Leadership conference in Madrid, entitled “Our Collective 
Responsible Response to Crises,” and the subsequent Lisbon 

World Architecture Festival. During the conference, an archi-
tecture dean reported her students’ growing interest in more 
economically, politically and socially oriented agendas. Reinier 
de Graaf and Ana Pinto da Silva (the latter well known to Design-
Intelligence) gave brilliant keynote addresses that illustrated the 
compromising impacts such agendas hold for architecture.

De Graaf offered a shocking sequence of PowerPoint images, 
the first comprising a map configured to collectively show the 
respective extents of the world’s democracies, those parts subject 
to totalitarian control and the areas he described as being under 
pseudo-democratic control. That is, claiming democratic legit-
imacy in circumstances where its essential culture and values 
(such as the peaceful transfer of power) are under threat. He then 
posted images that charted the proportion of the world’s eight 
billion people that reside under each and quantified the propor-
tion of the world’s wealth attributable to each category. You got it: 
Wealth and population are both rapidly shifting to the nondemo-
cratic settings.

All of which poses a significant question: At this nanosecond 
to midnight, for the eco-agenda and the need for socially re-
sponsible development, how do the challenges vary for building 
professionals around the world in terms of designing for resilient 
security against their disparate contexts?

Wherever they are located, the burden is immense: As reported 
during my own Madrid presentation, in 2015, American architect 
Ed Mazria, co-founder of the China Accord, advised that by 2035 
some 80 billion square metres of new building will be construct-
ed across this planet.

That was the equivalent of 60% of the world’s then-total current 
building stock to be built in just 20 years, by one generation of 
designers — and we are already five years or 25% in. If you want 
to know what that looks like, visit here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v74_mf2usc0&list=PLLW-qoCMKQsxa40eB1YUuSs3MKaYvd53b.
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The Responsibilities
Who will these 80 billion square metres be built for? How will 
they be built and for what purposes? The markets will determine 
most of that. Meanwhile, irrespective of political context, our 
fellow professionals haven’t the proverbial “snowball’s chance” of 
delivering the ecologically and socially responsible work needed 
without the effective regulatory framework of incentives and 
constraints that should be routinely provided by governments. 
Within democracies, that would require a renewed trust and 
belief in “government” and, across the international political 
divides, it requires a will by governments of all persuasions to 
work collectively and in common accord.

Sadly, the endemic mistrust of the state on the part of elector-
ates, and their apparently expanding blind commitments to 
unfettered freedoms and deregulation, remain the order of our 
day. So, within democratic contexts, any worthy efforts toward 
much-needed development and programming policies are rou-
tinely undermined by the noise and chaos of the current politi-
cal debate, the constant abuse of truth, and the same culture of 
short-termism that triggered the 2007 financial crisis. Together 
these issues routinely sabotage any sensible assessment of our 
circumstance and render all but impossible those basic steps so 
necessary to pursuing architecture’s essential agenda — resilient 
security.

Construction professionals across the 

world must turn their efforts to the long 

overdue call for resilient security.
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Changing Agendas. Basic Needs.
Before any higher aspiration, the earliest purposes of construc-
tion were shelter and security: shelter from the weather in a 
place secure from intrusion. Hence, the Stone Age cave with 
fire at its entrance, and walled cities providing gated securi-
ty overnight for those who worked the surrounding land by 
day. Indeed, resilient security was one of the primary purposes 
of construction from the outset: the city walls should not be 
breached, the house walls should never blow down, the gates 
and doors must always hold fast. Only when those basic needs 
were dealt with could architecture pursue its higher goals. The 
awful truth is that despite the incredible progress thereafter, we 
are fast regressing once more toward an agenda of simple sur-
vival as we face rising sea levels and an increasingly inhospitable 
man-damaged environment. Against that, the growing econom-
ic gap between the masses and the rich can only aggravate the 
socio-political challenges ahead.

Today, as we try to make sense of our world post-globalisation, 
we can do little but acknowledge the grim plight of Natasha, 
Darya and Yulia as they flee Putin’s tyrannic, ill-disciplined and 
vicious army. But surely we can do better for Mick in his undig-
nified loneliness and misery.

That possibility takes me to a wonderful passage in Harvard 
philosopher Michael Sandel’s “The Tyranny of Merit.” In it, he 
suggests that the continued pursuit of “equality of opportunity” 
for all, as routinely promised within our liberal western democ-
racies by politicians of all persuasions, is no more than a cruel 
diversion:

“If, in a feudal society, you were born into serfdom, your life 
would be hard, but you would not be burdened by the thought 
that you were responsible for your subordinate position.”

Whereas, in a meritocratic society, it is:

“Difficult to resist the thought that your disadvantage [is] 
at least partly your own doing, a failure to display sufficient 
talent and ambition to get ahead.”

His conclusion that “a society that enables people to rise, and 
that celebrates that rising, pronounces a harsh verdict on those 
who fail to do so,” brings us to two simple questions: how harsh 
should that verdict be, and do we prefer to live in a society that 
accepts, but limits, the extent of inequalities, whilst providing a 
“safety net” for those least able to provide for themselves?

Little doubt what Mick would say!
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Fairness vs. Power
Sandel’s argument, distilled, is the reason why resilient se-
curity must ultimately shake down to delivering that fairer 
socio-eco-political context, one in which we can create an 
architecture better geared to serving our wider society in as 
utilitarian a fashion as possible. That is, ensuring the ongoing 
supplies of sustainable hospitals, schools and homes that our 
citizens so need, including, even, somewhere for Mick. But 
unless we temper the excesses of our market forces, re-estab-
lish some trust in politics and begin to get some accord around 
truth, we will have ever more difficulty in designing and build-
ing what our societies really need. Those with power and money 
have always enjoyed the ability to deliver their architectures: the 
pharaohs, the emperors, the dictators, the religions and, recently 
in free market economies, big business. However, the emerg-
ing clash in the west between increasingly unrestricted market 
forces and the needs of our planet and its people is variously 
testing democratic governments to their limits, so much so that 
the famous Churchillian quote, “Democracy is the worst form 
of government — except for all the others that have been tried,” 
might well come under renewed scrutiny.

Indeed, unless our democratic systems mature and “step up,” 
they will fail our planet at its time of gravest danger. It’s even 
conceivable that an enlightened totalitarian system might do 
better! But irrespective of context, for the sake of humanity and 
our ecology, construction professionals across the world must 
turn their efforts to the long overdue call for resilient security.

Paul Hyett, PPRIBA, Hon FAIA, is past president of the RIBA, 
co-founder of Vickery Hyett Architects and a regular contributor 
to DesignIntelligence.

At this nanosecond to midnight, for 

the eco-agenda and the need for 

socially responsible development, 

how do the challenges vary for building 

professionals around the world in 

terms of designing for resilient security 

against their disparate contexts? 
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Letters From London:
Paul Finch examines and applies 
some basic principles of defense 
in architecture.

Safety and Security 
Are Not the Same

Paul Finch

Programme Director, World Architecture Festival

The relationship between architecture and security is, and has 
always been, a consequence of political, legal and military con-
siderations — all part of the human dynamic.

Over centuries, solutions responding to the human need for 
security have produced various highways and byways in the 
journey of architectural history. In some of these syntheses, 
security has had little significance. In others, it has been the only 
thing that matters.

The terms “safe” and “secure” can be used interchangeably, es-
pecially when applied to products like a safe, which provides se-
curity for its contents. Applied to architectural design, the terms 
are very different. In architecture, safety might be described as 
a matter controlled by regulation of structure, fire or exiting. 
But security is a vastly different concept, a condition beyond the 
boundaries of general regulation, more likely to involve codes of 
conduct or accepted industry or military standards.

Applications
Residential

In the U.K., a programme called Secure by Design is intended to 
encourage certain kinds of residential development. This pro-
gramme is not without controversy, with the winds of fashion 
sometimes suggesting that cul-de-sacs are more secure than 
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normal streets because there is no obvious escape route. But 
sometimes not. Some design proselytisers claim that certain 
forms of architecture encourage criminal behaviours and are 
inherently the enemies of security or unintentional generators 
of insecurity. These claimants allege that “traditional” housing is 
less of a nurturing ground for criminality than high-rise, work-
ing-class estates.

As far as London is concerned, this is largely nonsense. The 
most notorious criminal gangs of recent decades were all 
brought up in traditional terraced homes, but this did not stop 
gangs like the Krays and the Richardsons from nailing their 
rivals to floorboards — no doubt a reflection of the homes in 
which they were brought up.

Intelligence

The “safe houses” used by the intelligence community might be 
better described as “secure locations.” And security from crim-
inality or military attack has given rise to a long line of archi-
tectural, planning and construction thinking that responds to 
advances in military and other technological forms. The impor-
tance of location can scarcely be underestimated when creating 
secure buildings, neighbourhoods and cities. The illegal invasion 

of Ukraine is a current example of how rivers, contribute to the 
security of cities, or at least parts of them. Geography and geol-
ogy influence design and locational considerations, which then 
reinforce their importance following the establishment of build-
ings and even some cities, which follow military archaeologies.

Defense

Castles are examples of these location-critical principles. Most 
are created in commanding locations and are relatively easy 
to defend against anything except a long siege, Troy being the 
obvious case in point. Geography helps too. Take the coastline 
of Oman in the Persian Gulf, which has seen successive waves of 
conquest, though no invader ever managed to seize the coun-
try’s inland forts. But that quality becomes less relevant when 
we realize that anywhere in the world could now be the subject 
of aerial bombardment or remote-controlled missiles. (One of 
the reasons the U.S. embassy in London moved was the extraor-
dinary cost that would have been incurred in strengthening the 
Grosvenor Square building’s roof to bring it up to acceptable 
standards.) Military history would be very different if it were 
true that aerial warfare is inevitably successful. But it is not 
always, unless nuclear strikes are deployed (or illegal gas bombs, 
as used by the government in Syria against civil war rebels).



36 Pragmatic Design  Q1: Resilient Security

As we continue to learn and adapt to 

our constantly changing world and 

the evolving methods of those who 

seek to threaten us, we need constant 

vigilance by designers and enforcers, 

and by all who use and occupy our 

buildings, to ensure our basic needs 

for safety and security. 
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Most contemporary wars are won in the old-fashioned way, by 
taking streets and cities with soldiers on the ground. Even in 
victory, conquerors can soon lose everything they took as a re-
sult of “peace” negotiations. A good example is in Afghanistan, 
where all the military camp-building and social and educational 
initiatives appear to have come to nothing following the with-
drawal of Western troops.

The security of buildings closer to home is another matter. One 
of the most secure buildings in the U.K. is the Government 
Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), the intelligence head-
quarters in Cheltenham that monitors millions of communica-
tions worldwide every day for the government and armed forces 
of the country. Completed in 2003 to designs by Gensler, the 
doughnut-shaped complex houses more than 5,000 workers, an-
alysts and cryptographers. If you go there, you will see battered 
walls reminiscent of medieval fortresses, though everything else 
is gleamingly high-tech (in the manner of the Freedom Tower in 
New York City). This building, which demanded security as its 
core purpose, rightfully looks as though it is.

Invisible Integral Solutions

Security can also be built-in and hidden. For example, in the 
many decades since their independence in 1965, houses and 
apartments in Singapore were required to incorporate protected 
rooms encased in concrete as a response to the perceived threat 
of bombing by Malaysia. These were often used as drying rooms, 
for storage or as accommodation for a maid.

High-rise construction was, in part at least, a response to the 
perceived threat of bombing after World War I, since it was 
thought more difficult to hit a tower than linear, low-rise con-
struction. Designs were also developed with independent 
ventilation systems to combat the associated threat of poison 
gas. Fortunately, the demand for these systems never became 
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Paul Finch is the director of the World Architecture Festival and a 
regular contributor to DesignIntelligence.

The relationship between architecture 

and security is, and has always been, 

a consequence of political, legal and 

military considerations — all part of the 

human dynamic.

widespread, partly because of international convention against 
this form of warfare.

Just how secure can a tall building be? In the immediate after-
math of 9/11, there were suggestions that high-rises as a build-
ing form might stop and that underground car parks might be 
banned because of the possibility of bombs being left in parked 
cars. In the years following, the world has decided to be more 
optimistic. High-rise buildings have again become increasingly 
common across the world, with relatively low levels of security. 
There has even been a return to the idea of public lobbies on 
the ground floor, so common for so long in cities like New York 
and Chicago.

Systems and Human Solutions

These days, we rely more on data monitoring and surveillance 
— the observation of people in places — to provide appropriate 
security levels. This explains why visitors aren’t required to go 
through airport-style security checks to get into retail malls. Co-
vert scanning in major city centres is a matter of controversy but 
has been accepted by Londoners. London has the highest num-
ber of CCTV cameras per capita of any city, but they wouldn’t 
necessarily stop an invasion.

As we continue to learn and adapt to our constantly changing 
world and the evolving methods of those who seek to threat-
en us, we need constant vigilance by designers and enforcers, 
and by all who use and occupy our buildings, to ensure our 
basic needs for safety and security. Beyond reactive responses 
and thicker walls, we need not forgot that our intentions, be-
haviours and humanity comprise other necessary parts of these 
complex systems.
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Industry guru Robert Grupe discusses 
broadened expertise and challenges in 
alternative design support methods for 
consultative design such as design-assist, 
design-build and delegated design.

The Season of 
Specialization

Robert Grupe

Change Is Constant
In life, to survive and flourish, nature demands that we exhibit 
the ability to be resilient, to adapt to changing environments. 
This principle is also true in corporate cultures and extends to 
business strategies. Constant transition also shapes design and 
construction. At its core, the presence of continual change and 
the requirement to adapt to it are the give-and-take of evolution. 
Here’s our challenge: in times of increasing uncertainty, how can 
we pool our intelligence to generate smarter, more confident, 
more adaptive teams during design — with clear accountability?

Strong winds of change have battered the traditional design-
bid-build project delivery model for years. Pressures to shorten 
design time while managing liability exposure have led to more 
integrated models. These new modes have produced an envi-
ronment where design and construction processes at all tiers — 
from owners to designers, from contractors to trade contractors 
and manufacturers — are in constant transition. As a result, the 
industry at large must be resilient to accommodate and antici-
pate these powerful external forces for change.

While climate change is on the macro scale, another major force 
altering the built environment is how we approach increased 
support during design by technical experts. The transition in 
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focus here is on the micro level. Broadly, we could call it “design 
by consultation”. In this age of increasing complexity, one driven 
by building science, building codes and regulations, and build-
ing materials innovation, architects are finding it more difficult 
to stay in front of the associated nuances. Enter the “season of 
specialization,” where designers focus on the overall building 
design and entrust decisions for (and detailed design of) high-
ly complex technical issues to specialists. These specialists are 
recognized experts in their individual disciplines. The design, 
construction and manufacturing industry is increasing empha-
sis on alternative design support approaches to make our teams 
collectively smarter and more effective. 

Evolving in parallel with this transition are the model building 
codes. What were once stand-alone specification documents are 
fast becoming catalogs for reference standards. These standards 

are usually written in a consensus environment and contain 
highly technical and sophisticated regulations that buildings 
must meet. Building scientists are taking a greater role in regu-
lating codes and, hence, design. Code and standards changes are 
also occurring faster. For example, one standard referenced in 
the codes was modified four times in one year.

Competition for survival among building product manufac-
turers has brought about a new wave of innovation. In this 
advancing front, new products and systems are commercialized 
to meet these rapidly changing codes and regulations. How can 
we keep up? A recent code change introduced a requirement for 
the rainscreen principle into what was once a mature exterior 
system, exterior cement plaster. Almost overnight, this code 
revision triggered product innovation in that system’s drainage 
materials.
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The barometer on exterior envelopes has been dropping with at-
tendant changes in design requirements. The emergence of oper-
ational energy regulation in the building codes has driven signifi-
cant change on the design and installation of exterior systems. A 
related concern is containing a fire to its floor of origin. This has 
created a tempest of change in wall design. Beyond single-system 
design, the interconnectivity between adjacent building com-
ponents must be considered for its impact on fire, acoustic and 
thermal requirements. Questions of compliance further arise 
when code-driven system innovation is coupled with the grow-
ing demand for off-site construction and prefabrication.

Design by Consultation
A recent initiative by the Steel Framing Industry Association 
(SFIA) revealed another illustrative example of design by con-
sultation. While alerting architects of a change in how cold-
formed steel framing members are referenced in the model 
building codes, it was learned that what was once termed a steel 
drywall stud is now thought by designers to require specialists. 
Yes, the standard interior nonstructural partition used in non-
residential construction has become an example of increasing 
complexity. As the requirement for fire resistance has waned in 
certain construction segments, it has been replaced with in-
creased demand for acoustical performance in all segments. In 
health care, where the design and installation of these partition 
types has always been highly complex, there is now a trend for 
even higher degrees of sophistication and regulation. Surpris-
ingly, the next generation of cold-formed steel nonstructural 
framing, the drywall metal stud — a component that has been 
in the market for some time — is a proprietary solution. While a 
fine example of product innovation, it has added to the existing 
fog of design-responsibility ambiguity.
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Delegated Design vs.  
Design-Build and Design-Assist
Specialized technical knowledge is at the confluence of these 
kinds of heightened sustainability, resilience and building code 
requirements. The examples above, while minuscule in the 
overall design scope, can have serious ramifications if left un-
heeded. Industry conversations relating to increased complexity 
have centered on new concepts such as delegated design, de-
sign-build and design-assist (or consultative design) as potential 
solutions for design support.

Delegated Design

Conceptually, delegated design is a significant variant to de-
sign-assist and design-build. Its greatest distinction relates to ac-
countability. In delegated design, the design collaboration allows 
the architect of record to provide the performance requirement 
for a specific building element. These could be the fire, sound, 
structural, moisture and sustainability performance require-
ments and the consultant or contractor is allowed to design the 
solution that meets these requirements. An example would be a 
partition that needs to be 25 feet tall, with nonstructural fram-
ing, with a one-hour fire resistance rating, all while exceeding 
an STC-50 acoustical rating. This implies that the final system 
must also accommodate a certain level of building movement, 
be structurally stiff enough to support brittle cladding, have 
the structural capacity to support a handrail and have compo-
nents meeting specified sustainability attributes. The use of this 
design process has not been common for interior partitions, but 
many architects are now rethinking how they approach design 
solutions and are considering new ways of engaging technical 
specialists to add value, save time and transfer risk.

While many designers are welcoming 

and embracing the need for added 

technical expertise in detailed systems 

design from their manufacturer and 

trade teammates, at the same time, they 

should be careful. Challenges abound.



43 Pragmatic Design  Q1: Resilient Security

Design-Build

In sharp contrast to the other methods discussed, design-build 
is a project delivery method in which the owner signs one 
contract with a single organization that will design and con-
struct the system or structure in question. Due to its sole-source 
accountability, relative clarity of concept and myriad accompa-
nying legal ramifications, we’ll save in-depth discussion of this 
approach for another day.

Design-Assist

In design-assist or consultative project delivery, the contractor 
provides technical information to the Architect of Record in 
crafting the project design. In the design-assist scenario, indi-
vidual contracts between the owner and the architect exist and 
are repeated between the owner and the contractor. Under this 
mode, the architect is liable for the overall design, whereas the 
contractor is liable only for the information they provide. In 
all cases, the contractor could be the general contractor or the 
specialty contractor with specific expertise.

Emerging Questions
These transitions in the design-process support and delivery 
options direct our attention to accountability and the result-
ing contract and construction documents. They also raise (or 
should) a host of questions:

• Who maintains the ultimate responsibility? Is it the firm 
who stamps the architectural drawings or the firm that 
stamps the structural or shop drawings?

• What about the contractor? Are they responsible for both 
design and installation within their scope of work?

• How should the architectural specifications clearly commu-
nicate this transition?

While many designers are welcoming and embracing the need 
for added technical expertise in detailed systems design from 
their manufacturer and trade teammates, at the same time, they 
should be careful. Challenges abound.

Systems Effects
One perennial challenge within this framework is the ongoing 
construction industry fragmentation. The sciences that support 
traditional component design (e.g., fire, acoustics, structural, 
moisture migration and aesthetics) are interrelated. As a build-
ing component is modified to meet one design requirement, it 
almost always has an impact on the other systems. These ripple 
effects are compounded when constructability, sequencing and 
first and life-cycle costs of the building component are consid-
ered.

When executing a design by consultation, the specialist is as-
sumed to be conversant on all aspects of the component. In the 
examples cited above, if the specialist for the interior application 
is only focused on structure, who is accountable for the entire 
design? In the case of exterior envelopes, much attention is fo-
cused on water-resistive barriers and air leakage, but what about 
structural requirements and maintaining fire containment at the 
floor-exterior wall interface?

Qualifications
The choice of who qualifies as a consultant should not be taken 
lightly. They should fully understand all aspects of the design 
and the ramifications of any proposed modifications. Final deci-
sions are best left to the designer of record.

Relying on specialists is nothing new. It has been used for 
centuries. Our industry has always depended on specialists in 
highly complex systems, such as vertical people movement, 
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mechanical, electrical and plumbing systems, fire suppression 
and many others. What is different now are areas giving rise to 
emerging sciences, such as sustainability, cases in which prod-
uct innovation drives change, and new incentives and liabilities 
for bold collaboration and teaming methods.

Selecting an Approach
All options discussed above are designed to increase certainty 
and provide resilience for the team. These could include tra-
ditional design (with detailed design documents informed by 
manufacturer or trade partner input and expertise), consultive 
design, delegated design, design-assist, design-build or per-
formance-based specifications under various forms of project 
delivery, including traditional design-bid-build, CM-at-risk, 
integrated project delivery and others.

Regardless of design and delivery approach, the emphasis here 
is to increase our intelligence — and certainty — and our ability 
to pivot with market conditions by opening our arms and minds 
to expand our teams. Careful selection of the right approach 
depends upon project-specific factors such as:

• Project goals.

• Agreements (owner, designer, trades, etc.).

• Risk allocation.

• Incentives, risk and rewards.

• Schedule, cost and selection bases.

The intent in sharing these methodologies is to leave the door 
open to all support modes versus endorsing any one of them. 
As an example, the use of design-assist trade support may 
mesh well for structural steel application or structural metal 

stud instances, whereas it may be less suitable or not at all for 
nonstructural applications, such as interior drywall studs and 
partitions. In misapplied uses of delegated design, the method 
may even have negative consequences and add complexities, 
costs and delays. As always, consideration of and responsibility 
for selecting the appropriate design approach is context-specific.

I recently attended an Arc US conference event where the topic 
in our sessions naturally gravitated to delegated design. My per-
sonal observation was that many associations should consider 
endorsing a multitiered approach to delegated-design specifica-
tions for nonstructural applications. The first tier would consist 
of the traditional process using a standard specification. The 
second (higher) tier could be offered for those projects where 
the project is unique, and highly complex, by using a perfor-
mance specification and enlisting the contractor and their team 
to provide a solution, with the architect providing final approval 
and coordinating all aspects of the design. Other tiers and vari-
ations could be developed as required. In each, the key will be 
communicating and properly allocating accountability upfront 
to team members with the capability, capacity and authority to 
bear it.

As with hurricanes, only the prepared 

will survive.
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Robert C. Grupe Jr. is the current chair of the Chicago Committee 
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services for the Steel Framing Industry. He is a fellow in the Design 
Futures Council. Previously, he spent over 38 years with United 
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positions and has contributed to industry change for decades.

Enter the “season of specialization,” 

where designers focus on the 

overall building design and entrust 

decisions for (and detailed design of) 

highly complex technical issues to 

specialists.

Looking Ahead
What remains to be seen is whether this current phenomenon 
will simply be a short-term trend or eventually revert to a more 
traditional approach. There is little doubt: our industry is in a 
period of rapid evolution. Specialists are being asked to make 
more fundamental design decisions. Architectural specification 
writers cognizant of this transition are grappling with the means 
of accurately articulating this shift in their specifications. Con-
tinued leadership and courage by trailblazing practitioners will 
determine how this trend will travel and where it might settle. 
Facing continued heavy winds, it’s a little like predicting the 
path of a hurricane, operating amid the larger contexts of weath-
er, geography and fate.

Design by consultation, design-assist, delegated design and 
design-build will most decidedly vary with local jurisdictions, 
materials and construction segments.

As with hurricanes, only the prepared will survive.
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Silman’s Alastair Elliott shares notable 
examples of the capacity of buildings – 
and people – to change.

The Resilience of 
Buildings and People

Alastair Elliott

Principal/Director of Operations, 

Silman, a TYLin Company

A Changing Context
We live in an ever-changing world. In response, we humans 
continue to find ways to innovate and improve our lives. Ad-
vances in medical research have enabled us to live longer and 
combat new diseases, all while the global population has in-
creased fourfold in just the past century. Concurrently, technol-
ogy advances have connected the planet in new ways, through 
physical connections via planes and high-speed rail, and virtual 
connections facilitated by undersea cables, satellites and data 
centers. This networked condition has, in turn, contributed to 
more globalization.

Global trade is highly interdependent. Factories in one country 
now sit idle due to disruptions in the supply of raw materials in 
another country. The health of a local economy now depends 
upon issues happening thousands of miles away. Within any lo-
cation or market, some sectors thrive while others struggle. New 
companies are born, grow and evolve. Others go out of business 
or lose their identities. Others resort to mergers, acquisition or 
repurposing and rebranding as survival strategies. The message 
is clear: Those who fail to be aware of their changing context 
and fail to adapt will perish.

Can Buildings Adapt?
This mandate for change has a direct relation to the built envi-
ronment. Buildings and infrastructures are hardly static. They 
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begin to deteriorate and become obsolete from the day they 
are constructed. Subject to the environment that surrounds 
them, forces such as wind, rain and snow all contribute, as do 
changing markets, economic and community needs and condi-
tions. Less frequent hazards, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, 
fires and floods, as well as ongoing wear and tear from building 
occupants, also contribute. As a result, the built environment 
needs to be constantly renewed. Take for example a single-fami-
ly home that requires constant upkeep. The homeowner will pay 
for this upkeep to keep their family secure. The need to house 
the family drives that economic decision. In another scenario, 
take a factory. As long as that factory is manufacturing a prod-
uct people are buying, it has a reason to exist, and the owner 
will continue to invest in its upkeep. However, with technologi-
cal or market changes, the factory may no longer have a reason 
to exist. For example, thanks to the washing machine, there is 
only one washboard factory left in the U.S.1 Sometimes a fac-
tory can be easily repurposed. Other times, it’s more difficult 
and will lay abandoned for years until the right redevelopment 
opportunity surfaces.

Recent Responses
To understand the role of design professionals in responding to 
change, let’s consider some examples and how they are adapt-
ing to remain relevant and viable. Our firm has been involved 
in each of these projects – each a prominent, well-known case 
study – and lesson in designing resilient, secure facilities and 
retrofitting those of value.

In the past, major flooding in New York City had been a known 
risk among design and planning professionals. Witness count-
less doomsday-scenario television shows, where much of the 
city is under water. Environmentalists have sounded the alarm 
for years related to global warming and sea-level rise. But shock-

ingly, in New York it felt abstract or theoretical. Prior to 2012, 
the building code allowed the design flood elevation to be the 
same as the base flood elevation, whereas other jurisdictions 
required additional freeboard height. People felt reasonably 
protected, or at least this issue was not the major concern. 
Designing hardening facilities to withstand terrorist attacks was 
more top of mind. Simply renewing old infrastructure, main-
taining the subways and rebuilding bridges followed closely as 
a priority. All are important to keep a metropolis like New York 
running safely.

Hurricane Sandy and Flood Control

Hurricane Sandy changed the focus. The last disaster is always 
front of mind. As a building code wind event, Hurricane Sandy 
was not that significant. Yes, winds were high, but they were 
below the building design wind-speed criteria required by the 
New York City building code. Many other factors also enter into 
calculating actual design pressures, but the pressures are still a 
function of the square of the wind speed. From the standpoint 
of a design wind event, the city’s buildings and infrastructure 
have not yet been significantly tested. But Sandy’s flood eleva-
tion exceeded published design event values. The New York City 
Department of City Planning reported that more than half the 
flood-damaged buildings were outside the then-100-year flood 
zone.2 To make things worse, many buildings affected were built 
prior to current flood guidelines.

1  Jennifer Billock, “Only One Factory in the United States Still Makes Washboards, and 
They Are Flying Off of Shelves,” Smithsonian Magazine, November 11, 2020. https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/only-one-factory-north-america-still-makes-wash-
boards-they-are-flying-off-shelves-180976194/. Accessed February 10, 2023.
2  Department of City Planning, City of New York, “Hurricane Sandy: Initial Lessons for 
Buildings,” December 17, 2012. https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/planning/download/pdf/
plans-studies/climate-resilience/presentation_sandy.pdf. Accessed February 10, 2023.
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Take, for example, commercial high rises in lower Manhattan. 
While the building structures generally survived, the overall 
buildings did not remain functional after Hurricane Sandy. 
Flooded basements meant destroyed mechanical and electrical 
systems. Not only did the individual buildings lose power, but 
part of the power grid was offline as the Con Edison 14th Street 
power plant was also flooded.

As highlighted by Hurricane Sandy, flood control needs to 
become an elevated priority. In New York, current building 
renovations incorporate flood mitigation measures where their 
ground floors are below the current design flood elevation. Al-
lowing the ground floor to flood is simply not workable. Flood-
ing would make the ground floor unusable, damage elevators 
and render the balance of the building inaccessible. The building 
code would not allow this approach. To protect the interior, the 
building exterior must also be addressed as flood waters would 
affect the walls, windows and doors.

Made in New York

The New York City Economic Development Corporation is 
currently developing the Made in New York Campus at Bush 
Terminal. Located in the Sunset Park area of Brooklyn and orig-
inally consisting of several warehouse buildings constructed in 
the late 1800s to the early 1900s, it was a significant part of New 
York’s industrial past.3 The building’s uses and tenants evolved 
through the Great Depression, World War II and beyond. The 

portion being redeveloped will house a film and production hub 
and a garment manufacturing hub. While the rebirthed campus 
will feature new construction, it will also rely on the renovation 
of two existing manufacturing buildings. Like much of New 
York City’s waterfront, the campus is in a flood zone and re-
quires flood protection measures.

Protective barriers can be designed for doors and windows, 
but they must anchor back to the existing walls. Walls that are 
multi-wythe load bearing masonry, effective at supporting 
multistory buildings, are not typically adequate to withstand the 
lateral pressure rising flood waters would exert. Two approach-
es were taken depending on location. In the first approach, a 
removable independent flood wall barrier system was installed 
along with additional requirements. New foundations were 
required to support the flood barrier and the force floor waters 
will exert on them. Since most flood barrier systems are subject 
to some leakage and rain can occur simultaneously, a drain-
age system on the dry side of the flood wall was also required. 
Independently powered pumps were also required to pump the 
water out. In the second method, existing masonry walls were 
reinforced with a new concrete liner wall with sufficient strength 
to withstand the force of the flood water. The liner wall was con-
structed on the building interior to avoid negatively impacting 
historic brick façades. This solution came with a trade-off since 
it uses valuable interior real estate. With careful coordination 
among the design team, the right approach can be selected, and 
functionality of the adjacent areas can be maintained.

3  “Industry City,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Industry_City. Accessed February 10, 2023.
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Carnegie Hall

Perhaps the world’s most beloved concert hall, Carnegie Hall, 
opened in 1891. A short 60 years later, in the 1950s, it was dete-
riorating and was marked for demolition, facing the same fate as 
another New York landmark, Penn Station. The building’s prime 
occupant, the New York Philharmonic, planned to depart for a 
new home at Lincoln Center. Thanks to a push to preserve Car-
negie Hall led by Isaac Stern and other civic leaders, the city of 
New York purchased the building and designated it as a national 
(1964) and city (1967) landmark. But the economic forces that 
led to its deterioration did not subside. A resilient response was 
needed for the venue to remain viable and relevant.

In the 1980s, a renovation restored some of the building’s 
historic integrity. For example, the retail spaces at the corner 
of 57th and Seventh Avenues were removed, and the masonry 
façade was restored. Public accessibility became a focus. While 
the original lobby required several steps to gain access, the lobby 
was lowered to street level and new elevators were installed to 
create universal access.

Creation of Zankel Hall

In the 1960s, a historic smaller venue in the building’s basement 
had been converted to a movie cinema. Carnegie Hall decided 
to recreate the venue as a performance space to be called Zan-
kel Hall but needed to adhere to modern facilities standards for 
performers and audiences. New technology was also required to 
allow broadcasting events. To accomplish all this, more volume 
was required. Constrained by Stern Auditorium above (the 
hallowed space most people envision when they hear the words 
“Carnegie Hall”), it was not possible to build up. Our only op-
tion was to dig down. To create the volume required, 6,000 cubic 
yards of rock was excavated below the hall. To do this, much of 
the building had to be temporarily shored so existing founda-
tions could be removed and recreated at a lower elevation.

Carnegie Hall excavation
Photo Courtesy: Silman 

Carnegie Hall
Photo by Daniel Lobo, Flickr
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Acoustical Upgrades

Acoustics are a paramount issue for any concert hall. In the 
early 1900s, the New York City Subway was constructed under 
Seventh Avenue adjacent to the concert hall. The noise from 
the passing trains has been a historical challenge to mitigate. 
The creation of Zankel Hall was also an opportunity to install 
acoustic isolators on some foundation elements to help with this 
longstanding issue. Both performance spaces, Stern Auditorium 
and Zankel Hall, also needed to be acoustically isolated from 
one another. This work was technically challenging and required 
a massive economic investment. But it was done nonetheless, 
based on thinking ahead and to keep Carnegie Hall relevant 
for the future. These changes respected the past, protected the 
historic landmark and upgraded one of the world’s most loved 
concert halls with greater accessibility, flexibility, technology 
and amenities for a changing world.

Fallingwater Restorations

Another of America’s best-loved buildings is Fallingwater, Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s iconic masterpiece building in Bear Run, Penn-
sylvania, the summer home of Edgar Kaufman. In the 1990s, 
our firm was fortunate enough to be involved in some remedial 
work to this architectural treasure. Despite is dramatic siting 
and structural daring-do, the building, after decades, was expe-
riencing significant deflection, cracking and erosion of reinforc-
ing steel. Despite extravagant costs, the decision was made to 
deploy after-the-fact post-tensioning of the concrete cantilever 
beams to stabilize the sagging cantilevers and prevent collapse. 
Thanks to the painstaking on-site work of many expert design-
ers and craftspeople across the world, we were able to adapt and 
save this ailing landmark and preserve its availability for count-
less generations to come. Resilience indeed.

Fallingwater, post-tensioning sketch, and construction image 
Images Courtesy: Silman   



Many Questions
How do we come back from these kinds of chaos events? In 
such situations, owners need to get their buildings back online 
as soon as they can so tenants can come back. They need to 
reassure tenants the buildings will function after the next event. 
The attitude becomes: How to live with the risk; how to adopt 
prudent measures, how to meet city regulations, insurer re-
quirements and reattract tenants. Approaches and preparations 
vary. At my office in lower Manhattan, the landlord performs 
periodic flood barrier deployments. If a storm is predicted, 
some landlords in the area deploy their flood barrier systems. 
On some occasions when I see this, I immediately check the 
weather. Is this a periodic practice, or do I need to make sure 
I am always personally prepared. What about the others I am 
responsible for? My family, friends, colleagues and community? 
Living in the city, I am accustomed to getting anything I need or 
want delivered. But no one will deliver in a storm. Am I self-suf-
ficient? Do I have a plan and fallback strategy?

Other tough questions come to mind. Where buildings have 
reached the end of their useful lives, is it worth it to renew 
them? Does building or rebuilding in flood areas match larger 

sustainability goals? What is the correct prediction for sea-lev-
el rise? Can we do it? Structurally, the answer is almost always 
yes — it just depends on how much we want to spend. Our firm 
founder, Bob Silman, used to say: “The question isn’t can we do 
it, it’s ought we do it?” An engineer’s optimism to be sure, but in 
a world of increasingly scarce resources and greater social and 
environmental pressures, it’s a question that is becoming much 
more difficult to answer.

Building Back Better
These case studies illustrate that change can be difficult but is 
necessary. When it comes to the built environment, design pro-
fessionals and planners must carry the burden of deciding what 
is important to keep, what should evolve and what should go. 
Bush Terminal and Carnegie Hall still exist, but as very different 
buildings from their original forms. Both proudly retain their 
historic masonry and cast-iron structures but now also incor-
porate modern steel and reinforced concrete. These structural 
adaptations account for issues that were not concerns when they 
were first constructed. Fallingwater lives and so do many other 
similar buildings that at one time faced their own peril.
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The question isn’t can we do it,  

it’s ought we do it?”

Beyond mere buildings and structures, these kinds of evolu-
tionary changes also relate to cities, people and communities. 
External forces continue to affect our lives, on occasion, offering 
little control.

It takes little more than understanding of the past few years of 
COVID-19’s impact to cement this point. Who among us has 
not had their lives changed in some way because of the pan-
demic? We have coped with its affects, some have died. Many 
are working remotely, and we are now revising our homes, 
offices and real estate portfolios and policies as a result. We 
have learned much in the process. Technology advancements 
have played a major part in these adaptations — but so has the 
resiliency of the human spirit. Some jobs have disappeared, with 
negative impact on city tax bases and devastating for the fami-
lies that relied on that income.

But we have little choice. We must continue to evolve and react 
to these forces. So many decisions. Do we reinforce or adapt 
our structures? Do we pick up and move (like an abandoned 
factory, or a demolished building)? Do we switch our lives’ gears 
and do something new (like the Bush Terminal in the Made in 
New York project) or do we evolve like Carnegie Hall? In each 
case, the answers will be found by thorough awareness of con-
text, history and future. Each will depend on its situation. Each 
will require us to study the issues, weigh the pros and cons and 
decide what is right — for now and for the future.

Choose wisely.
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WSP’s Alastair MacGregor discusses 
integrating complexity and flexibility, 
educating clients, being Future Ready 
and advancing the industry.

Embracing the Unknown

Alastair MacGregor

Senior Vice President and  
Executive Business Line Leader, WSP USA

DesignIntelligence (DI): Welcome, Alastair MacGregor, 
senior vice president and national business line executive 
for property and buildings at WSP USA. You assumed your 
position in 2022. Can you describe your role, your responsi-
bilities and the company?

Alastair MacGregor (AM): WSP is one of the world’s leading 
engineering, environment and professional services firms, with 
approximately 15,500 people in the U.S., and over 66,000 glob-
ally. I joined the company this summer to lead our property and 
buildings business line in the U.S. It’s a multidisciplinary team 
of roughly 1,600 professionals that includes core engineering 
design disciplines (MEP and structural) and a variety of special-
ist design teams, ranging from acoustics and commissioning to 
smart building and sustainability specialists.

DI: Our annual theme for 2023 is Pragmatic Design. After 
COVID-19 and political, social and economic concerns, 
we’ve had time to reflect. Now how do we move to action? In 
the first quarter, our theme is Resilient Security. How do we 
bounce back stronger and better than we were before, with 
more confidence amid uncertain times? We can apply that 
question to our firms, systems, cities, infrastructures and 
projects. Let’s start in the middle of the spectrum. How are 
you approaching the subject of being stronger, more resilient 
and more certain? Can you share some strategic initiatives?
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Where it gets interesting is that we 

have to be able to do this early in 

the process, with lots of inherent 

unknowns. This is where engineers 

historically get uncomfortable. Our 

teams are quickly realizing they have 

to embrace the unknown and integrate 

flexibility into our process and our 

design solutions.
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JS: The pandemic has raised awareness of the importance of 
what we do as designers of the built environment, and the 
impact the built environment can have on the health, business 
and societal needs of its occupants and community. Similarly, 
the elevation of the carbon conversation since COP26 continues 
to empower our design teams to elevate decarbonization as a 
design goal.

Combined with our internal transformation within WSP USA’s 
property and buildings business to a national practice focused 
on complex sectors and problems, you get a perfect storm to take 
advantage of the bold foundational pivots that have occurred.

Our teams are coming out of the pandemic stronger, not be-
cause they are more sure, but because they are more comfort-
able. They can adjust to being less certain about the future and 
understand that a critical skill going forward will be the ability 
to embrace the unknown and design for multiple futures.

The recent events resulting from the pandemic, including an 
increased awareness of environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) goals and the environmental tipping point we have 
reached around carbon, have made us realize our teams need to 
embrace a similar five Rs approach to our design thinking and 
our organizational structure as a national practice.

DI: At a project level, creating engineering solutions across a 
broad spectrum, has the recent climate caused a rethinking 
of the classic engineer’s mindset, which I would stereotype as: 
“Wait until all the criteria are firm and design a solution op-
timally, one time, to multiple decimal places.” Might you be 
looking to faster, more flexible, more adaptable solutions now 
in a more volatile climate, solutions that are free to respond 
and adapt to market conditions and change?
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AM: Whether we are talking about the pandemic or the mul-
titude of climate events in the last five years alone, what were 
historically seen as black swan events now need to be planned 
and treated as highly likely over the life of a building.

Where it gets interesting is that we have to account for this ear-
ly in the process, with lots of inherent unknowns. This is where 
engineers historically get uncomfortable. Our teams are quick-
ly realizing they have to embrace the unknown and integrate 
flexibility into our process and design solutions. On the process 
side, digital design tools are allowing us to rapidly prototype 
the performance of strategies much faster and earlier. We also 
are actively exploring the concept of productization within 
building design.

In our design solutions, our teams now need to test building 
performance against future weather conditions, evaluate how 
the building can enhance operational resiliency and support 
fundamental use cases, for example office buildings transform-
ing to labs, and enabling future fuel-switching. At WSP we call 
this “Future Ready® — preparing today for a world that will look 
and feel substantially different tomorrow.”

In fact, I am just finishing co-authoring a book for WSP on this 
very subject, entitled “Future Ready: Your Organization’s Guide 
to Rethinking Climate, Resilience and Sustainability,” which will 
be released by Wiley publishing in May. It’s an in-depth look at 
how increasingly dynamic climate-related shocks and stressors 
require rethinking the way organizations assess and mitigate 
risk, decarbonize operations and assets, and plan and design 
more resilient infrastructure and buildings. We offer WSP’s phi-
losophy and integrated approach to addressing these challenges 
for those looking to start on, or continue down, a path to a more 
sustainable future.

DI: Your book sounds exciting. New approaches might in-
clude partnering with new kinds of teammates, radical invest-
ment in new technologies, knowledge management systems 
or new incentives and delivery systems. Are you investigating 
any of these?

AM: Through WSP’s Emerge program, we are actively look-
ing for innovative startups we can collaborate with. Many are 
sustainability focused and bring exciting possibilities to the table 
for consideration.

By pairing participants’ product teams with our in-house sub-
ject matter experts, we give startups an opportunity to pilot and 
refine their products, services and technologies with WSP and 
gain access to our broad client base. For us, it is about creating 
new markets, offerings and client relationships. The world is 
changing fast. Programs like Emerge help us and our partners 
stay ahead of that change.

DI: Sustainability has become a given in design and construc-
tion projects. Owner RFPS require it. Governments have leg-
islated energy codes for decades. But what’s next? How can we 
do more? Too often, we cite owner contracts or goals as tying 
our hands. How can engineers (whether the prime consultant 
or subconsultant) exert more leverage in leading the charge? 
Can you cite some examples?

AM: The pivot to carbon has expanded the challenge in an 
exciting way. Embracing generic energy-efficiency measures has 
been exposed as table stakes. Operational resiliency, occupant 
well-being and whole-life carbon expand the thinking and ex-
pectations of a truly high-performance building. In doing so, we 
are often able to justify bolder sustainability strategies that may 
not pass muster in traditional cost-benefit analyses.
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Strategies that were seen as exotic, such as electrification, are 
now seen as foundational enablers to low carbon futures. We 
are even seeing more complex building types, like hospitals, 
make this leap. The pivot to carbon expands the conversation. 
It moves us away from the generic “sustainable strategies” and 
requires us to really understand the project locality. Whether 
it is the local grid carbon factor, the passive cooling potential 
or the availability of mass timber to decarbonize the structure, 
the conversation needs to get more local and personal to the 
community into which our designs will be integrated. To that 
end, understanding the supply chain or other external variables 
become key design considerations.

Embodied carbon (EC) is the next big push — and it isn’t just 
a building fabric conversation. In some buildings the EC of the 
MEP systems can be greater than the building structure and 
façade over the building life, due to periodic replacements. 
While EC data is still in its infancy, we are seeing exponential 

growth in its availability across multiple material types. Where 
it isn’t readily available, proxy cost-based calculations are being 
developed in the interim.

These considerations make for more exciting design challenges 
for our teams to tackle, but they also increase the complexity for 
nontechnical clients to embrace. This means our engineers need 
to learn how to translate complex technical problems and solu-
tions into messaging that resonates with client decision-makers. 
Sometimes this means sustainability might need to take a back 
seat to another key client value, such as operational resiliency or 
risk reduction.

WSP’s team of innovation advisers meet that need by speak-
ing the language of the C-suite: understanding their goals and 
values, translating them to complex problems for our subject 
matter experts (SMEs) to solve and communicating alignment 
of our final solutions to these goals. We are consistently seeing 
this approach help our clients take bold leaps.
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DI: In a less secure business and world climate, what actions 
are you taking to ensure a more secure future for your orga-
nization? Are there new business models, service or product 
offerings in the works? As a leader, what are you working on 
to better control your own destiny?

AM: This is a topic I have been wrestling with for a while. I am 
a firm believer that multidisciplinary thinking and collaboration 
are critical to delivering the high-performance built environ-
ments necessary to enhance occupant well-being and effective-
ness while also supporting our decarbonized future state.

Whether it is the evaluation of the impact a building form 
could have on the ability to use a mass timber structure to lower 
embodied carbon, or the integration of an active façade that 
enhances visual, acoustic and thermal comfort while reducing 
operational carbon, our engineers bring critical insight and ex-
pertise to enable informed client decisions. Only by embracing a 
true design partnership between architect and engineer can we 
achieve true high-performance design solutions.

Not every building can define a skyline. But in this new age, 
every building can and should be an icon — of performance, 
sustainability, mutual respect and hope. At WSP, we have termed 
this the “New Iconic.” Making this a reality is the unifying pur-
pose that drives WSP’s built environment experts.

DI: What nagging issues do you face and how would you sug-
gest changing them for the better?

AM: How do we tackle the existing building stock? How do we 
facilitate the more balanced evaluation of its transformation, 
rather than simply allowing for its demolition and starting from 
scratch? That’s arguably the easier option and is often perceived 
as the more efficient design approach. But how do we get in-

volved in early decision-making to help our clients make more 
informed decisions? These are just a few things that nag me.

We have challenged multidisciplinary internal teams to explore 
what level of reuse could be accomplished and where repurpose 
synergies might exist. For example, there has been much talk 
about the abundance of unoccupied office buildings being trans-
formed to lab or residential uses, but bolder repurposing also 
is being explored, including transforming empty big-box retail 
buildings into data centers.

It is then our responsibility, along with the rest of the design 
community wrestling with this same topic, to educate the market 
as to what is possible. We need to dispel the misconception that 
renovation and repositioning of an existing building needs to 
be a compromise and can’t create the same level of high-perfor-
mance built environment you can achieve with a green field site.

DI: Your company has been known recently for significant 
growth via acquisitions and mergers. What does the future 
hold in this area?

AM: In our property and buildings practice, we have worked 
hard to define the edges of the complex puzzle necessary to 
create the next generation of engineering design partner and 
have recognized that to fill it in often requires a mix of acquisi-
tion and organic growth to present our clients with access to the 
most inquiring minds and collaborative thinking. While WSP’s 
recent acquisitions cover a variety of disciplines and sector 
focuses, there is a common thread to all of them: They share our 
passion for building performance and supporting our clients in 
solving complex problems, often in complex markets. Our new 
colleagues are helping us expand our geographic reach. Ensur-
ing a cultural fit with these new employees has been critical and 
has led to strong organic growth once they are integrated into 
our team.
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Is acquisition part of our practice’s future growth? Probably. But 
providing our existing teams with opportunities to grow is just 
as important.

DI: What’s your future vision for the firm? What might WSP 
look like in 20 years?

AM: In our U.S. property and buildings practice, our goal is to 
crack the nut many large, multidisciplinary consultants have 
failed at historically. Through the creation of an integrated 
engineering platform and an associated digital design approach, 
we will continue to look beyond today’s questions to find tomor-
row’s answers.

We want to provide value by enabling our architectural partners 
to focus on creating iconic designs and providing our clients the 
confidence in delivering on their ESG, well-being and opera-
tional goals, all via data-driven decision-making. We are an en-
gineering partner that takes responsibility for some key design 
levers — carbon, well-being, operational resilience.

A consequence of taking greater ownership is the ability to 
consider the design process, and the building, through a dif-
ferent lens. Specifically, the productization of our buildings. 
Simplifying connections, reducing parts, standardizing oper-
ational sequences, integrating supply chain information into 
decision-making — these are all common practices in other 
industries and areas where the construction industry is playing 
catch-up. WSP has several clients around the world pushing this 
idea. In those cases, we are helping develop design catalogs that 
provide greater consistency, streamline deployment repeatibality 
and enable greater confidence in their carbon performance.
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Alastair MacGregor, CEng LEED AP FitWell Amb, is senior 
vice president and national business line executive for property 
and buildings at WSP USA, an engineering, environmental and 
consulting firm headquartered in New York City, with more than 
16,000 employees practicing in 300 cities. WSP USA is the U.S. 
operating company of WSP, one of the world’s leading engineering, 
environment and professional services firms. Recognized on Fast 
Company’s Brands that Matter List for 2022 as a top communi-
ty-minded business, WSP USA brings together engineers, planners, 
technical experts, strategic advisers and construction management 
professionals who are dedicated to collaborate in the best interests 
of serving local communities. WSP USA designs lasting solutions 
in the buildings, transportation, energy, water and environment 
markets. With more than 15,500 employees in 300 offices across 
the U.S., we partner with our clients to help communities prosper.

In resilient infrastructure consulting, it is 

well understood that resilience is com-

plex — hence the definition of the five 

Rs: robustness, responsiveness, redun-

dancy, resourcefulness and recovery.

DI: What should your ideal client look like?

AM: Our focus is on complex sectors and complex problems 
like decarbonization and creating connected healthy environ-
ments. It’s also on developing long-term relationships with cli-
ents who value a partner who is passionate about solving these 
problems and creating high-performance built environments. In 
these relationships, we can move from good consultant to great 
partner, look around the corner and leverage our global insight 
to explore opportunities and challenges our clients may see two 
or three years from now.

DI: What do you want your legacy to be?

AM: We embrace the responsibility that comes from being a 
global leader to take on the tough issues like decarbonization. 
We want to create early wins to build momentum and confi-
dence in the industry so we can push beyond business as usual 
and achieve these bold goals. If I was to look through a future 
legacy lens 20 years from now, I’d want to proudly look back 30 
years and say we were part of the movement that helped decar-
bonization transition from a niche goal of impassioned clients 
to something getting delivered at a national and global scale as 
business as usual.
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WATG’s Margaret McMahon offers 
keys to staying strong, listening well 
and holding onto the heart and soul 
of design.

Adaptive Leadership

Margaret McMahon

SVP/Global Director, Wimberly Interiors (WATG)

DesignIntelligence (DI): Let’s start by level-setting our dis-
cussion. Please share a little bit about your background. As 
the global head of interiors for WATG and Wimberly for 
decades, you’ve seen a lot, but who were your mentors?

Margaret McMahon (MM): After majoring in political science 
with a criminal justice major, my original plan was to go to law 
school and become a lawyer. After spending an entire summer 
windsurfing and waiting for my father to give the green light 
on funding my continuing education, my mother (whom I 
realized later was my first mentor) finally put an end to my fun 
and games. She realized I had no Plan B and recommended I 
try various jobs to figure out what I wanted to do. Back in 1982, 
Kelly Services was THE temp agency in New York. I could type 
and cut mat board and that landed me a temp job at Trisha 
Wilson & Associates. There I helped put a presentation togeth-
er for the Bankers Trust offices in Cairo, Egypt, and the rest is 
history. I took classes at night at Parsons and worked my way up 
to eventually run the New York office. My second great mentor 
is Trisha Wilson, who saw something in me I did not see myself. 
I worked for her for over 30 years. On a professional level, she 
taught me everything I know. On a personal level, she was with 
me when both my parents died when I was 25, when I got mar-
ried and stood by me like a sister — just an amazing person.
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You watch, listen and learn.  

That’s most important.

DI: How did you get to WATG?

MM: Twelve years ago, I was approached by what I thought was 
a potential client but turned out to be a headhunter for WATG. 
I realized I’d done everything I could in building the New York 
office for Wilson. The company structure was changing, and I 
felt I needed a change and a challenge, personally and profes-
sionally. I never would have left Wilson for any other firm but 
WATG. I worked with WATG on projects while at Wilson, and 
they respected and appreciated what interior designers brought 
to a project. WATG also recognized they were architects doing 
interiors but not well. I was brought in to reshape, rebrand and 
rebuild the interiors practice and that is how Wimberly Interiors 
came to be the interior design studio of WATG.

DI: Our theme is resilient security, which is, having been 
knocked down, how do we bounce back better than we were 
before — more confident, more certain? How are you ap-
proaching that?

MM: We need to step back and see how the past three years 
have changed the workplace in every industry and start there. 
The only way I was able to get to where I am was by rolling up 
my sleeves and doing whatever was asked of me (which includ-
ed getting Trisha Wilson Entenmann’s donuts in the early days) 
to emptying the dishwasher, organizing the library, cleaning 
up after my designers, along with all my other responsibilities. 
These are things I do to this day, and I don’t consider them 
beneath me, below my paygrade — I consider it teamwork! But 
the workplace has become so politically correct. We all seem to 
hesitate to ask anyone to do anything other than their job de-
scription for fear of creating an HR event. To be more confident 
and more certain in this environment you’ve got to have the 
right team members in the trenches with you, people as com-
mitted to the process and result as you are. The uncertainty we 
were all dealing with during the height of COVID-19 resulted in 
us taking projects we might not have taken in the best of times 
and hiring candidates we might not have hired. We’re reassess-
ing everything at this point. We don’t want to lose the heart and 
soul of what we do.
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DI: I share that work ethic. But now the world seems increas-
ingly hard to grasp. People are worried about fame instead of 
doing some good, hard work. Can you talk more about that?

MM: I’m a firm believer in having a healthy work-life balance. 
We are constantly examining whether we are working hard or 
working smart. Designers coming out of school need to be men-
tored on how to grow into a successful career and the process 
they need to go through to grow and gain experience. Instant 
gratification is what we are up against. Everyone wants to run 
before they walk. They see these romanticized versions of their 
jobs on Instagram and want the lifestyle without putting in the 
work. It’s up to us as leaders to create the culture where the staff 
sees and experiences the firm’s senior leaders getting their hands 
dirty as well. Mentoring the staff is key in all this.

DI: Learning how to deal with the emerging generations is an 
adaptive kind of leadership. Your education wasn’t in being a 
change agent, thriving in adversity or leading a firm in chang-
ing times. How are you making yourself more resilient as a 
leader? Is it a peer network? The school of hard knocks? Trial 
and error? Where do you find those skills in a world turned 
upside down?

MM: To a degree, I go with my gut, but it’s also the experience 
of having gone through a couple recessions. You know when it’s 
time to batten down the hatches and look at key components of 
the business, your pipeline, your clients, the economic forces at 
play. And there are those “oh sh*t” moments when the answers 
are clear. That’s when you turn to your trusted peers in the firm 
and the industry. I’m extremely lucky to have a great network of 
trusted advisers, friends and colleagues who are far smarter than 
I am to lend advice and commiserate on the state of the industry 
and where we are going.

DI: People who have great mentors and networks are lucky. 
You’re doing wonderful, unique, client-specific interiors all 
over the world. Can you talk to your secret sauce, your process?

MM: First off, it’s not just me, it’s my great studio directors in 
Los Angeles, London, Singapore and Shanghai that help make 
this whole thing work around the globe. I’ve been extremely 
lucky in my career to work all over the world. It doesn’t matter 
if you are in a meeting in Asia, the Middle East or the U.S., it’s 
about listening, learning and then creating. I’m a big believer that 
everyone has the right intentions — from the owner who may 
be under extreme pressure to get a project built to their over-
taxed staff that has to make it happen. You need to be aware of 
who your audience is and read the room. What are the client’s 
values? What is their motivation and end goal? Are we getting 
our information from the right person and are we talking to the 
right person? We’ve been in some challenging meetings where 
a chairman hasn’t been briefed or hasn’t a clue as to who we are 
and why we are there. Having grace under fire is critical in those 
situations. That’s a skill you hone over time and with experience. 
That experience is what teaches us. That, and working with great 
people in our industry. You watch, listen and learn. That’s most 
important. That’s what has helped me in my career, knowing 
how and when to do that.

DI: You face obstacles in your role in design process and 
delivery. One I’m familiar with is the perceived preeminence 
of the architect, who far too many times treats the interior 
designer as an afterthought rather than an integral part of the 
team. What has your experience been? Are there cases where 
you are prime? If not, how do you deal with that whole mess?
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MM: I love that you call it a mess, I call it mishegoss. On reno-
vations we are typically in the driver’s seat and on new construc-
tion I like to think we are sitting side by side.

DI: That takes a certain resilience on your part.

MM: This conversation has taken place since the beginning of 
time — at least we are no longer referred to as decorators. When 
I joined WATG they knew they were not doing interiors well 
and wanted to fix it. I will admit my first year was definitely not 
easy, but like everything in life, you have to earn respect. It’s not 
something that is given. We also agreed to disagree and do what 
is best for the project and check our egos at the door, which is 
easier said than done, especially for me. I was empowered to do 
whatever was necessary to improve the practice and, in doing 

so, I had to give respect to get it. I had moments that were not 
my best and I needed to remember to be a better listener to my 
colleagues as opposed to dictating to them what interiors was 
all about, to collaborate more closely with them as opposed to 
schooling them.

DI: It’s easier to adapt when you’ve got a strong backbone and 
foundation to build from. How were you brought onboard?

MM: The CEO and board of directors recruited me. Eight 
people empowered me to do what I needed to do. It was huge 
to have that support. It was a commitment by the architects to 
say, “We are dabbling in interior design,” and it took insightful 
thinking to realize they weren’t succeeding, so they could either 
throw it out or fix it. They decided to fix it.
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DI: What is your strategy for being more adaptive post-
COVID?

MM: We are laser-focused on strategy, especially coming out of 
COVID, firmwide and within each service line. I’ve always said 
we can destroy this brand faster than we built it, and we always 
need to be looking under the hood to make sure we have the 
right talent, clients and projects — all the while not forgetting 
our core values. When I speak with our competitors, we are all 
struggling with the same thing: finding and keeping talent. We 
are only as good as the people we surround ourselves with, all 
the while watching what’s happening in the economy, global 
politics and the changing landscape of our industry. We are 
extremely focused on talent right now. What I’m hearing is that 
work-life balance and self-love are really important to graduates 
entering our industry.

DI: I never took that class on teaching self-love at school. I 
didn’t learn how to deliver that to others.

MM: Neither did I. It’s a balancing act. Running a business — 
making sure we’re profitable and that the people doing the work 
feel recognized, fulfilled and appreciated and are not burning 
out — is easier said than done. With fees being so competitive 
and clients wanting compressed schedules, it’s hard to staff proj-
ects where you can check all the boxes and not burn people out. 
We have to be focused on managing client expectations for what 
is possible within their budgets and schedules without killing 
our teams. I’ve found that only works if you have empathy for 
where everyone is coming from. Clients are under immense 
pressure to get projects built on time and on budget. In these 
times that’s challenging. Your teams work hard and want to do a 
great job but have only so many hours in the day.

DI: Those ever-growing pressures, clients, schedules and 
budgets are affecting the business. You’ve talked about the 
hard things you have to do, retaining people and those lead-
ership responsibilities, but you’re doing this because you love 
it. What aspects bring you delight? What gets you up in the 
mornings? What are you doing that you still love?

MM: Oh, there are days … but they are rare. Of my friends, 
I am so lucky. I still love my job. I love what I do. I’ve been to 
places people only dream about. As you get more into manage-
ment, you sometimes ask, “Oh God, what do I love about it?” 
Because there are days when you’re just dealing with crap all 
day long.

DI: The ongoing challenge of getting rid of that clutter is like 
“Marie Kondo-ing” our careers.

MM: Yes! I was telling someone the other day, “You have to 
remember to be grateful.” That’s so basic for me. As you sit and 
complain about where you are in your life and your career, 
remember to be grateful, because this too shall pass. What I love 
is going after deals. I love new relationships and engaging with 
new clients. I’m at 40,000 feet now on the design part.

I have great people I get to work with. They are far more brilliant 
and more talented than I am and are creating incredible work. 
I love mentoring and creating a culture people love to work in. 
I’m not sure exactly what that is, but when people come see us 
in New York and go to all the design firms, they say, “This place 
has always been so special. Creating a culture that encourages 
doing great work and having a great time while you’re doing it.” 
That’s what I love.
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Margaret McMahon is senior vice president and global director 
of Wimberly Interiors, a WATG company. In her 30 years in 
the design industry, she has produced an impressive portfolio 
of projects and an equally impressive list of clients. Under her 
leadership, Wimberly Interiors has launched studios in New 
York, Dubai, Shanghai and Los Angeles. Prior to joining WATG, 
McMahon was managing director of Wilson Associates’ New York 
office and former president of the Network of Executive Women in 
Hospitality’s (NEWH) New York chapter. Her natural talent lies in 
pinpointing details, analyzing conceptual designs and integrating 
reality with emotion.

We’re reassessing everything at this 

point. We don’t want to lose the heart 

and soul of what we do.

DI: A wonderful answer. Everything you said comes back 
to enabling and connecting people. Most of us go through a 
similar journey, but in the end, we realize we’re doing it to 
connect and empower people, and that’s what gives us the 
resilience and the strength to carry on.

MM: That’s it: Let’s keep doing what we love.
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RAMSA’s Jennifer Stone discusses 
resilient design and historical context.

Striking a Balance

Jennifer Stone

Partner, Robert A.M. Stern Architects

DesignIntelligence (DI): We are talking with Jennifer Stone, 
partner at Robert A.M. Stern Architects (RAMSA), a lead-
ing global architectural firm based in New York City. Your 
firm’s work is well known for its classical, historical refer-
ences. Your website talks about your dedication to preserve 
a “sense of place.” In line with our editorial theme for this 
quarter — resilient security — how does your firm’s work 
relate to that idea?

Jennifer Stone (JS): We have a commitment to planning and 
designing buildings that create spaces for communities that are 
sustainable, accessible and safe. As architects, we have a respon-
sibility to create designs that protect and honor our historic 
buildings and encourage adaptive reuse to positively affect the 
environment. RAMSA’s work often relates to resiliency and 
security — we create buildings and places that achieve a sense 
of permanence through their quality of design, material choic-
es, the climate in which they reside and how they relate to the 
public realm.

Within the industry, there is a larger understanding of the built 
environment and its contributions to the climate crisis. For 
many of the projects I work on, we specify materials and use 
systems that reduce greenhouse gas emissions and move us to-
ward carbon neutrality. This is a positive and important shift, as 
it recognizes our profession’s role in developing greener practic-
es and creating a more sustainable world. Many of the projects 
I’ve been a part of at RAMSA have achieved LEED Platinum 
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and Gold certifications. Often — as one of my colleagues, Pres-
ton Gumberich, recently said about the firm’s work on Colgate’s 
campus — there’s a popular perception that sustainability is 
somehow at odds with classically inspired design. In fact, ele-
ments like fewer glazed openings and thick masonry walls are 
inherently conducive to energy efficiency.

DI: Your educational background at Notre Dame with its 
classical pedagogical bent would seem to serve you well 
working at RAMSA. Was doing classically derived work a 
personal focus? Did it steer your pursuit of a career working 
with Robert Stern and the partners at RAMSA?

JS: I remember the day I was convinced to join the School of 
Architecture at Notre Dame as a high school student. It was 
during a campus visit on a beautiful fall football weekend. I 
was visiting my brother, who was graduating, and I stayed with 
his girlfriend. Her roommate was my current partner, Melissa 
DelVecchio. Missy was also graduating from the architecture 
school. She toured me around and told me everything about the 
program — including a year in Rome! I was sold. Who knew 
Missy and I would eventually become partners practicing to-
gether in New York City after so many years?

A Notre Dame education is an excellent foundation and training 
ground to understand basic design principles like scale and pro-
portion, which transcend architectural style. Being there taught 
me how to solve problems through research by studying prec-
edent, context and examples of what works and what doesn’t. 
No matter which architectural style you work in, understanding 
precedent and context are essential. These skills equip you to 
solve project-specific challenges and intelligently address the 
questions at hand. The faculty prepared us — and still prepares 
students — to apply time-tested principles and critical thinking 
to a myriad of issues and situations within the realm of design 
and beyond.

My clients and projects at RAMSA have allowed me to apply 
these lessons to a wide variety of building types, contexts and 
architectural characters. At RAMSA, we are careful to consider 
our clients’ needs and their site’s unique situation, regardless of 
scale, style or context.

DI: Sticking with your personal background, you’ve had signif-
icant involvement in the women in architecture organizations 
and on the board of Beverly Willis’ BEVY Foundation. Con-
gratulations on that. I interviewed Beverly for my book “Man-
aging Design.” She is so wonderful and does so much to give 
back after seven decades. Did you have strong women mentors?

JS: Yes, and I’ve also had the recent pleasure of co-chairing their 
20th anniversary and annual gala this past October. Beverly is a 
pioneer and role model for so many of us in the industry.

Since the beginning of my career, I’ve been fortunate to have a 
strong support system of women surrounding me. I’ve never 
been too shy to call on them and seek their advice. Their sup-
port has helped me get to where I am today.

Since I joined RAMSA in 2000, I’ve seen lot of change in our 
industry and within our firm. Today, I’m involved with our firm’s 
Women’s Leadership Initiative (WLI). Our mission is to develop 
and promote women’s growth in the profession through educa-
tion, mentorship and peer support. Helping my colleagues meet 
their professional development goals has been truly gratifying 
and it feels as though my career has come full circle in some ways.

Importantly, the structure of WLI has been a model to other em-
ployee resource groups at RAMSA, such as RAMSA Q+, which 
promotes the inclusion and acceptance of LGBTQ+ individuals in 
architecture, and RAMSA IDEA, which is the firm’s inclusion, di-
versity and equity alliance. I believe our combined programming 
has created a more sensitive and inclusive work environment.
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In addition to the Beverly Willis Foundation, I have found a 
wonderful network of women in leadership positions in our 
industry through my membership and involvement on boards 
with the New York Building Congress, the Society of College 
and University Planning, the Urban Land Institute and the 
Women’s Forum of New York.

These organizations have been an invaluable resource, places 
where I have built a reliable community and a resilient support 
system of colleagues and friends. We still have a lot of work to 
do, but, as a collective, we have the momentum to create change.

DI: Back to your work. Our resilient security theme invokes 
architectural ideologies such as those of Robert Venturi and 
his decorated sheds, and the modernist work of Richard Rog-
ers and Renzo Piano in creating long-span loft spaces flexible 
for evolving programs and uses over the years. The prevailing 
brand of your firm’s work and its wonderful use of lasting 
materials, such as brick, stone and traditional forms, always 
achieve the sense of permanent history desired in the build-
ing types you do: residential, academic and cultural. But in 

a rapidly changing world, how does a desire for adaptability 
and flexibility reconcile itself with your portfolio — a body of 
work that often looks historical?

JS: When we are approached with a specific site, we are always 
determining the most appropriate choice based on our client’s 
needs, the neighborhood context and surrounding buildings. 
Creating buildings inspired by tradition is not a hard rule 
across the firm. Many buildings in our portfolio do not appear 
historical. Our designs fit the character and architectural lan-
guage of the neighborhood or city we’re working in. A building 
clad in limestone in New York City wouldn’t fit in a city like Mi-
ami, with predominantly glass buildings. But we’ve done both 
very successfully. 

As a rule, our buildings use a wide variety of durable, sustain-
able materials. We consistently push our clients to think far into 
the future. Many buildings get torn down because they’re badly 
built or badly designed — they can’t accommodate changing 
needs or functions, or because their appearance is no longer in 
vogue. We’re trying to avoid that.
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For example, earlier this year, we broke ground on a renovation 
and expansion of the University of Virginia’s McIntire School 
of Commerce. The project entailed modernizing Cobb Hall, a 
classical brick building built in 1917 that had become outdated 
and no longer met the university’s needs. Instead of creating 
something brand new, our design creates collaborative, flexible 
spaces designed to meet the needs of the university today while 
still fitting into its historic context. We’ve achieved something 
similar with the recently completed Schwarzman Center on 
Yale’s campus, which offers students an adaptable, modern stu-
dent center that also preserves the historical campus buildings. 

Schwarzman Center 
Diagram and Image Courtesy: RAMSA
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In both cases, understanding and respecting the university’s 
historic contexts has allowed us to play within those parameters, 
creating adaptable, flexible spaces that meet modern needs in 
a contextually appropriate manner. That’s a balancing act we’re 
particularly adept at striking.

Ultimately, we lean on the elements we feel are important for 
maintaining a sense of continuity and coherence with a build-
ing’s context, but we’re not afraid to adapt tradition to fulfill our 
client’s needs. We’re not trying to create buildings of a specific 
time as much as we are trying to create buildings that span time.

DI: Let’s shift to process. You describe yourself as a re-
search-driven firm. How does that integrate itself into your 
design process?

JS: Research and academia are uniquely at the core of RAMSA’s 
culture and approach. Our client’s goals, their program and 
space needs, the site and its context are all variables that change 
on a project-to-project basis. The only way to effectively address 
all these different elements is through research. That includes 
research into precedent and context, but also in the form of 
truly understanding our clients and their needs. In fact, RAMSA 
has one of the largest private libraries in the country. We also 
have a research team, with staff who have scholarly backgrounds 
in architecture and who are uniquely responsible for supporting 
design teams with historical and precedent research. But more 
than just reviewing preexisting literature, we also spend time at 
the site to understand the local customs, climate and how people 
live and work.

With our buildings, we like to say that we paint portraits of our 
clients. Doing this successfully requires researching our clients, 
their programmatic needs and the context and environment 
they exist within. When it comes to resilience and innovating 

new practices, we’re constantly engaging our in-house experts 
and consultants who are leading in sustainable design. We’re 
always thinking early in our process about how we can optimize 
our designs for health, wellness, restoration and resilience.

With this research and knowledge at our fingertips, our design 
process is collaborative and iterative. We explore many options 
— often while building consensus — before developing one 
solution.

DI: How can we increase expertise and add certainty for our 
clients? I’m thinking about things like design-assist, special-
ists, and involving consultants, contractors, trade contractors 
and manufacturers to inform performance, cost estimating, 
constructability and scheduling? Having spent 30 years as a 
traditional, design-focused, architect myself, and then anoth-
er 20 as a design management liaison inside a national con-
struction management firm, I embrace the idea of broadened 
collaboration and involvement. What’s your stance? I have a 
perception, perhaps woefully inaccurate, that much of your 
work is still design/bid/build and that contractors are seen as 
evil necessities. Am I wrong?

JS: Absolutely! Seriously … RAMSA has done several design/
build and Public Private Partnership projects, which involve a 
unified team approach from start to finish. It’s accurate that a 
majority of our work is design/bid/build, but we enjoy produc-
tive collaborative relationships with many builders. The high 
quality of our collective work is evidence of that.

I call the most important phase of the project “Phase Zero,” 
which is the setting up of a project. Establishing strong commu-
nication, getting to know your client, and setting expectations 
are the most important part of any planning or building project, 
for schedules and budgets especially.
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A crucial piece of that process is confirming who is involved 
and when decisions need to be made. While one size does not 
fit all, my experience working on large and complex projects is 
that integrated design and having everyone at the table early on, 
including the contractors building your design, is critical to a 
project’s success.

DI: So true about “Phase Zero.” Let’s go a bit more open-end-
ed. The world has been hit by pandemics, recessions, political 
strife in the prevalence of mis- and disinformation. Within 
the firm, who is looking to the future? What is the future 
telling you and how are you responding to adapt, evolve and 
anticipate it? How might it transform your design process?

JS: As architects, we’re always looking to the future in one way 
or another. That’s inherent in what we do. I have the good for-
tune of collaborating with 16 other partners at RAMSA as we 
tackle these issues head-on. More broadly, we have a team of 
nearly 300 brilliant individuals at the firm we collaborate with 
to push the envelope to create more beautiful, healthier, more 
resilient environments. 

As an industry, the future is telling us to build more sustainably. 
That’s tied to our firm’s focus on longevity and adaptive reuse, 
but also to our belief in the importance of introducing appropri-
ate density into urban centers. Then there’s the growing con-
sensus that architecture and development are demanding more 
diverse perspectives and voices. Internally, WLI, RAMSA IDEA 
and RAMSA Q+ are advancing that conversation around equity 
and inclusion. To be more effective, it’s important to work with 
other colleagues within the industry to push for change. 

Recent years have magnified the importance of health and 
well-being for design firms everywhere. Internally, we’re con-
tinuing to navigate how we can work in ways that are creative-
ly fruitful and maintain a sense of community, while allowing 
for flexibility. 

Ultimately, we lean on the elements 

we feel are important for maintaining 

a sense of continuity and coherence 

with a building’s context, but we’re 

not afraid to adapt tradition to fulfill 

our client’s needs. We’re not trying 

to create buildings of a specific time 

as much as we are trying to create 

buildings that span time.
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A few months ago, my colleague Sarge Gardiner observed how 
Zoom calls seem to dissolve hierarchy. On screen, every face 
is the same size regardless of seniority. Sarge noticed how that 
has been conducive to getting ideas from all corners of the firm. 
That’s stuck with me. As we always try to do as architects, we’re 
observing what’s going on around us and trying to respond in 
meaningful ways.

I feel fortunate to have RAMSA’s long-standing reputation for 
design excellence as a foundation. I feel even more fortunate 
and optimistic about my smart, talented, passionate colleagues 
who continue to enthusiastically solve any challenge that comes 
our way. Our field is ever-changing and advancing. It has in-
credible power to positively influence the way people live. Yes, 
we’re facing a convergence of crises, but as stewards of the built 
environment, we will adapt — just as we always have. We have 
an incredible opportunity ahead to achieve impactful solutions.

Jennifer Stone, AIA, is a partner at Robert A.M. Stern Architects. 
Experienced in managing complex institutional planning and 
design projects, Jennifer brings a love of contextually appropriate, 
sustainable architecture to her work with clients, communities and 
building industry partners. Balancing a passion for creating places 
that stand the test of time with proven ability to build consensus 
and get things done, she has overseen major planning and capi-
tal projects for institutional clients across the country. Her work 
addresses specific client needs while applying socially responsible 
and sustainable design strategies that benefit the broader com-
munity. An advocate for high-quality design and collaborative 
problem-solving, her talent for bringing together the diverse voices 
of academic, administrative and community stakeholders helps 
envision and build a shared future.

As partner, Jennifer has helped realize ambitious academic and 
cultural projects such as the Yale Residential College, the Harvard 
Law School Campus Master Plan, the LEED Platinum-certi-
fied George W. Bush Presidential Center at Southern Methodist 
University and the Mark Twain House Museum Center, the first 
LEED-certified museum in the U.S. Current projects include work 
at the University of Virginia and the University of Georgia.

Jennifer is an active participant, mentor and volunteer in her 
professional community. As a council member of the Society for 
College and University Planning, she shares her extensive knowl-
edge and global best practices. Her presentations at numerous pro-
fessional conferences and her leadership roles with the New York 
Building Foundation, the Beverly Willis Architectural Foundation, 
ACE Mentorship Programs and the Urban Land Institute, as 
well as the firm’s Women Leadership Initiative and Sustainability 
Committee, testify to her commitment to developing and opening 
the field of architecture.
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DesignIntelligence’s Bob Fisher and 
Phyllis Goetz share key ideas for how 
firms can win the work they want from 
best-fit clients.

Resilience and the 
Culture of Winning Work

Bob Fisher

Principal, DesignIntelligence 

Phyllis Goetz

Principal, DesignIntelligence Strategic Advisory 

Leaders of professional service firms spend much of their days 
navigating the paradox of volatility, uncertainty and change. To 
succeed, they must balance building an enduring organization, 
which is helped by stability and predictability, with seizing op-
portunities created through rapid market shifts.

Turbulence is natural and unavoidable. Shocks and surprises will 
happen. Under such conditions, the ability to quickly adapt to 
change, recover from shocks and bounce back are a firm’s best 
bet to creating a sustainable enterprise. Resilience yields security.

But resilience is not only about performing well in moments 
of crisis. Much of what makes firms resilient is their inherent 
strength, just as a healthy body and immune system protect 
against illness. In the body of a professional services firm, the 
leader’s first job is to ensure the organization is robust enough to 
withstand what the world will likely throw at it.

Building a robust professional practice demands that firms not 
only deliver but also bring in work under a variety of condi-
tions. The tradition of relying on a small number of rainmakers 
over-concentrates the firm’s revenue-generating power and 
leaves it vulnerable. Strategically distributing marketing and 
business development responsibilities across the firm ensures 
healthy redundancy. More importantly, it creates and perpetu-
ates a culture of winning work. When everyone helps bring in 
work, synergy results and the process survives the failures or 
loss of any individual.
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A firm’s culture has roots in its core values. The culture is shaped 
— and is shaped by — the structures, systems and policies of the 
businesses. Culture determines the unwritten rules that govern 
the ways employees see their practice and behave toward col-
leagues, clients, delivery partners and others. Culture is perva-
sive and its power is unmistakable.

Ten Qualities of a Winning Work Culture
What does a culture of winning work look like? While it appears 
different from firm to firm, it is characterized by ten qualities.

1. Engaged Entrepreneurship

The firm actively cultivates and rewards entrepreneurial mindsets 
and actions.

Since entrepreneurship can be articulated in many ways, how 
we define it is important. The concept is simple, but deep: Entre-
preneurs see unmet needs in the market and create ways to fill 
the gaps.

True entrepreneurship involves a complex set of skills. They in-
clude an understanding the needs of the market empathetically, 
seeing opportunities that evaded others and inventing novel and 
profitable ways to help.

Entrepreneurial firms can tolerate reasonable, but elevated, levels 
of risk. They also understand the power of entrepreneurship to 
create opportunity for up-and-coming leaders, who are allowed 
the freedom and support to develop new service offerings, mar-
ketable intellectual property, office locations or market sectors.

While there are many definitions of 

resilience, it can generally be defined 

as the capacity for a system to survive, 

adapt, and flourish in the face of 

turbulent change and uncertainty.

- Dr. Joseph Fiksel 
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2. Integration with Mission

People in the firm see winning work as part of a greater mission to 
help others and create great design.

Ask a hundred design or technical practitioners whether they 
are comfortable engaging in business development conversa-
tions, and you can expect only a few positive replies. Yet the 
same people can speak enthusiastically about how their work 
improves communities, organizations and the lives of individu-
als. Somehow, they don’t see those two conversations as funda-
mentally related.

In a true culture of winning work, leaders and staff see con-
necting with people before they are clients – i.e., in a business 
development context – as one of the first steps in understanding 
the client’s organization and figuring out how design might have 
a positive impact on them.

3. Shared Responsibility, Authentically Implemented

Everyone in the firm can tell you how they – in their role and style – 
help win projects.

No one wants to emulate the old stereotype of a door-to-door 
vacuum cleaner salesman: pushy, manipulative, self-serving and 
superficial. Obviously, there are exceptions among firms and 
individuals, but the ghost of this antiquated model still haunts 
the design professions.

In a culture of winning work, every member of the firm feels 
and accepts the responsibility of bringing in new clients and 
projects. It may be through efficient and thorough project man-
agement and communication or through excellent design work 
that exceeds expectations or by safeguarding the client’s inter-
ests during the construction administration process. No matter 
how a professional contributes or the level at which they do it, 
everyone plays a role in creating happy clients who can and will 
hire the firm again.
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Three differences distinguish successful firms. The first is em-
bracing responsibility. Professionals who practice within a cul-
ture of winning work own their contribution to keeping projects 
and clients coming in the door. The second is understanding 
that every role is important and helps win work. The third is au-
thenticity. Everyone knows the most effective way to help bring 
in future business is to be honest and truthful about what they 
can and cannot provide.

4. Attunement to Clients and Markets

Everyone understands the value of what the firm offers, and many 
can spot opportunities because they understand the world in 
which clients live.

To client- and market-focused practitioners, clients are true 
collaborators and colleagues in creating great buildings and 
environments. Such practitioners pride themselves on serv-
ing clients well. In the process, they often develop meaningful 
personal relationships. The connections they form are natural, 
authentic aspects of the human experience both inside and out-
side professional life.

Though many understand their clients as people, fewer under-
stand their clients’ professional worlds. That includes the ability 
to separate themselves from their roles as architects, designers 
or engineers and see the market through the eyes of the client. It 
also includes knowing how the client defines value. In a culture 
of winning work, team members have a greater degree of con-
nection with the client and can articulate the value of their own 
work from the client’s perspective.

5. Relationships First and Foremost

Relationships trump projects in both business development and 
delivery.

One of the hallmarks of inauthenticity is a transactional atti-
tude. The client is a warmly welcomed friend during a project 
or when there is the real possibility of a new one. Otherwise, 
they are simply not on the radar, or, worse, they are considered 
a waste of time. Conditional relationships tend to be superficial. 
They are rocky ground in which to try growing trust and loyalty.

In the culture of winning work, practitioners invest themselves 
personally and professionally with clients and think long-term. 
Their motivations are aligned with the client’s true needs. Great 
clients see it and reciprocate.

6. Marketing Paves the Way

Marketing is more than the RFP response – it’s the ongoing quest 
to create a unique place for the firm in the mind of the market.

In his book “Management,” strategy pioneer Peter Drucker 
famously said: “The aim of marketing is to make selling super-
fluous” by knowing and understanding the customer so well that 
the product or service sells itself. He continued: “Ideally, mar-
keting should result in a customer who is ready to buy.”

In the traditional model of most design, architecture or engi-
neering (AEC) firms, marketing’s role (and therefore aim) is far 
more limited. It exists primarily to respond to RFPs. It’s the job 
of business developers to identify and bring in clients who may 
choose the firm. Too often, not enough of the marketing depart-
ment’s time and effort is devoted to proactively communicating 
about the firm and what it can do. The staff profile and budget of 
a firm’s marketing department provides ample evidence.



In Drucker’s view, and in the model used effectively in other 
industries (as well as a precious few AEC firms), marketing is 
more effective because it has a larger upfront role. Its job is to 
create influence – a unique place in the mind of the market – to 
position the firm and gain an advantage in the business develop-
ment process. Firms that take that approach tend to have higher 
profiles and have more influential roles in the industry.

7. No Daylight Between Work-Winning Functions

Marketing and business development are parts of an integrated 
whole.

As described above, the traditional model of architecture, design 
and engineering makes marketing a support function within 
the business development process. Once marketing has a new 
emphasis and is staffed and provisioned for its new role, it no 
longer fits into the old system. As a result, the other business 
development-related components must also change.

The key is to view the entire process of winning work holistical-
ly, understanding that all functions of winning work (marketing, 
business development, sales) share the same basic functions: 
positioning the firm, understanding the needs of the market and 
clients and creating and advancing relationships. Top-tier firms 
design integrated systems that are tailored to their specific needs 
and approach.

8. Start with Talent

The culture of winning work informs the search for all types and 
levels of talent.

Firms seek people who provide needed skills, have the right atti-
tude and fit into the team. The fundamentals of that approach do 
not change in the culture of winning work, but the criteria will.
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New practitioners get little or no exposure to the business of 
architecture, design and engineering in their training or early 
years of practice. More seasoned professionals carry baggage 
from their previous firm cultures, good or bad. Each group 
provides its own challenges in finding a match for the culture of 
winning work.

The concept is simple: Look for people with the right attitudes 
and dispositions. Pay attention to how candidates think about 
and articulate their roles and their impact on clients. Candidates 
must be able to see their roles as part of the essential cycle of 
winning work and be predisposed to own the responsibility.

9. Aligned Incentives, Values and Rewards

The firm’s systems and policies align with its values, reward 
desired behaviors and contribute positively to its culture.

Hard aspects like systems, processes and policies have a re-
ciprocal relationship with the softer cultural side. Each shapes 
the other. How you reward people for winning work can foster 
collaboration or drive competition. So too can the way in which 
the firm defines profit centers and their relationship to perfor-
mance bonuses. There are many valid approaches. Each involves 
trade-offs. An essential part of shaping culture is putting policies 
in place that support the ways of thinking, speaking and behav-
ing you wish to see, based on your firm’s vision and goals.

Designing a culture of winning work includes simple incentives 
that reward the behavior the firm desires. Incentives can focus 
on individual work but should also involve team or company-
wide goals to foster collaboration. Incentives should be designed 
with revenue and profitability goals in mind.

10. Embracing Profitability

The firm prioritizes resources for its purpose and future.

Our DesignIntelligence colleague Scott Simpson often says that 
too many firms see profit as what is left over at the end of the 
job. The attitude is passive. It fails to recognize the power of 
profit to facilitate the firm’s purpose and the joys of practicing at 
the highest level. As Irene Kraus, the Roman Catholic nun who 
led the Daughters of Charity National Health System, famously 
said, “No margin, no mission.”

A healthy attitude toward profitability can transform how the 
firm creates efficiencies without sacrificing quality, how it man-
ages projects and how it structures and negotiates deals.

Profitable firms have the resources to do what they love. They 
can invest in talent, new ventures, technology and building 
design capability. They have the freedom to experiment because 
they have the financial security to take risks. Money is rarely the 
chief motivator for architects and designers, though it can allow 
firms and individuals to reach the aspirations that originally led 
them into the profession.

Many characteristics of the culture of winning work have to do 
with attitude or mindset. They are the foundation of perspective, 
which frames the way one looks at building culture and business 
systems. Establishing the right mindset is essential, but work 
must not stop there. Building culture involves changing deep-
ly seated ideas, beliefs, and behaviors. Fostering such change 
requires continuous effort, but the benefits are equally founda-
tional: a long-term sustainable winning culture and resilience 
coupled with profitability. All that leads to financial security and 
the ability to grow and do the firm’s best work for great clients – 
and the potential for ever-increasing positive impact.
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Bob Fisher is a principal with DesignIntelligence. In addition to 10 
years focusing on the built environment industry, he has 20 years’ 
additional brand and marketing experience with sectors as diverse 
as entertainment, technology, manufacturing and education.

Phyllis Goetz is a principal with DesignIntelligence Strategic 
Advisory and a lead instructor in the DesignIntelligence Learning 
Institute. Phyllis has over 40 years of experience in driving profit-
able growth, is the former president of Kimball and the founder of 
Nurture, Steelcase’s Healthcare Division.
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OBSERVATIONS

The things we want are transformative, and we don’t know or 
only think we know what is on the other side of that 
transformation.

~ Rebecca Solnit, Field Guide to Getting Lost

It is really wonderful how much resilience there is in human 
nature. Let any obstructing cause, no matter what, be removed 
in any way, even by death, and we fly back to first principles of 
hope and enjoyment.

~ Bram Stoker

Life doesn’t get easier or more forgiving, 
we get stronger and more resilient.

~ Steve Maraboli, Life, the Truth, and Being Free

~ Jon Krakauer, Into the Wild

Make a radical change in your lifestyle and begin to boldly do things which you may previously never have thought 
of doing, or been too hesitant to attempt. So many people live within unhappy circumstances and yet will not take 
the initiative to change their situation because they are conditioned to a life of security, conformity, and 
conservation … nothing is more damaging to the adventurous spirit within a man than a secure future.

~ Mizuta Masahide (17th century Japanese poet and samurai)

My barn having burned down, I can now 
see the moon.

Tradition becomes our security, and 
when the mind is secure it is in decay

~ J. Krishnamurti



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

di-leadershipinstitute.com From Tricord/DI Organizational Dynamics Study 2013-2019

Redefining
an Understanding 
of Leadership

Learn More

https://www.di-leadershipinstitute.com/
https://www.di-leadershipinstitute.com/
https://www.designfuturescouncil.com/events/2022-business-of-design/


DFC Leadership Summit on

THE FUTURE OF TALENT

What is the future 
of your talent program?

Dallas, TX, April 11-12, 2023

REGISTER TODAY

Join us as we bring together professionals and educators to discuss the talent 
challenges and opportunities facing the industry and how we can best prepare for 
a rapidly changing future.

https://www.designfuturescouncil.com/events/2023-leadership-summit-on-the-future-of-talent/


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
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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.


