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Introduction
“You are not a profession that has distinguished itself by your 
social and civic contributions to the cause of civil rights, and 

I’m sure this does not come to you as any shock.  You are most 
distinguished by your thunderous silence and your complete 

irrelevance.” – Whitney M. Young, civil rights leader, speaking to the AIA 
National Convention in 1968

“The short answer is yes, and I think that’s one of the reasons I 
chose a design profession.” – Michael Richardson, co-chair of Students 
for Design Activism, when asked if he thought designers have a responsibility 

to improve people’s lives

“It’s nice to think that you have the entire world and probably a 
client base of 5 or 6 billion people.  It’s also nice to know that 
your work is really needed…you’re profoundly helping people 

in ways that a lot of architects, a lot of designers don’t get a 
chance to.” – Thomas Fisher, Dean of the College of Design at the Universi-

ty of Minnesota, on the field of public interest design

“Complete irrelevance.”  
The Whitney M. Young quote to the left is one that has begun numerous 
writings and publications about public interest design, including the recently 
released Latrobe Prize research document “Wisdom From the Field,” but it 
is a quote that bears repeating here.  Young’s scathing commentary rocked 
the design profession and left it grappling with a singular question: how can 
architecture become a socially responsible discipline?

As evidenced by the other two quotes included to the left, the architectural 
world of today is vastly different from that of 1968.  An entirely new field 
has arisen, out of and within the existing design disciplines, one that direct-
ly addresses the challenges that Young set out more than forty years ago, a 
field that has come to be known as “public interest design.”

Public interest design is broadly defined as the idea that everyone deserves 
good design, and is seen as the effort to provide quality design to those who 
might not normally be able to afford it - to design for the larger public good.  
Dean Thomas Fisher, quoted to the left, describes how this new field is, in 
many ways, radically different from traditional architectural practice and a 
model that relies on paying clients.  Public interest design, lacking conven-
tional structure, comes in all shapes and sizes, ranging from volunteer ser-
vices provided by traditional firms to non-profit organizations that operate 
exclusively within the domain of the public interest.

Interest in public interest design has only been growing, with groups like 
Architecture for Humanity and the Rural Studio getting national media cov-
erage, exhibits like the U.S. architecture pavilion at the latest Venice Biennale 
(“Spontaneous Interventions: Design for the Common Good”).  There are 
more and more designers, like Michael Richardson, quoted  to the left, who 
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prehensive: it is intended as a representative snapshot of the overall field of 
public interest design as it currently exists in the Twin Cities.  There are more 
firms, organizations, and individuals than the ones mentioned here involved 
in the practice of public interest design.

Each organization is profiled in its own entry, arranged and divided accord-
ing to size4.  Each entry begins with a concise overview and a quote from 
the interviewee.  Additional project examples, inspiration and/or precedents, 
and images have been included when applicable and available.  The entries 
are bookmarked by an overview of public interest design in the Twin Cities 
at the beginning, including connections and inspirations, and a conclusion 
profiling some of the issues facing the future of public interest design.

•          •          •

The field of design has come long way from the “thunderous silence” Young 
observed forty years ago.  Design and architecture are seen as increasingly 
relevant and increasingly necessary to solving societal and ethical problems.   
More and more designers are entering the field out of a desire to help others, 
to use their creative talents to directly benefit the community at large.  Thun-
derous silence has been replaced by thunderous noise, many voices rising 
in volume but difficult to make out clearly.  It is the hope of the author that 
this project will perhaps be able to make things just little clearer by isolating 
some of those voices and listening more closely, trying to make out what they 
are trying to say.

4  There is some overlap between categories, particularly between the “Medium” and 
“Small” firms (ex. MSAADA, listed as “medium,” employs 10+ people; Cermak Rhoades, list-
ed as “small” employs 9), but the division was kept in order to continue the groups-of-three 
pattern, to better organize the information.

are entering the profession based on a desire to help the community: accord-
ing to the aforementioned “Wisdom From the Field,” 81% of nearly 400 sur-
veyed architects reported being somehow engaged in public interest design1.

At a more local level, Minnesota - and the Twin Cities in particular - is quick-
ly becoming a leader in this field. The College of Design at the University of 
Minnesota’s recent hosting of Public Interest Design Week, a first of its kind 
event, drew speakers and attendees from across the country.  The College of 
Design is also formalizing a public interest design certificate program that 
would be the second such program in the country2.

Despite such growth, the field is still a relatively new one, and the question 
of exactly what is public interest design and how it is practiced remain open; 
even the name “public interest design” is not without controversy3.  How 
public interest is practiced and viewed professionally remains unclear, espe-
cially to students and young designers interested in becoming involved but 
unsure of where to start.  The rising prominence of public interest design, 
coupled with this uncertainty, and the rising importance that Minneapolis 
and Saint Paul are playing in the field, a pertinent question to ask is “How is 
public interest design viewed and practiced in the Twin Cities?”

•          •          •

The goal of this research is to try and answer that question, or at least to 
address it.  This is a field guide to public interest design in the Twin Cities, a 
catalog of recent projects and a compendium of different viewpoints.  Twen-
ty designers were interviewed, representing three large, three medium, and 
three small architecture firms, as well as three organizations involved with 
public interest design, in addition to the University of Minnesota’s College 
of Design.  They are all in some way involved in public interest design, and 
their interviews form the basis of this guide.  The firms and organizations 
profiled were chosen for a number of reasons, including, but not limited to, 
their already publicized work and reputation for public interest design, their 
size and presence in the Twin Cities, and the recommendation of previous 
interviewees.  Effort has been made to showcase organizations at a variety 
of sizes, practicing in a variety of different ways.  This document is not com-

1   This information, as well as the quote by Whitney M. Young, is taken from page 15 of 
the Latrobe Prize report “Wisdom From  The Field: Public Interest Architecture In Practice, A 
Guide to Public Interest Practices in Architecture.”  The number of architects surveyed was 
383.  For more information, see the first footnote under Conclusion: The Pipeline Problem, 
page 79

2   For more information, see the entry for the College of Design, page 72

3   See Conclusion: “Public Interest Design” (Terminology), page 83
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 HGA is one of Minneapolis’s largest firms, employing more than 300 
people over four floors.  It’s a corporation that spans seven offices world-
wide, with public interest design a main part of HGA’s strategic plan: “Make 
a contribution…Elevate the human spirit in our communities through active 
involvement and inspired, responsible design.”  Community building is im-
portant to the firm as a whole, and it manifests in two different ways through 
the traditional roles of an architectural firm in projects such as churches, 
community centers, and cultural centers, and through small grassroots volun-
teer work that is widely encouraged, but not financially supported and taken 
on by individual employees.  Public interest design at HGA happens at these 
two scales, with a strong sense of community running through it all.
 Nancy Blankfard, Associate Vice President and architect in the firm’s 
ACE group (Arts, Community, and Education), has worked at both these 
scales.  She spoke of several community and cultural centers the Minneap-
olis branch had been involved with recently, such as community centers in 
St. Louis Park and Eden Prairie, and the American Swedish Institute, creating 
“the kinds of spaces where the public can come together for discourse, for 
communicating with one another, for creating a sense of community.”  The 
St. Louis Park facility came about from direct public mandate, spearheaded 
by a task force formed on the result of a city sponsored survey.  Projects such 
as the St. Louis Park project are taxpayer funded, civic projects, but that is not 
where public interest design at HGA ends.
 At the office, pro bono, community, and volunteer work is, Blankfard 
said, “encouraged, but not financially supported in any formal way.”  This is 

HGA
Spoke with: Nancy Blankfard, Associate Vice President, Minneapolis

Part of community centers; other work 
encouraged but not financiall supported

(HGA creates a sense of community and fosters 
community engagement through project types; community centers, 

cultural centers and other non-profit clients)

“To me, it’s the same work: I don’t separate them, so it’s a passion 
already.  And I’m able to practice that…it doesn’t get any better.”  
– Nancy Blankfard, on the fluid connection between her professional work 

and volunteer work

H
G

A

Above: Plan for the American Swedish Institute, with 
large public green space for the neighborhood in front

Photo Courtesy Nancy Blankfard
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not to say it does not happen; At HGA’s office in Milwaukee, a group of 
young architects calling themselves GLOthink provides pro bono services, 
albeit during off hours.  “There are a lot of ways that HGA has talked about 
participating in our communities,” Blankfard said, “and not necessarily 
through professional services.”  In addition to corporate donations and 
working for non-profit clients, HGA Minneapolis has been involved in the 
“Hearts and Hammers” program, an open call for employees to spend a 
weekend working on a home.  Nancy Blankfard herself has been involved 
in a variety of volunteer projects on her own time, like being involved in an 
AIA committee to educate the public on design issues or donating her time 
at her daughter’s school to help them through the construction process.
 The state of public interest design is still changing at HGA.  Blank-
fard and her colleagues in the ACE group have been looking for ways to 
become more involved in the community, for example,  utilizing some of 
HGA’s office space to host creative events such as an art exhibit or dance 
program.  Blankfard sees public interest design growing not as a large top-
down initiative but as a smaller, grassroots movement, popping up within 
HGA - like GLOthink - or from partnerships with organizations elsewhere, 
like Public Functionary or the Soap Factory.  Blankfard explained, “as we 
practice stewardship in our communities I see the greatest growth from 
pockets of energy and excitement about a topic or organization or neigh-
borhood as opposed to a firm wide movement or initiative.”  

PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
American Swedish Institute  American Swedish Institute

Civic/Taxpayer    St. Louis Park Community Center

Hearts and Hammers   Non-profit home improvement
  (senior/physically disabled 
   homeowners)

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION
Personal level (Nancy Blankfard only – not HGA as whole)

Public Functionary (Minneapolis): A Public art gallery
http://publicfunctionary.org
Soap Factory (Minneapolis): A non-profit art gallery/laboratory
http://www.soapfactory.org
GLOthink (Milwaukee): A pro bono group formed within HGA
http://www.glothink.org
Tulane University / Tulane City Center (New Orleans): A university attend-
ed by Nancy Blankfard.  After Katrina hit, the school retooled curriculum 
to focus more on community and service, and applications skyrocketed.
http://www.tulanecitycenter.org/home/

H
G

A

Above: Photo from GLOthink’s 
Riverside High School project in Milwaukee

Photo Courtesy Nancy Blankfard

http://publicfunctionary.org
http://www.soapfactory.org
http://www.glothink.org
http://www.tulanecitycenter.org/home
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specializing in owners representation that still takes on numerous projects 
pro bono; in other words, public interest work, both paid and unpaid.
 Dimond and his colleagues definitely see the idea of public interest 
design growing, citing “a dramatic shift back towards a social core in design 
fields,” he said, a trend that was part of architectural practice for years but 
kind of disappeared around the mid-to-late sixties1, according to Dimond.  
It’s in this growing context, amid the more public and institutional work that 
Perkins + Will does, that the firm may be looking towards a path that may be 
similar to the Tegra Group’s philosophy.  While uncertain “where the business 
model is in all this,” Dimond says Perkins + Will is “trying to find this middle 
road where you can do the best work that you can, and sometimes you have 
to do it just purely out of public interest, sometimes…you still do it out of 
public interest but you’re getting paid for it.”

1 Dimond spoke of an example that one might not immediately think of in a discus-
sion of public interest design: Le Corbusier’s “towers in the park” (Villa Radiente).  While 
seen today as, in Dimond’s words, the “ultimate failure of architects, the arrogance of archi-
tects as social engineers,” seen in their context, coming out of the dark and crowded cities 
of the Industrial Revolution, Corbusier’s towers reflected a similar spirit of the public interest 
design movement of today.  Failures or not, the core idea behind design was improving ev-
eryday lives, that “as designers we should be more engaged and active in our world…and be 
explicit about that”, said Dimond.

 Perkins + Will is a sizeable global firm, comprising about 1,500 em-
ployees worldwide with around 55 of them at the Minneapolis office – but 
that isn’t necessarily how they want to be known.  “As a large firm, one of our 
goals is to try to find ways not to be that large, abstract, corporate firm, and to 
actually be engaged in our community,” notes Dave Dimond, Principal and 
Design Director at the Minneapolis branch.  Since  2007, beginning with a 
large leadership retreat and series of projects in New Orleans after Hurricane 
Katrina, Perkins + Will has been involved with the 1% program championed 
by John Cary and Public Architecture, devoting at least 1% of their time to pro 
bono design.  These aren’t just smaller side efforts either – each is treated as 
a regular project, the same as other commissions.  
 At the Minneapolis branch, at least one person is designated to lead 
the pro bono efforts for the year.  They are in charge of budgeting time, fil-
tering ideas, and making sure money isn’t all spent in one place.  The time 
becomes spread out over several projects, and the office usually completes 
three-to-four pro bono jobs a year.  Past projects, among others, have in-
cluded working with the Fraser non-profit to create space for autistic youth, 
predesign efforts to identify a site for a Muslim Youth Community Center, as 
well as smaller, separate team-wide projects like building fences or garag-
es through the Build-It-Right project.  The genesis of each initiative usually 
comes from individual staff connections or groups that Perkins + Will has 
worked with in the past that have already taken on a project pro bono, such 
as real estate agents like the Tegra Group.  Dimond cited the Tegra group as a 
group the firm looks to in terms of public interest design - a real estate group 

Perkins + Will
“It’s great work, and you do it cause it’s right, and you do it cause 

you can, and you celebrate it.”  – Dave Dimond, on the model that 
Perkins + Will looks to regarding public interest design

Spoke with: Dave Dimond, Principal, Design Director
Pro Bono – firm-wide 1% initiative

(Small work, pro bono, strive for best)
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
2 Somali-American Organizations, Muslim Youth Community
Mortensen Construction  Center (pre-design)

Fraser     Space for autistic youth   
     (space planning, interior   
     design)

Center for Victims of Torture,  (early phase) Space
Tegra Group    consolidation and planning

Build-It-Right    Various small projects

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION

Tegra Group (Minneapolis): A real-estate group that focuses on owners’ 
representation
http://www.tegragroup.com
Anne Fougeron (San Francisco): An architect who works with Planned 
Parenthood on small, award winning, pro bono clinics that calls attention 
to specific social causes1
http://www.fougeron.com

Pe
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s 

+
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Above: Photo from Planned Parenthood MacArthur in Oakland, 
CA, designed by Fougeron Architecture

Fougeron Architecture website: 
http://www.fougeron.com/ppmacarthur.php

http://www.tegragroup.com
http://www.fougeron.com
http://www.fougeron.com/ppmacarthur.php
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individuals or groups of employees, pushing for work that becomes either 
low cost or pro bono work done by AECOM itself, or completely volunteered 
time outside of work.  One recent example Bicknell gave was Cookie Cart, a 
non-profit that allows North Minneapolis teenagers to learn about business 
by running a bakery.  Cookie Cart had approached the firm, but financially, 
AECOM wasn’t able to sponsor any completely pro bono work at the time2. 
 Instead, around ten employees rallied together to volunteer their 
services in their own time, providing design consultation to the non-profit, 
the work being “volunteer, but done informally through AECOM,” Bicknell 
said.  Bicknell, a member of the AIA’s Housing Advocacy Committee and 
their Search for Shelter, also talked of a project which followed a different 
approach.  A homeless shelter in Pine City, MN, had contacted the AIA com-
mittee, and Bicknell in turn lobbied for it at AECOM, and the firm was able 
to take on the project, something it might normally wouldn’t do, for a low 
base fee.  Whether the need comes from outside AECOM or as an extension 
of something the firm is already doing, or whether it ends up being complet-
ed for a small fee within the office or for free outside of it, the drive always 
comes from the ground up.
 Bicknell and Bergeron both see public interest design growing and 

2 AECOM is a publicly traded company which means that, on top of clients and em-
ployees, the company also has shareholders to worry about.  While a private company could 
conceivably take a project and break even, AECOM has to worry about trying to turn a profit 
which meaning taking on pro bono work becomes more difficult.  That’s not to say, however, 
that AECOM doesn’t value public interest design or that pro bono is necessarily the way to 
go.  Tim Bicknell, involved in any public interest design projects, both pro bono and not, 
explains that “My experience has been pro bono is not the best way to go.  When we do do 
pro bono work, those projects always get pushed to the back burner and there’s less priority.  
I think, personally, its always good for a client to have some funding available for design, 
even if it’s just a little bit, because then…that project becomes a real project and everyone in 
the office knows it’s a priority.”

 Unlike many of the other firms profiled here, AECOM is a full service 
firm, employing approximately 45,000 worldwide, with architecture mak-
ing up only about 6% of the company.  This doesn’t mean that their focus 
on the public interest is any less.  AECOM is similar to other large firms in 
that public interest design manifests itself at two scales: large scale, corpo-
rate initiatives, and small scale, grassroots projects from within their offices.  
The company as a whole is committed to promoting community wellbeing 
throughout the world through an initiative it calls corporate social responsi-
bility, involving contributions of money and services to organizations all over 
the globe.  AECOM has been especially involved with Water for People and 
Engineers Without Borders, the choices perhaps reflecting the more infra-
structure-and-engineering-focused parts of the company.
 “The other component is just people in the office who, either through 
their own networking or getting…cold called by someone in the community, 
we put together teams occasionally for doing volunteer work,” said Joshua 
Bergeron, architect at AECOM’s office in Minneapolis (formally Ellerbe Beck-
et).  I spoke with Bergeron, and Associate Project Designer Timothy Bicknell, 
about the public interest design work they’ve been a part of at AECOM1.  
While the larger firm may be involved in searching out groups to help or 
financially contribute to, the impetus for smaller design projects comes from 

1 Note: Since being interviewed for this project, both Joshua Bergeron  and Timo-
thy Bicknell have left AECOM; Bergeron now works at the Cunningham Group, Bicknell at 
UrbanWorks Architecture

AECOM
“More community and neighborhood associations are realizing 

they can and should employ design in their communities.”   
– Joshua Bergeron, on the growing recognition of the role of 

design in communities

(formally Ellerbe Becket)

Spoke with: Timothy Bicknell, Associate Project Designer, 
and Joshua Bergeron, Architect
Corporate social responsibility, 

small work brought up by employees 
or done pro bono on own time

(Small projects done either in office or pro bono on own time) A
EC

O
M
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expanding in the coming years, within the movement as a whole and within 
the firm itself.  AECOM has already identified larger organizations to help, 
and the two designers see the next logical step as identifying more local 
organizations.  “AECOM has realized there is a trend of this public interest,” 
Bicknell said, “and we do have an obligation to improve public design [and] 
the social realm.”

PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
FAIR School    Extension of the Hennepin Ave 
     Cultural District project (involving 
     city and community to imagine what 
     the area could be in the future), 
     smaller project involved exposing 
     3rd graders to the process of design,
     thinking about community needs,
     urban context, and actually 
     producing design which go back to  
     inform the larger project

Search for Shelter, AIA   Volunteer design charettes for
     non-profits involved with affordable
     housing, professionals and students
     getting together 

Youth Link    Non profit that provides one-stop-
     shop for homeless youth; ongoing
     relationship involving help with 
     projects and internal fundraising 
     

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRAWWTION
(other Twin Cities groups to look at as suggested by Bicknell)

LHB (Minneapolis): A firm that does a lot of affordable housing
http://www.lhbcorp.com
Cermak Rhoades (Minneapolis): A firm that does a lot of affordable housing, 
specifically mentioned Higher Ground project (see entry on Cermak Rhoad-
es, page 46)
http://www.cermakrhoades.com

A
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M

Option Three – Interior Rendering
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Tim Bicknell, AIA. “Many of the youth are 
coming from other facilities, and they’re turned 
off by institutional experiences. This space is 
welcoming and warm.”

The former warehouse had few windows, and  
if light equals hope, then the place needed more. 
Plus, daylighting reduces operating costs and 
environmental impact. So an existing large 
picture window became the cool centerpiece  
of a lounge, and new windows throughout 
refreshed the clinic and offices. A central play 
area, with half-walls for visibility, lets teen 
parents do homework or meet with a social 

A gallery of art created by  
YouthLink teens gives the artists  
a full measure of respect.

YOUTHLINK YOUTH OPPORTUNITY CENTER

Location:  
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Client:  
Heather Huseby,  
YouthLink Youth  
Opportunity Center

Architect:  
AECOM 
www.aecom.com

Senior project  
manager:  
Robert Rothman, AIA

Project lead designer:  
Tim Bicknell, AIA

General contractor:  
MP Johnson  
Construction, Inc.

Size:  
25,000-square-foot 
renovation

Cost:  
$1.2 million

Completion date:  
January 2011

Photographer:  
Don F. Wong

STAFF OFFICES

KITCHEN

GROUP AREA/DINING

HEALTH & 
 WELLNESS CENTER

WELCOME 
CENTER

HOUSING  
CENTER

FOOD SHELF

ART GALLERY

COMMUNITY 
ROOM

EDUCATION & 
EMPLOYMENT CENTER

CLOTHING BANK

FIRST LEVEL

LOWER LEVEL

RESTROOMS/ 
SHOWERS

LAUNDRY 
FACILITIES

worker while their small children play safely. 
A friendly gathering and dining area replaces 
the typical, distracting TV lounge. A gallery 
showcases art by young clients, and their 
quotations are stenciled on the walls, intermixed 
with ones by famous people. The message teens 
get here: Their ideas are just as important. “I 
became an architect to work with clients like 
YouthLink,” says Bicknell. “They’re doing great 
work and changing people’s lives.”  AMN

This project grew out of a design created by an AIA 
Minnesota Search for Shelter team in 2008. See the full 
story on page 15 of our January/February 2011 issue.

Tranquility can be found in this airy lounge. 
An existing picture window and its tree views 
create a natural backdrop mirrored inside by 
wood paneling and natural colors.
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Teenagers are notoriously wary creatures, often 
suspicious of the well-meaning attempts adults 
make to understand or help them. We grow up 
and we forget so much. Homeless teens are even 
tougher customers; they’ve borne the brunt of 
many adult mistakes. So when AECOM designed 
the YouthLink Youth Opportunity Center, a one-
stop social services center in Minneapolis, the 
goal was to make a space that would welcome 
but not overstep, treating its users with respect. 

“We needed something durable, but that would 
send the message that this is a special place, 
we’re making this for you,” says project designer 

BY AMY GOETZMAN

Many of YouthLink’s clients have  
experience with sterile institutional  

settings. The welcoming and friendly 
design of the new YouthLink space  

puts them at ease.

YOUTHLINK

Minneapolis’ YouthLink  
Youth Opportunity Center  

treats homeless teens with  
understanding and respect

Above: Interior rendering mock-up of one 
possible building options from the Cookie Cart porject

Photo Courtesy Tim Bicknell

Above and below: Photos of the YouthLink Youth Opportunity Center, a welcom-
ing, one-stop-shop for homeless youth services, designed by AECOM

Photos Courtesy Tim Bicknell

http://www.lhbcorp.com
http://www.cermakrhoades.com
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in the future.
 Those ideas, applied to larger civic projects like libraries or even na-
ture/interpretative centers, also carry over into smaller, individual pro bono 
work.  Although not officially practiced by MSR as a whole, pro bono hap-
pens widely throughout the office at any one time, typically dealing with 
either affordable housing or the arts.  As Kruntorád said, “that’s our way of 
being a proponent of design and how it can affect clients or people in the 
community.”  Personally, Kruntorád has been involved with pro bono work 
for the Minnesota Museum of Modern Art in St. Paul, helping them establish 
a permanent storefront/gallery space at the bottom of their new home in the 
Pioneer Building.  He also was involved with work on the Roundhouse site 
(an historic rotating train-repair shed that had fallen into disrepair) as part of 
outgoing Minneapolis Mayor R. T. Rybak’s initiatives to bring design to the 
forefront of public awareness and city planning.  Kruntorád participated in a 
design charrette through the AIA in regards to trying to build the value of the 
site and begin a conversation about how design can begin to address prob-
lems in the community.
 Going forward, Kruntorád sees the growth of public interest design 
directly connected to ideas of sustainability, seeing a groundswell of “under-
standing the need to make places that endure time and resources required to 
make them endure.  To me, although people call it sustainability…the issue 
really has to do with the public interest.”  He spoke of MSR’s quest to make 
architecture of enduring value, work that will still be around fifty years on 
and still be of interest to the public by fulfilling a diverse range of purposes:  
“The public should feel like there’s some value to what you’re doing,” he said, 
“because in the end, the places we create are experienced by the community 
as a whole.”

 “Our model for business is not just to do a building,” said Matthew 
Kruntorád, a principal at MSR Design.  The view of architecture at MSR is one 
that is strongly rooted in academics, in a connection to materials, and in a 
spiritual level of architecture; but Kruntorád was speaking specifically of the 
firm’s holistic approach to library design, developing, in many cases, not just 
a single building but an entire masterplan for a community’s library system.  
Public interest design is seen at MSR as an extension of this holistic philoso-
phy and an extension of ideas of sustainability and broad value; projects built 
around the public interest that endure by serving many purposes, sustaining 
themselves and the community for years to come.
 Kruntorád pointed to the firm’s portfolio of the aforementioned li-
brary work as best embodying ideas of design in the public interest, citing 
the library as “the last democratic space available for communities,” a neu-
tral space where information, learning, and public discussion come together.  
The design process for libraries, or any project in the public interest, starts by 
actively engaging those that have a direct stake in the finished product.  With 
libraries, that means the public: acknowledging them, providing them with 
information, and carrying on a conversation about just what exactly is the 
definition of a “library.”  Kruntorád talked about how preconceived ideas of 
a library can be almost irrelevant now, so that the goal of any conversation 
with the public is not to bring those stakeholders exactly what they want but 
to bring them along, a dynamic give and take about what’s relevant today and 

MSR Design
“Take a look at ideas of sustainability and value that retains itself: 
if you’re in the business or practice of providing design and de-

sign services, [that] has to have an ongoing value for the public to 
have some kind of interest in it.”  – Matthew Kruntorád, speaking on the 

link between designing for the public interest and creating sustainable value

Spoke with: Matthew Kruntorád, Principal
Linked to ideas of sustainability – creating places that endure 

through a broad sense of value, making sure 
they hold an interest for the public

(Expressed through independent pro bono work; 
civic buildings esp. libraries.  Part of the 1% initiative)

M
SR
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Regional library system in Kentucky Masterplan for the entire system,
     including the programming and 
     design of individual libraries

Minnesota Museum of Modern Art Storefront/gallery space

AIA     Roundhouse Site design charrette

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION GROUPS

Kruntorád: “It’s those things that are being done right now, that are current, 
that will be around in 50 years and still be affecting people.”  Instead of 
listing individual projects, he spoke of the ideal project in the public interest 
being something that serves more purposes than just one or two things, is 
around for a long time and not just a “pop-up” thing that would be discard-
ed in a few months or years, and is being created now as opposed to merely 
preserving the past.

M
SR

Above: Photo of the Saint Cloud Public Library, designed by 
MSR, a public library project Kruntorád was involved in

 MSR Design website: 
http://msrdesign.com/project/saint-cloud-public-library/

http://msrdesign.com/project/saint
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 ESG Architects, a medium-sized firm in Minneapolis, has been in-
volved in a wide range of project types over the years, ranging from hospi-
tality to corporate to residential work, but their commitment to the public 
interest is best expressed through the firm’s work in affordable housing. ESG 
Architects is involved with other public interest deign initiatives as well, like 
a firm-wide commitment to pro bono design, being at one point officially 
involved with the 1% program, in addition to “doing a significant amount of 
affordable housing,” according to Laurie McGinley, designer at ESG Archi-
tects.  Laurie is no stranger to the ideas of public interest design herself: she 
was a volunteer in the Peace Corps1 for two years shortly after completing her 
undergraduate degree, and today is a member of the SEED network2. 
 McGinley spoke of an ongoing project she had recently been in-
volved with - designing a new location for a family business.  This particular 
family business had been in the same location for three generations, building 
up an extensive knowledge of the neighborhood and relationships with the 
walk-in customers who frequented the building.  When the opportunity came 

1 For more on how Laurie McGinley’s time in the Peace Corps affected her view of 
architecture personally, see Conclusion: The Pipeline Problem, page 79
2 SEED stands for “Social Economic Environmental Design,” and is a very loose net-
work of people involved with the broad field of public interest design.  Lacking any mem-
bership fee, it allows designers to start a project and get free professional peer review from 
others in the network, sharing ideas focused around social, environmental, and economic 
factors.

to move to a new site across the street, the client, along with ESG, decided 
to develop it in a way, said McGinley, that is “very much focused on what 
will make the community a better place to live and work.”  The first floor 
will house the client’s business, who will then lease out the two additional 
spaces to other business.  Meanwhile, the three floors that rise above will 
not be filled with traditional apartments, but with affordable housing specif-
ically designed for young adults who don’t want to live at home, but want 
to stay in the neighborhood.  “The decisions of the project are being made 
by somebody who is firmly invested in the community and will continue to 
be invested in the community,” explained McGinley; “The decisions they’re 
making…they resonate when we bring them to the community meetings.”
 ESG tries to get input from the public through such community meet-
ings, always presenting designs to neighborhood committees and groups, but 
McGinley said she would like to see ESG get involved even more.  Indeed, 
the ideas of public interest design are growing within the firm.  For example, 
the firm holds monthly “design at noon” sessions, and the topics for the past 
two months, social housing and community engaged design, have directly 
related to public interest design. While already involved with public interest 
design through the firm’s commitment to pro bono and affordable housing 
work, public interest design at ESG Architects is only growing from there. 

ESG Architects
“I am really passionate about using this very expensive, highly 

skilled education that I have in a way that does really help people 
at a level where it matters.” – Laurie McGinley, on her own values and 

how she strives to apply them to the field of architecture

Spoke with: Laurie McGinley, Designer
Work done with affordable housing, pro bono work; 

was at one point part of 1% initiative, still committed to those ideas
(Present in the mission of the firm, such as for pro bono work, and in 

community-driven projects like affordable housing)

ES
G
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Family Business    Space for several businesses, topped
(Unnamed, ongoing)    by three floors of affordable housing

St. Anthony Mills Apartments  Low income housing in area where it 
     is badly needed, in higher-end area
     close to Guthrie Theater (Winner,  
     AIA Minnesota’s 2008 RAVE Award)

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION
(Personal, for Laurie McGinley, not ESG Architects as a whole)

MASS Design Group (Boston): A non-profit design firm that has done hos-
pital and school design in Africa and Haiti.  McGinley listed MASS Design 
Group as an organization “that calls itself an architecture firm,” that she sees 
as a possible model for how public interest design may expand in the future.
http://massdesigngroup.org

ES
G

Above: Photo of St. Anthony Mills Apartments,a low 
income housing in an area surrounded by higher end 

apartments and lofts, designed by ESG
 ESG Architects website: 

http://www.esgarch.com/st-anthony-mills-apartments/

http://massdesigngroup.org
http://www.esgarch.com/st
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 MSAADA was founded over thirty years ago to work specifically for 
the public interest, long before the term “public interest design” even exist-
ed.  After spending years in Africa as a missionary/architect, Poul Bertelsen 
founded MSAADA, meaning “help” or “support” in Kiswahili, as a non-profit 
architecture firm that works primarily with overseas missions.  MSAADA has 
only grown from there, now a ten-person firm (six employees in Minneapolis, 
three in Haiti, and one in Tanzania) providing architectural and engineering 
services on a substantial number of projects across the globe, specializing in 
healthcare, spiritual, and educational building projects for non-profits and 
government agencies in developing countries.  The ideas of public interest 
design form the bones and the bedrock of MSAADA; the firm’s statement of 
purpose reads: “The purpose of this non-profit corporation is to provide pro-
fessional Architectural and Engineering (A/E) services in the planning, design 
and implementation of building projects for organizations dedicated to serv-
ing others… Emphasis is given to activities in the Developing World, as the 
corporation was created in response to the need for such services.”
 Although there are some key differences, like being a non-profit or 
working primarily in the developing world, architectural designer John Wade 
said that MSAADA is actually a “very typical model as far as an architectur-
al firm goes.”  A client will approach the firm, or sometimes the other way 
around, with MSAADA offering full architecture and engineering services on 

MSAADA
“A lot of people were very amazed, and a lot of the comments 

were ‘Oh wow, I didn’t realize this quality of construction could 
happen here in this country using local contractors, local labor-
ers, and readily available materials.’”– John Wade, on the reaction to 
the Physical Rehabilitation Outpatient Center completed recently for Healing 

Hands for Haiti in Port-au-Prince

Spoke with: John Wade, Architectural Designer
Non-profit architectural firm, with most projects 

constructed for other non-profits in developing countries
(Ideas of public interest design seen as the very core of the firm, 
forming the basis and motivation for everything MSAADA does) M

SA
A

D
A

Above and below:  Healing Hands for Haiti Physical Rehabilitation 
Outpatient Center in Port-au-Prince, Haiti

Photos Courtesy John Wade
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Healing Hands for Haiti, Red Cross Physical Rehabilitation 
     Outpatient Center

Salvation Army    Schools in Luly and Poirrier, Haiti, 
     together providing space for over 
     600 students; the latter school is 
     created using the “Dhajj” construc-
     tion method, where only local 
     materials are used from the remote
     area where the school is located

Real Hope for Haiti   Cholera Treatment Center in Cazale,
     Haiti; Began operating March 2013,
     is the only such treatment center to
     serve a relatively large portion of the
     country

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION

MASS Design Group (Boston) 
http://massdesigngroup.org
Cermak Rhoades (Minneapolis)
http://www.cermakrhoades.com
Architecture for Humanity (San Francisco): A global organization with many 
chapters that coordinates volunteer architectual responses to humanitarian 
problems.
http://architectureforhumanity.org
As far as MSAADA as a whole is concerned, it’s less an entity that serves as 
a guiding model and more the experience of the firm itself:  “The organiza-
tion has been around for thirty years, so by now there are certain patterns 
and systems in place that have stood the test of time and continue to work.”

building projects, including master planning.  And, like a normal firm, fund-
ing on most projects comes from the clients, even though most are other 
non-profits or governmental organizations.  
 However, there are some considerations more unique to doing the 
kind of work that MSAADA is involved in.  For example, some clients might 
need to have some kind of design in place for fundraising purposes be-
fore moving forward, and so MSAADA will create a concept design free 
of charge, knowing they may be hired for additional architectural services 
if the project moves ahead.  But special consideration is not given just to 
finances. “Another aspect of MSAADA’s vision,” said Wade, “is to build 
capacity in the places we’re working.”  That means creating jobs in the 
community but hiring small local contractors or staffing overseas offices 
with native designers.  It also means specifying readily available materials 
that locals are knowledgeable about, or taking advantage of passive systems 
whenever possible, such as maximizing daylight or prevailing winds.
 A recent project that Wade spoke of was the Healing Hands for Haiti 
Physical Rehabilitation Outpatient Center in Port-au-Prince, Haiti.  Com-
pleted in May 2012, the three-story building provides both a rehabilita-
tion center and a prosthetics and orthotics teaching workshop to the people 
of Haiti, services badly needed in the years after the country’s devastating 
2010 earthquake.  The project served as an inadvertent “pilot” project in 
Haiti, as other organizations were amazed by the quality of the structure as 
it was being constructed, leading to more work for the firm; MSAADA now 
has a small permanent office in Port-au-Prince.
 Although around for more than thirty years, Wade says the reason 
MSAADA is not as well known as other organizations doing similar work, 
like Architecture for Humanity or MASS Design Group, boils down to mar-
keting: while those organizations may have dedicated at least some of their 
time to drum up support by increasing visibility, at MSAADA “[we’re] more 
interested in hearing from our clients what went well and what didn’t, and 
those clients will talk to other people they know, who will in turn con-
tact us…the best marketing is doing good work and having word of mouth 
spread,” said Wade.

M
SA

A
D

A

Left:  School in Poirrier, Haiti, 
under construction

Right: Interior photo of 
Poirrier school showcasing 
the “Dhajj” construction 
technique

Photos Courtesy John Wade

http://massdesigngroup.org
http://www.cermakrhoades.com
http://architectureforhumanity.org
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 At Cermak Rhoades Architects, a firm of nine people founded around 
twenty years ago by Terri Cermak and Todd Rhoades, public interest design, 
as a concept, isn’t something that people sit around and talk about – it’s seen 
as a fundamentally vital part of the work that they do.  According to Christo-
pher Wegscheid, an associate at the firm, public interest design is “more of 
an intrinsic aspect of the work we [do] than it is an articulated concept.”  
 Most of the work that Cermak Rhoades does is in the form of “sup-
portive housing,” creating homes for those who need assistance in one form 
or another, such as the recently homeless, mentally ill, or substance abus-
ers.  Likewise, most of the clients of the firm, the ones driving these sup-
portive housing projects, are non-profit developers, who, said Wegscheid, 
often have an interest in a specific issue, like ensuring ex-convicts are prop-
erly eased back into society.  Those non-profit developers, linked to other 
advocacy groups and leaders, are commissioning these projects on behalf 
of “some other, more marginalized population,” explained Wegscheid.  This 
means that including those populations in the process is not automatic, but 
the best developers, the ones Cermak Rhoades strives to work with, try to 
bring in these underrepresented groups at every step of the way.  According 
to Wegscheid, addressing the kinds of issues involved in supportive housing 
requires “strong, positive connections to the larger community for their ulti-
mate success, so public interest design is a necessity.”
 A recent project completed by Cermak Rhoades that perhaps best 
addresses these issues, and best encapsulates the firm’s public interest design 

Cermak Rhoades
Architects

“To some degree, [public interest design] is built into the culture 
of the office, our clients' missions, the nature of our projects, and 
the political context in which they're built.” – Christopher Wegscheid, 
on how public interest design forms an intrinsic part of Cermak Rhoades’ work

Spoke with: Christopher Wegsheid, Associate
Public interest design embedded in 

mission of clients, office, and the work itself
(Supportive housing, designs for 

non-profit clients, all work that reaches
out to often underserved communities)
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Above:   Photo of Higher Ground, a homeless shelter 
that also provides more permanent housing solutions

Photo from Cermak Rhoades website; Permission to use courtsey Chris Wegscheid
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Catholic Charities of    Higher Ground (Minneapolis) 
Minneapolis/St. Paul;    Combination of temporary homeless
Community Housing    shelter and more permanent housing 
Development Corporation   solutions 

Beacon Interfaith Housing   Prior Crossing 
Collaborative     (St. Paul, In development)
     Apartments for formerly homeless or  
     recently out of foster care, with 
     support services; on Central Corridor

Clare Housing    Clare Midtown (Minneapolis)
     Permanent housing for those 
     diagnosed with HIV/AIDs; provides
     on-site staff support and services

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION 
(Christopher Wegscheid personally)

Design Corps (Raleigh, NC): A national non-profit providing architecture and plan-
ning services to low-income communities through interns
https://designcorps.org
Architecture for Humanity (San Francisco, CA)
http://architectureforhumanity.org
Rural Studio (Auburn, AL): A design/build studio of Auburn University creates struc-
ture for rural low-income clients
http://www.ruralstudio.org
Teddy Cruz (San Diego, CA): An architect who, in Wegscheid’s words, has an “abil-
ity to incorporate research and community interests in architecturally innovative, 
real-world solutions.”
http://estudioteddycruz.com

values, is Higher Ground.  Winner of the 2012 AIA-Minnesota Affordable 
Housing Design Award, the project seeks to combine a homeless shelter 
with longer-term housing solutions:  the building represents a bottom-to-
top gradient in terms of increasing independence, privacy, and domesticity.  
The ground floor houses a large homeless shelter, with overnight beds for 
over 120 people, as well as meal services, medical help, and a comput-
er lab among other amenities.  Above, the second floor holds a second 
shelter, marked by increased privacy and security, for booking in advance.  
The freedom, privacy, and space afforded to residents only increases from 
there, with the upper floors holding more permanent housing, with SRO 
(single-room occupancy) units and, on the very top floor, full efficiency 
apartments.  The design of the floors also reflects the feelings of each change 
from temporary to permanent housing, the interior becoming increasingly 
domestic.  Wegscheid said that, thanks to the clients, the Catholic Charities 
of Minneapolis/St. Paul and the Community Housing Development Cor-
poration, the design of Higher Ground is strongly informed by the larger 
community:  “Very much to their credit, the developers worked very hard to 
engage the larger community: not just people actively and directly involved 
in homelessness as an economic, social and political issue, but also people 
affected (often indirectly) by homelessness and the existence of a homeless 
shelter near their homes and businesses,” he said.
 As far as the future of public interest design at Cermak Rhoades 
Architects is concerned, Wegscheid sees the movement growing within the 
firm and the field at large, with Cermak Rhoades becoming more engaged 
in public interest design as “society gains a better understanding of the in-
terconnectedness of all the myriad social and environmental issues in play 
in our cities, as well as a better appreciation for the ability of design to affect 
those issues.”

Below and Left: Interior of Higher Ground, showcasing changes 
in style and privacy of housing from lower to upper floors
Photos from Cermak Rhoades website; Permission to use courtsey Chris Wegscheid
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https://designcorps.org
http://architectureforhumanity.org
http://www.ruralstudio.org
http://estudioteddycruz.com
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Optical in Minneapolis.  SPECS Optical contacted the firm to create new 
signage after their storefront was obscured by new city landscaping.  The 
project ended up evolving into a three story building façade, a translucent 
polycarbonate mask that grows out of and around the existing building, a 
skin that further transforms when lit up at night.  The project, which won a 
national AIA Small Project Award in 2012, is an example of how “what one 
property owner, one business owner is doing affects [not only] how the peo-
ple who work there feel about their building, but then it also reaches out and 
gives other people, neighbors, opportunity to see what the possibilities are…
to take ownership of their neighborhood in its way, encourage them to build 
and grow,” explained Warner.
 While the philosophy at Alchemy Architects already acknowledges 
that every creative project somehow extends into the public realm, Warner 
does see different approaches to design, especially some that may be more 
associated with public interest design, growing in the field as a whole: “The 
difference from education and the way young designers are taught from when 
I went to school, which was kind of the paragon of Le Corbusier and Frank 
Lloyd Wright and those guys…[design education] is now a much more col-
laborative process,” he said.  Warner also sees this idea of collaboration, 
linked to the dissemination of knowledge and social networking, as helping 
architects who, because of the recession, may be un- or under-employed, 
find ways to use their talents as designers in different way.  He attributes the 
rising profile of public interest design to the dissemination and meshing of 
“the efforts of a bunch of large people and a bunch of large, very important 
people.”

 Geoffrey Warner quit his job working at a traditional architectural 
firm early in his career in order to gain more hands-on experience, and has 
since brought that playful, hands-on experience to everything he has been 
involved with, including Alchemy Architects, a small firm of about four peo-
ple in Minneapolis.  “Any design project is in a sense public,” according to 
Warner.  “We never look at it as projects happening in a vacuum.”  That is 
the essence of public interest design at Alchemy, and some of the different 
groups1 that Warner has been a part of in the past: examining each design or 
art project as a tool to build community, to communicate ideas, to become a 
keystone of the neighborhood.
 Alchemy is perhaps best known for the WeeHouse, a small, custom-
izable and flexible pre-fab house design that has been constructed all around 
the country.  Warner said, while it might not be “public interest design,” the 
WeeHouse is still an example of a public project in the private sector.  The 
project communicates design philosophies like pre-fab housing and small-
er-is-better.  Said Warner, “we’re selling design for prefab houses, but…we’re 
also extolling an idea about what architect can do and be.”
 Another recent project that investigates similar ideas of how private 
design can become more public is the façade Alchemy created for SPECS 

1 Warner recently put together a group called the Department of Public Design, an 
informal group of friends that meets to work on design projects that don’t necessarily involve 
very much money.  For example, one of the first projects the group was involved in was a 
gallery show of salvaged items.  (The Department of Public Design was itself modeled after 
an earlier group Warner was involved with, called the Anarch Collaborative, an informal 
group of recent architecture grads).

“The best projects are really keystones or beacons in their 
neighborhoods.”  – Geoffrey Warner, on public design projects 

he admires, such as the High Line in New York City

Alchemy
Architects

Spoke with: Geoffrey Warner, Founder
Every project in some way connected to public design

(Collaborative public art and design 
promoting neighborhood and community)
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Various Clients    WeeHouse 
     (pre-fab, more affordable, 
     small houses)

SPECS Optical    Translucent storefront façade

Bakken Museum, students  Solar-powered, water generating
     fountain as part of the museum’s  
     green-energy/art garden

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION

The High Line (New York City): A project designed by James Corner Field 
Operations and Diller Scofidio + Renfro using an abandoned railway line to 
create a public green walkway
http://www.thehighline.org
Walker Sculpture Garden (Minneapolis): A free outdoor public sculpture 
garden, a part of the Walker Art Center
http://www.walkerart.org

Other Mentions:

Give & Take (Twin Cities): An open platform of various interactive events 
and discussions focused around sharing experience and building commu-
nity (run by Works Progress - see entry on page 64)
http://worksprogress.org
Creative Enterprise Zone (Minneapolis): An effort to “rebrand” the neigh-
borhood Alchemy is based in order to better showcase the large number of 
artists that reside there
http://www.creativeenterprisezone.org
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Above:   The  original WeeHouse, 
near Lake Pepin, WI

Left: Specs Optical facade, in 
Minneapolis

Photos from Alchemy website; Permission 
courtsey Geoffrey Warner

http://www.thehighline.org
http://www.walkerart.org
http://worksprogress.org
http://www.creativeenterprisezone.org
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 “Buildings keep us out of the rain,” explains the vision page of Locus 
Architecture’s website; “Architecture, done well, enhances the experience of 
life.”  At Locus Architecture, a tiny firm of just three people in Minneapolis, 
the focus is not just on the end product of building, but on the entire experi-
ence, the process itself – how architecture affects life.  The notion of public 
interest design has been part of the process of the company since it started 
as a design-build firm in the mid-90’s. The focus is on process: how the act 
of building affects the client, the community, and the broader world.  Archi-
tect Adam Jonas gave the hypothetical example of a farmer with a decrepit 
barn: while most firms might just concentrate on creating a well-designed 
replacement structure, Locus looks to build a relationship with the farmer, a 
relationship with the building that came before, perhaps incorporating wood 
from the old building into the new, and a relationship with the community, 
bringing in members of the surrounding area to actually raise the barn. 
 A recent project that exemplifies the firm’s commitment to the ethos 
of public interest design is the work Locus did for Art Crank a few years ago.  
The event is an exhibit of artist-created posters celebrating bicycling that be-
gan in Minneapolis.  All three members of Locus are avid cyclists, and for 
their entry they created the Tread Print process: tire prints of members of the 
Minneapolis bicycling community captured on paper, rather than a repro-
ducible poster. The posters, and the process of bringing community members 
together to create art, were very successful, with 100% of the proceeds going 
to Full Cycle, a non-profit that provides homeless youth the opportunity to 

build and 
“[It’s] not just about an end product.  It’s about how everything 

comes together, from the people and material resources involved 
in the building process through the life of the building…and how 
does that inspire them to move forward.” – Adam Jonas, speaking on 

his personal ethos and that of Locus

Locus
Architecture

Spoke with: Adam Jonas, Architect
Public Interest Design as part of ethos and process

(Part of value system, building as larger experience;
 process not product. Community involvement, 

design for those who need it most) Lo
cu

s

Above: “La Torre Inclinada,” in San Pablo Etla, Oxaca, Mexico, a child 
play-structure built in 2012 as part of the Real Architecture Workshop (RAW)

Photo Courtesy Adam Jonas
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Art Crank/Full Cycle   Tread Prints poster

Private family    Off-the-grid home in Winona 
     (community contributions, people  
     connected to the land)

Oaxaca/Dakota   RAW (separate from Locus)

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION

While unable to pinpoint a group Locus looks to regarding public interest 
design as whole, Jonas said each individual project is treated as unique; re-
seach into precedents and inspiration naturally happens with every project, 
by they are treated on a case-by case basis.

fix their own bike.  Jonas said the firm could have stayed in the office and 
worked on a computer to come up with a reproducible poster design, but 
Locus was “much more interested in creatively engaging the community…
by including a diverse group of individuals to make a collection of art as 
unique as one’s own fingerprint.”
 At Locus, that ethos extends to people that might not have consid-
ered consulting with an architect.  The firm offers “(almost) Free Design,” a 
free one-hour design consultation open to anyone, no matter the project.  
The cost?  A beverage to be shared during the meeting.  Locus co-founder 
Paul Neseth also started the Real Architecture Workshop (RAW) in 2010.  
RAW is an intensive design/build course created to provide meaningful im-
pact to the students and to  communities where they are held1.
 At Locus architecture, the values of public interest design are em-
bedded in the values of the company, manifesting themselves in residential 
work, community-driven art projects, but most importantly the process by 
which the firm conducts architecture. 

1 RAW was begun after Neseth realized his education at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Design lacked any hands-on experience.  The genesis for the project for a RAW 
session comes from connections established earlier by members of the RAW team.  The 
community itself then provides ideas that are shaped into a project that RAW builds.  
Funding comes primarily from the fees of those who apply to be part of a workshop and 
client contribution.  Adam Jonas, who is also a part of the RAW team, said of his experi-
ence: “When the community contributes to a shared vision and not only sees it fulfilled, 
but helps to realize it, a tremendous amount of pride is generated in the community - what 
ultimately is created then is not just a new building, but unforgettable experiences that 
continue to inspire others.  In my opinion, this goes beyond ‘sustainability’ - it’s regenera-
tive.”
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Below: “La Orientacion,” also in Oaxaca, an orientation building part 
of a larger enivornmental education center, built during RAW 2013

Photo Courtesy Adam Jonas

Above: “The House the Land Built,” an off-the-grid, net zero private 
family home in Winona, MN
Photo Courtesy Adam Jonas
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community’s agenda, and partnering with the city to guide redevelopment in 
neighborhoods with a strong need for it.  The Saint Paul Design Center, a col-
laboration between the City of Saint Paul and the Saint Paul Riverfront Cor-
poration, guides this process of communication and development in the form 
of an interdisciplinary concept team addressing issues that go beyond site.  
Carlsen, for example, has recently been working on the Central Corridor De-
velopment, a large section of the Saint Paul Riverfront Corporation’s current 
focus.  The organization has begun by taking the central ideas of the city’s 
goals for the development of the Central Corridor, examined and expanded 
what those really mean, and then assembled those together to create a com-
prehensive document to guide developers.  The report, and other, more de-
tailed individual reports, address everything, from stormwater management 
to public art.  The group also provides private project design review, required 
if, for example, a project is along the Central Corridor or in downtown Saint 
Paul.
 The city used to have an on-staff architect guiding urban planning but   
doesn’t anymore.  Many of those roles have now gone instead to the Saint 
Paul Riverfront Corporation, especially in the form of the Saint Paul Design 
Center.  The organization is a facilitator, an engager, an advocate, a driver of 
design processes based on community principles.

 The Saint Paul Riverfront Corporation began with a focus on the river.  
Beginning in 1994, the private non-profit has worked with the city to connect 
Saint Paul back to the Mississippi, leading revitalization efforts and creating a 
Mississippi development guide still in use today.  In recent years, the mission 
of the group has grown, expanded to focus on the development of all of Saint 
Paul, emphasizing the role of community in good design, and the effect of 
good design on communities.  The Saint Paul Riverfront Corporation wants to 
have buildings and spaces that go “beyond normal,” in the words of Director 
of Urban Design Tim Griffin.
 I spoke with Griffin and Program Manager Sam Carlsen, an Enterprise 
Rose Architectural Fellow1 and former member of the Gulf Coast Community 
Design Studio in New Orleans, about the work that Saint Paul Riverfront Cor-
poration does related to public interest design.  Carlsen said he sees public 
interest design as dealing with issues that go beyond site boundaries.  De-
velopers are often focused on their individual projects, with only building 
on site, and so it becomes the Saint Paul Riverfront Corporation’s job to act 
as a liaison between developers, the city, and the community, facilitating 
conversation, communicating design intent, and trying to “demystify” the 
community design process.  In this way, the organization’s work often takes 
the form of pre-design, starting two-way conversation early to advance the 

1 The Enterprise Rose Fellowship partners early-career architects with organizations 
involved in community development for three years, allowing them to engaged in the local 
community full time, especially focused on providing excellent design to those in poorer/
underserved neighborhoods

“The same conditions that put so many architects out of work 
are the same conditions that show we’re needed now more than 
ever.” – Sam Carlsen, on the effects and the lessons of the recent recession in 

the architectural profession

Saint Paul
Riverfront Corp.

Spoke with: Tim Griffin, Director of Urban Design; 
and Sam Carlsen, Program Manager, Rose Architectural Fellow

Work with city and developers to communicate ideas and organize 
larger scale urban and community design

(Public interest design as addressing issues that go “beyond site”)
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
City, Private designers   Fairview Station Area Plan – leading
     team to implement design for this  
     area of the Central Corridor

Central Corridor Public Art Plan Overall master plan for public art 
     opportunities along the Central 
     Corridor 

Various private developers/designers Design reviews – providing design  
     reviews for private projects and 
     community design charrettes, 
     making sure projects meet the goals 
     of the city, and the goals of the 
     community

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION

Provided are names of other organizations listed by Griffin and Carlsen that 
are funding and supporting public interest design, such as the Enterprise 
Rose Fellowship:

The McKnight Foundation (Minnesota – regional scope)
http://www.mcknight.org
The Amherst H. Wilder Foundation (Saint Paul, Minnesota – local scope)
http://www.wilder.org/Pages/default.aspx
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Washington – international scope)
http://www.gatesfoundation.org
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Above: Photo of people enjoying the Grand Stairs 
of Harriet Island overlooking the Mississippi River 

in downtown Saint Paul
 Saint Paul Riverfront Corporation website: 

http://www.riverfrontcorporation.com

http://www.mcknight.org
http://www.wilder.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.gatesfoundation.org
http://www.riverfrontcorporation.com
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 Works Progress is a small, two-person art & design studio.  “We call 
what we do ‘public art and design,’” said Colin Kloecker, who, along with 
Shanai Matteson, comprise the husband-and-wife team that makes up Works 
Progress, an organization focused on collaborative public events and proj-
ects rooted in place and straddling boundaries.  The group thinks of them-
selves more as artists than designers, even if much of their process, and their 
finished work, end up being very similar.  Why? Kloecker explained that de-
sign is often traditionally about the designer-client coming through with a 
functional solution, whereas with art, “there’s a freedom that allows you to 
approach an issue or a topic differently, that doesn’t ultimately need to result 
in a solution…if design is about helping us live better, I think art can be about 
helping us live differently.”  Matteson said, “If I’m thinking about where it 
parallels design, we’re actively creating these opportunities for engagement,” 
whether that’s through events, an actual built project, or even just an idea.
 One such event, called Solutions Twin Cities, was how Kloecker first 
became involved with the ideas Works Progress would later come to exam-
ine.  After graduating from the University of Minnesota, Kloecker worked 
for Cermak Rhoades Architects for some time, and after about a year, start-
ed to feel “a void just in my community life.”  Kloecker talked with friend 
and former architecture classmate Troy Gallas1, and together the two formed 
an event called Solutions Twin Cities.  Using the fast-paced, visual pecha 
kucha storytelling format (which is more ubiquitous now, but at the time – 

1 See entry for The Starling Project, page 68

Works Progess
“The eventual turn in my work and the way that I viewed design 
but also art was thinking about…not necessarily where people 

come together, which is kind of the rudimentary way of thinking 
about architecture, but how and why.” – Colin Kloecker, on how the 

way he worked and thought about design evolved over time

Spoke with: Shanai Matteson, co-director; 
and Colin Kloecker, co-director 

Public art/design studio; working to create events and projects
 that bring people together and create a sense of community

(Public interest design ideas as part of all of their work; 
local, collaborative, deeply engaged in place)
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Above: Photo of a presenter at Solutions Twin Cities: Volume 3 in 2011 at 
Hennepin and Lake, Minneapolis

 Photo taken by Francine Anderson; photo courtesy Works Progress 
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2006, 2007 – the event was one of the first in that style in the Midwest), the 
event tried to bring together a wide variety of people, not just designers, 
but artists, activists, planners, anyone doing interesting, community focused 
work2.  Despite having no prior event planning experience, the first Solu-
tions Twin Cities was a success, drawing more than 250 people and selling 
out the theater hosting the event.  The event led to Kloecker thinking more 
about bringing people together, and eventually led to the creation of Works 
Progress.
 Since then, Works Progress has been involved in numerous other 
events and projects.  Kloecker, Gallas, and Ben Shardlow3 later founded 
Give and Take, now run by Works Progress, a public gathering built around 
knowledge and curiosity (like nametags that include “what do you know?” 
and “what do you want to know), a project that Matteson said “embodies 
a certain kind of public interest design that isn’t necessarily about building 
things, but is more about the social infrastructure.”
 The road map forward isn’t exactly clear for Works Progress: “We 
like to be in that gray space between a lot of different things,” Matteson said, 
“I think we’re really defining who we are and what we do as we go.”  That 
being said, one thing the group is interesting in is collaborating and sharing 
even more across disciplines, and to that end, Works Progress is working 
on a project called Whole City, looking at ways to connect with others in 
the Twin Cities who are doing similar public interest design work.  Kloecker 
says the guiding question for the project is “what kind of city are we making 
together?”

2 Alchemy Architects, Locus Architecture, Tom Fisher (Dean, College of Design, 
University of Minnesota), and other University of Minnesota groups/individuals were all 
past presenters at Solutions Twin Cities, among many others
3 See entry for The Starling Project, page 68

PROJECT EXAMPLES

Client     Project
Give and Take    Engagement event; community  
     based around sharing knowledge,  
     now developed into a toolkit for  
     neighborhood orgs. to use 
     themselves

Cleveland Neighborhood Assoc. Streets Forum – Informal interview/
     opinions from people waiting at 
     transit stops, helping bring their voice
     to transportation meeting they might
     not otherwise be able to attend

A Mile in Our Shoes   Participatory storefront installation/
(Shoebox Gallery,    book; Telling the stories of the daily
Robert’s Shoestore)   lives of residents of the Chicago-Lake
     area of Minneapolis through the
     shoes they wear; Book intended as a
     “tool for empathy,” for equity 
     advocates to show to officials or 
     other decision makers

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION

Civic Center (New Orleans): An art/design group examining similar public themes 
in New Orleans
http://civiccenter.cc
Candy Chang (New Orleans): A series of community projects expressed cleverly on 
private buildings
http://candychang.com
Rebar (San Francisco): An organization creating constructed, high design commu-
nity solutions for the urban landscape (collaborated with)
http://rebargroup.org
Broken City Lab (Ontario): An artist-led creative research organization
http://www.brokencitylab.org
Floodplain Collective (Minneapolis): An interdisciplinary public-landscape design 
studio (came out of Students for Design Activism4, a student group at the University 
of Minnesota)
http://www.floodplaincollective.com

4 See entry for the College of Design, University of Minnesota, page 72
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Right: Photo of  a name 
tag from a Give and Take 
event from 2011 in 
Minneapolis
Photo taken by Zoe Prinds-
Flash; Photo courtesy Works 
Progress

http://civiccenter.cc
http://candychang.com
http://rebargroup.org
http://www.brokencitylab.org
http://www.floodplaincollective.com
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 The Starling Project is a small organization with the goal of creating 
interesting and invigorated communities by filling vacant storefronts through 
small, temporary leases – public interest design by facilitating the more pub-
lic use of private spaces. The inspiration for the organization came from 
co-founder Ben Shardlow’s1 day-job as a real estate developer. Shardlow had 
been working on a large development project in downtown Minneapolis, 
which required the tearing down of an older building, which itself meant that 
all the tenants had to be cleared off the property before it could be knocked 
down.  However, demolishing a building is not cheap, and, as is the norm 
in the development industry, residents were cleared out well before the rest 
of the project was fully funded, leaving the vacant property to languish un-
til financing could be established.  Shardlow was able to see the negative 
impact the “orphaned” building had on the surrounding community.  After 
being tasked with filling those empty storefronts with short, month-to-month 

1 The interview with Ben Shardlow and Troy Gallas took place at the Public Design 
Exchange, a space still being development at the time, that is meant to act as a hub for 
people doing public interest design work, a space to come together to meet and collaborate.  
Shardlow said that was one of the problems with the Starling Project, that it had no dedicat-
ed physical space for collaboration to take place: now, people are interested in “having a 
home base that’s shared, and being able to admit to one another that we actually don’t know 
what to do,” Shardlow said.  Although Troy Gallas was not involved with the Starling Project, 
both are co-founders of the Public Design Exchange, and both are also co-founders of Works 
Progress. 

The Starling
Project

“It really boils down to people’s basic needs being met in the 
neighborhoods where they live, and not just that, but there be-

ing reasons for people to find where they live interesting…I want 
people to be surprised and delighted by where they live.” 

– Ben Shardlow, on his personal views on public interest design and the kind 
of work he wants to be involved in 

leases, he discovered that “there was this whole market for people who are 
building a business…but jumping right into a permanent space at full-market 
rent is really tough,” he said; “All of this piqued my curiosity in the interface 
between private and public realms and how the actions and systems and be-
haviors of private property owners really affect the community.”
 Shardlow founded the Starling Project with Kristen Murray, who ran a 
group called Storefront in a Box2, not long after, primarily to fill vacant store-
fronts along University Avenue, a location chosen because of the concern for 
communities and small business during the light rail construction.  Starting 
at the tail end of 2011, Shardlow and around four other core collaborators 
contacted property owners to try and get them involved with this “ goofy” 
idea – connect with untested tenants who seem like a risk, and give them 
leases that are shorter and cheaper than normal. The Starling Project was able 
to facilitate around ten matches, including one storefront that was a pop-up 
shop, rented out by the week, before going into hibernation after about a 
year, as everyone involved in the project got full time jobs.
 Just coming out of hibernation now, the new incarnation of the Star-
ling Project is essentially just Ben Shardlow; the organization’s work in 2012 
was never really intended as a business model, but more as a proof of con-
cept, and now that word has gotten out, other neighborhoods are interested 
in how they can fill their vacant properties.  To that end, the group wrote a 
“toolkit” on their website to open-source their ideas to the community, and 
are looking at ways to use space more efficiently, like more prominent space 
or layering uses. The Starling Project has even recently submitted a proposal 
to fill vacant storefronts on Hennepin Avenue between the Walker Art Center 
and the Mississippi River.  Although maybe not considered meeting a neigh-

2 Storefront in a Box was a direct inspiration and model for the Starling Project: an 
empty building in Minneapolis was rented out on a week by week basis, resulting in nu-
merous projects, some serious, some not – some residents of the Storefront in a Box are still 
around today, and the entire initiative was a big hit with the community

Spoke with: Ben Shardlow, co-founder, The Starling Project & Public 
Design Exchange; and Troy Gallas, co-founder, Public Design Exchange 

Driving mission of organization; Building communities around ideas, 
fulfilling needs and creating interesting neighborhoods through 

innovative, often temporary, projects
(Best done by small, nimble groups and individuals)
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borhood’s vital needs in the same way that groups providing meals or a shel-
ter do, the Starling Project fulfills a niche that is also a necessity: “There’s 
no one in the system trying to meet the needs of people [like] emerging 
entrepreneurs and artists in real estate,” Shardlow said.

PROJECT EXAMPLES
(Because of the more narrow focus of the Starling Project, included are two 
other public interest design projects Ben Shardlow is currently involved in, 
along with Troy Gallas)

Client     Project
The Starling Project   Filling vacant storefronts with cheap,  
     temporary leases esp. along 
     University Avenue

Public Design Exchange  Central hub where individuals 
     involved in various public interest  
     design projects can work, meet, and  
     collaborate

Piknik (tentative name)   Creation of temporary public 
     “parklets” in (at least) the first two
     stalls of private surface parking lots 
     to create a temporary park

PRECEDENTS/INSPIRATION
(Gallas and Shardlow)

Storefront for Architecture (New York City): A small strip storefront, creating com-
munity around ideas
http://www.storefrontnews.org
Candy Chang (New Orleans): A series of community projects expressed cleverly on 
private buildings
http://candychang.com
Rebar (San Francisco): An organization creating constructed, high design commu-
nity solutions for the urban landscape (collaborated with)
http://rebargroup.org
The Downtown Project (Las Vegas): An initiative started by a corporation that pours 
money to revitalize downtown neighborhood instead of separate corporate campus
http://downtownproject.com
Gap Filler (Christ Church, New Zealand): A organization that activates vacant 
spaces and creates new landmarks in Christ Church after a devastating earthquake 
http://www.gapfiller.org.nz
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Above: A vacant storefront along University Ave listed by the Starling Project
 The Starling Project website: 

http://starlingproject.com/1926-university

Below: The Storefront for Art and Architecture in New York City, 
designed by Stephen Holl

Storefront for Art and Architecture website:
http://www.storefrontnews.org/info/about

http://www.storefrontnews.org
http://candychang.com
http://rebargroup.org
http://downtownproject.com
http://www.gapfiller.org.nz
http://starlingproject.com/1926
http://www.storefrontnews.org/info/about
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 No survey of public interest design work in the Twin Cities would 
be complete without looking at one of the major design institutions of the 
area, one that has recently been garnering national attention for its work in 
the field: the College of Design at the University of Minnesota – Twin Cities.  
“We’ve been doing this work for quite a while,” said Thomas Fisher, Dean of 
the College.  For years, individual students and faculty have been involved 
with work related to public interest design1, be it through research, classes 
or on their own time.  Although each might define “public interest design” 
differently or focus on different aspects, “behind all the different names is 
roughly the same idea,” Fisher said; “to me, it’s design made available to 
and involving communities of people who otherwise cannot afford design 
services.”

FACULTY & STUDENTS
 One faculty member that has been involved in public interest design 
both within and through the College of Design is Adjunct Associate Architec-
ture Professor Jim Lutz, who, for the past two years, “has been taking small 
groups of students to Haiti for Architecture for Humanity.”  The College’s 

1 Just a few examples: Dean Fisher mentioned Arthur Chen’s work for UNESCO and 
other faculty involvement in Juxtaposition Arts in Northern Minneapolis; Professor Jim Lutz 
talked about Dale Mulfinger, former professor and principal at SALA, taking an undergradu-
ate studio to study the Rural Studio and work on small houses for the Hero Project, as well as 
the community design workshop taught by faculty member James Wheeler, who as a masters 
student lived and worked in New Orleans and Biloxi, becoming a member of the Gulf Coast 
Community Design Studio (Wheeler is also a founder of the Public Design Exchange – see 
entry for The Starling Project, page 68).

“Chances are in a traditional architecture education you’re not 
going to learn how to design an anaerobic latrine.” – Jim Lutz, on 
design knowledge and skills he and students have used in Haiti that aren’t 

traditionally taught

College of Design,
University of Minnesota

connection to the international non-profit Architecture for Humanity goes 
back quite a ways, said Lutz; the relationship catalyzed several years back 
when Cameron Sinclair, founder of the organization, was a visiting professor.  
After Hurricane Katrina hit, the group reached out to the College of Design 
to see they would be willing to send students to help with reconstruction, in 
turn leading to the current efforts in Haiti after the 2010 earthquake.  There, 
students had to adapt to situations and problems in designing structures that 
they might never have encountered in a traditional architectural setting, like 
building around a spotty or nonexistent power grid or sanitary conditions.  
Lutz said, although such problems, like latrine design, “may sound funny for 
architects to talk about but [are] absolutely essential.  People die because of 
bad design – it’s serious.”  Although Architecture for Humanity gets its money 
from donors and grants, the trips that University of Minnesota students take 
to Haiti, including fees paid to the non-profit for housing etc., are financed 
just like any other study abroad experience, with student fees.  As Lutz ex-
plained, “you could have a wonderful trip to…Rome, and have Italian food 
and wine; or, you can go to Haiti and sleep on a foam rubber mattress and eat 
food that’s been soaked in bleach.”  That being said, there’s still been strong 
interest and support for such efforts from faculty and the students themselves; 
Lutz observed, “There’s a really strong ethos of service among our students.”
 That ethos is evident in some of the student groups active and grow-
ing within the College of Design.  The AIAS Freedom by Design chapter at 
the University of Minnesota, a national initiative of the American Institute 
of Architecture Students that provides design and construction help making 
homes more accessible for the elderly or those who need assistance, was 
recently awarded the first ever AIA National Honor Award for their work.  
Another award-winning2 student group that is specific to the University of 
Minnesota is Students for Design Activism, started around 2009 by several 

2 Tony Diggs Excellence Award: 2011 Outstanding Graduate/Professional Student 
Group

Spoke with: Thomas Fisher, Dean, College of Design; Jim Lutz, Adjunct 
Associate Professor; Tasoulla Hadjiyanni, PhD, Associate Professor; 

Michael Richardson, Co-Chair, Students for Design Activism 
Public interest design happening at institutional and individual levels; 

individual definitions but focused on the same issues
(Drive to become a leader in the field of public interest design) C
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landscape architecture grad students.  The group has grown since then to 
about 15 regularly involved members, encompassing both undergrad and 
graduate, architecture and landscape architecture.  Michael Richardson, co-
chair of Students for Design Activism, said that the mission of the group is 
to “give students the experience of working in the community and get good, 
actual relevant experience…we try to get in contact with organizations in 
the community that don’t necessarily have a design voice and either can’t 
afford to have a designer of some kind or are not aware that those services 
exist.”  The group is usually approached by outside organizations, and takes 
on those projects that are aligned with their values, individual groups of stu-
dents working almost independently on those projects they feel interested 
in, projects like creating a sensory garden for disabled-training non-profit 
Lifeworks, or redesigning a courtyard in a hospital in Ethiopia for a local 
doctor who visits every year.  The group’s first large (still ongoing) project 
is the Three-Ring Gardens in St. Paul, working with the St. Paul Schools to 
develop a shared green space, important since there is not much public 
space in the surrounding area.  More recently, Students for Design Activism 
created an exhibit at Northern Spark, an overnight arts festival, to “bring…
visibility and awareness of our connection to the Mississippi River, and do 
it in an artful way,” said Richardson.
 Although groups like Students for Design Activism and faculty like 
Jim Lutz are involved in creating physical structures, not all public interest 
design work at the College of Design involves actually building, research 
also plays a vital role, especially at a researched-based institution like the 
University of Minnesota-Twin Cities.  Tasoulla Hadjiyanni, PhD, an Associ-
ate Professor in the Interior Design program of the Department of Design, 
Housing, and Apparel is a researcher who has been trying to understand the 
needs of immigrant and minority groups in the Twin Cities through what she 
calls “culturally sensitive design,” or ways of designing “that supports vari-
ous ways of living.”  An example she often gives to explain what she means 
by “culturally sensitive design” is that of kitchen design that supports diverse 
needs. For example,  many Somali women, one of Minnesota’s largest new 
immigrant groups, are observant Muslims, wear veils in the presence of men 
they are not related to as a sign of modesty.  An open plan kitchen can be 
uncomfortable and inconvenient because of the need to be veiled while 
cooking when unrelated men are there.   Ways to design a kitchen that are 
more sensitive to these cultural needs might include locating appliances 
and plumbing so a wall could be easily put up, or creating a curtained kitch-
en area, Hadjiyanni explained, saying when it comes to creating design that 
is inclusive of diverse ways of living, “flexibility is key.”  Hadjiyanni has 
also been involved in other research projects related to culturally sensitive 
design, like talking with design practitioners to come up with a set of best 
practices, or her current project, examining how design affects Minnesota’s 

health disparities: “Minnesota is one of the healthiest states in the nation,” 
she said, “but at the same time it has some of the greatest disparities in 
health status and incidence of chronic disease between Populations of Col-
or / American Indians and Whites …What role can the built environment 
play in reducing, if not alleviating these health disparities, or what role does 
it play in actually creating [them]?” Hadjiyanni’s research is used to inform 
policy, practice, and planning decisions for how affordable housing is ap-
proached and for how to help attract and retain a diverse population in the 
state of MN.

INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL
 Although there is a strong focus on public interest design from facul-
ty and students, it is not what make Minnesota unique.  There are many oth-
er colleges and universities around the country with similar levels of inter-
est.  What sets the College of Design apart is the work is that has been done 
as an institution.  Recently, the College of Design has been best known for 
holding the first-ever Public Interest Design Week.  Held during spring-se-
mester class break in March 2013, the event was a gathering of students 
and professionals involved with public interest design.  The gathering drew 
speakers and attendees from across the US for week long of public interest 
design-related programming, culminating in the annual Structures for In-
clusion conference, begun by Design Corps founder Bryan Bell.  The event 
represents a new step forward for the College of design, taking the energy 
and interest surrounding public interest design from faculty and students 
and channeling it into something driven by the institution itself.  After seeing 
the “tremendous” interest from students and faculty, as well as increasing 
interest from the federal government and foundations like Ford, Rockefeller, 
and McKnight, Dean Fisher went to the central University of Minnesota 
administration and “Pitched the idea that with some central funding, we 
could really establish ourselves as a leader in this area.”  Fisher was able to 
get the funding, establishing the College as one of the only to have financial 
support for public interest design coming from the central university.  The 
funds, used this year on Public Interest Design Week, are also being used to 
send several students to a similar workshop held at the University of Texas – 
Austin, and in the hiring of two research assistants, with the overall goal of 
using half the funds on domestic work, and the other half on international 
endeavors.

A PUBLIC INTEREST DESIGN EDUCATION
 Another aspect of the College of Design’s greater institutional focus 
on public interest design has been serious “discussion and conversation at 
the faculty level about starting a public interest design certificate program,” 
said Professor Jim Lutz.  Such a program, a certificate at the graduate level 
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that might at some point become a full MS track or even a separate degree 
program entirely, would be, according to Lutz, “only the second public in-
terest design program or certificate in the US,” after a program recently an-
nounced by Portland State University.  The idea, still in its planning stages3, 
brings up an essential and increasingly relevant question: what constitutes a 
public interest design education?
 According to Dean Fisher, a public interest design education would 
“draw from the existing disciplines, yet I think it also involves a set of other 
skills that we typically don’t teach,” skills that might be drastically different 
depending on whether a student is interested in domestic or international 
work.  Fisher and Lutz both see public interest design as developing along 
these “two streams,” international and domestic, much like public health, 
where the education for work abroad will be different than work in the US.  
While there may be a constant level of “expectation and regulation” in 
the US and other developed nations, said Fisher, that same infrastructure, 
treated as a given in most architectural education, might be missing in other 
countries, like the nonexistent power-grid that Lutz had to contend with in 
Haiti.  Giving an example outside the university, Fisher said that “part of the 
work that MASS Design did with Bhutaro Hospital was just teaching [the] 
local population how to build…[they had to] invent a lot of basic infra-
structure just to get the project done.”  Lutz also questions what community 
engagement skills might be necessary in a public interest design education, 
since it is, unlike a traditional architectural education, “really design from 
the bottom up, not the top down,” he said.
 The program that the College of Design is interested in implement-
ing would be one that would allow students to tailor their path around what 
they’re interested in, said Fisher.  There would be a couple of core classes, 
“one of which would be Theory and Practice of Public Interest Design,” 
explained Lutz, which might cover a wide breadth of issues related to the 
field, like domestic and international work, disaster relief, ethics, practice 
models, and financing.  Beyond that, students could pick and choose class-
es from across the university.  Lutz and director of the Center for Sustainable 
Building Research John Carmody (along with a research assistant whose 
hiring was made possible by the recent centralized funding), have been 
tasked with combing through the entire University’s course list to determine 
which of the many courses relate to public interest design might be worthy 
of inclusion in a public interest design program.
 Looking even farther ahead, Fisher sees the need as expanding out-
side the university: “Where I see the need really is, is not only inside institu-
tions like [the University of Minnesota] for college age students…but there’s 

3 Since the writing of this entry, the public interest design work has now been for-
malized into two tracks: an international track, overseen by Jim Lutz, and a domestic track, 
overseen by Virajita Singh.

a huge need for education that gets delivered to people in the field,” he said. 
He envisions a “global, online curriculum,” a base of knowledge accessible 
even in remote locations, where information could be easily viewed, and 
new findings and case studies could be just as easily uploaded – a two-way 
channel of communication. 

•          •          •

As the College of Design at the University of Minnesota positions itself as 
a leader in a field where serving the underprivileged is a priority, the in-
stitution has to be careful that it is teaching skills and philosophies that 
truly represent those afflicted that students will be working with and for.  
Professor Hadjiyanni, who describes the issue in terms of turning students 
into “global citizens,” who are comfortable outside of their cultural comfort 
zone, is concerned with the lack of “exposure” stemming from the College’s 
lack of a diverse student body.  She also urges caution when teaching and 
practicing public interest design in minority and underserved communities, 
especially in a volunteer capacity, because, if done wrong, it can cultivate 
an “Us vs. Them” mindset, where “we are the important ones and we are 
going into this place to solve their problems…that’s a very dangerous mind-
set to have.”
 In spite of the issues and the challenges associated with navigating 
the waters of a new and growing field like public interest design, and forg-
ing even farther ahead by attempting to offer a program/certificate, Dean 
Fisher and others see the College of Design as a leader in this arena, at-
tempting to get the institution up to speed to support the kind of work that 
individual faculty and students have already been interested in and have 
already been doing for years.  “Maybe that’s always the way it is,” he said; 
“every new field starts with pioneers that are out there inventing it as they 
go and eventually the institutions catch up, and I just want Minnesota to be 
one of the first ones to catch up.”
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The Pipeline Problem

Paying for Design 
(The Trouble with Pro Bono)

Who Does Public Interest Design?

“Public Interest Design”
(Terminology)

Involving the Public

Future Speculation

This section aims to examine some of the issues surrounding 
public interest design, to ask some of the closely interrelated questions that 
as yet have no clear answers.  It is a series of concerns, responses, and future 
speculation culled from the interviews conducted for the rest of this project.  
How can those interested in public interest design make it into a career?  
Where’s the business model in all this?  When, and to what extent, should 
the public be involved?  Who can be called a “public interest designer”?  Is 
“public interest design” even the best phrase for this work?  What will the 
field look like ten years down the road?  

THE PIPELINE PROBLEM
There is no question that public interest design is a growing field.  There are 
more and more organizations practicing some form of public interest design, 
more and more exposure to the field through media, social or otherwise, 
and more and more students who are interested in doing this kind of work 
for a living.  And that’s where things get complicated.  While the number 
of students and young architects wanting to do public interest design is in-
creasing, the way the go about doing so is still very unclear.  Compared with 
a traditional path into architecture, with established firms, internships, and 
licensing, starting a career in public interest design is much more difficult.  
According to Thomas Fisher, Dean of the College of Design at the University 
of Minnesota, “that’s one of our major challenges right now, which is the so 
called ‘pipeline problem,’ which is that there are a lot of students who are 
graduating and really eager to do this work, but are unsure of how to start.” 

 Take the example of Laurie McGinley, designer at ESG Architects.  Af-
ter graduating with an undergraduate architecture degree in 2000 and work-
ing in a firm for a year, her desire to help others and make a difference in the 
world led her to join the Peace Corps, after which she figured she would go 
to grad school.  “What ended up happening is that what I learned while being 

Conclusion
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a volunteer about how the rest of the world lives made me actually averse to 
the field of architecture,” McGinley said; “I kind of went as far away from it 
as I thought I possibly could…it seemed like design was something wealthy 
countries spent money on and I couldn’t see the practical applications of it.”  
After not being able to connect her time in the Peace Corps with any aspect 
of her architectural education, McGinley spent seven years working as a web 
designer – before going back to grad school and getting a job at ESG, an 
architectural firm.  So what drove her back to the field of architecture?  Mc-
Ginley, like many others, was inspired by the ideas of public interest design: 
“The reason I went back to grad school is that I finally started to see the con-
nections of how design can help people whose babies are dying, who don’t 
have roads, who don’t have water…that’s where I see my future career trying 
to go,” she said.  However, even newly armed with a renewed passion for 
design and architecture, McGinley says it’s still incredibly hard to see where 
to go next, or how her passion for design that helps others can turn into an 
actual career.  McGinley explained, “I have this question of, ‘All right, I’m on 
board…now what?’”

 Dean Fisher sees firsthand the interest coming from students in this 
field, but he also sees a great demand for this kind of work from the rest of 
the world, and that, he says, is “the kind of paradox of it.  While the route is 
less clear, the need is much greater.  We just need to develop the institutional 
structure that allows this to happen.”  Fisher also views the recently released 
Latrobe Prize4 report, “Wisdom From  The Field: Public Interest Architecture 
In Practice,” as a tool in helping lessen the pipeline problem.  The report, 
which involved a massive survey of design professionals across the nation, 
outlined different approaches to practicing public interest design, and offered 
suggestions on how to support and grow the profession from within large 
institutions like the AIA or the NCARB.

PAYING FOR DESIGN (The Trouble with Pro Bono)
Perhaps one of the reasons that it’s so hard for young designers to see how 
a passion for public interest design can turn into a career is that so much of 
public interest design work is done pro bono.  This is especially true in larger, 
more established architecture firms, where public interest design projects are 
either done with a small percentage of the company’s funds and time, as in 
the 1% Project, or are encouraged but left up to individual employees to do 
on their spare time.

4 Fisher was the chair of the jury that awarded the AIA’s Latrobe Prize for research 
to support the group that would go on to produce the report.  The group was composed of 
Roberta M. Feldman, Sergio Palleroni, David Perkes, and Bryan Bell

 Many, if not most, of the designers interviewed for this project had 
reservations about taking work on pro bono:  “My experience has been pro 
bono’s possibly not the best way to go,” explained AECOM architect Tim 
Bicknell5, who said, “when we do pro bono work, those projects always get 
pushed to the back burner and there’s less priority.  I think, personally, it’s 
always good for a client to have some funding available for design, even if it’s 
just a little bit, because then the project becomes real.”  
Even John Wade, an architectural designer at non-profit MSAADA, who sees 
public interest design as something where “the motivation is not financially 
based,” acknowledges that there “needs to be some money that is generated 
from the service that you’re providing if its going to be something that ends 
up sustaining itself beyond the one project you’re volunteering for.”

 Providing professional services for free can be especially challenging 
in today’s tough economy, which has hit the architectural profession particu-
larly hard.  Laurie McGinley tried to get some of her questions addressed at 
Public Interest Design Week, where she asked Bryan Bell, 

“[McGinley:] ’How do I break into [public interest design]?’ and he said, 
[Bryan Bell:]‘Could you volunteer your Fridays?  Could you take a 20% pay 
cut and volunteer your Fridays?’ 
[McGinley:]…I literally can’t afford to do that.”  

According to Joshua Bergeron, formerly of AECOM and now employed at the 
Cunningham Group, the problem is a part of a larger conversation surround-
ing paying for design:  “A lot of the organizations that we deal with really 
don’t have a lot of funds for the projects in general,” Bergeron said, “so why is 
it always the designers that give up their time and energy?”  He said that, even 
in an economic climate that has pushed architectural fees – and employment 
– as low as ever, there is still a misconception that designers make a lot of 
money and, he said, a lack of understanding about how valuable good design 
is.  “I want to give and volunteer for my community,” said Bergeron, “but I 
also know what it’s like to be a not very highly paid architect.”

WHO DOES PUBLIC INTEREST DESIGN?
Another contributing factor to the pipeline problem, one that forms a part of 
the proliferation of pro bono services, is that, unlike traditional architectur-
al practices with set business models and roles, there are as many ways to 
do public interest design as there are people doing it; or, as Ben Shardlow,

5 Please see AECOM footnote # 2, page 27
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co-founder of the Starling Project put it, “the question of who does this work 
is open.”

 One thought that was echoed among the different interviewed de-
signers was that the way public interest design is practiced right now, and 
maybe the best way for it to grow moving forward, is not through large firms 
but instead small groups of individuals.  Nancy Blankfard, Associate Vice 
President at HGA in Minneapolis, sees public interest design as a grassroots 
movement, growing in “pockets of energy, pockets of excitement about a 
topic or a place as opposed to a big movement or support initiative, and it 
think it would have the most success in that sense too in a place like [HGA], 
and probably anywhere.”  

 Shardlow thinks that the larger firms aren’t really built to handle the 
usually smaller scale of public interest design projects. “There are reasons 
why established design firms don’t do these things, because they’re built to 
do these big projects…they’re too big to do these [smaller projects] cheaply,” 
he said.  Shardlow instead advocates for a “nimble little design collabora-
tive,” as he explained, one able to take advantage of smaller opportunities.

 Tim Bicknell has seen the public interest design movement growing 
just not necessarily in firms, and he thinks the reason is tied to the economy, 
specifically in the lack of traditional architecture jobs available.  He said, 
“with the recession, a lot of younger architects coming out of school who 
don’t have the traditional route available…are figuring out other pathways, 
and a lot of those, it seems, are through…public interest design organiza-
tions.”

 Public interest design can also be seen as growing outside the field of 
architecture itself.  Laurie McGinley sees it this way, the potential for growth 
coming within settings like public health or established hospitals. “I actually 
see it growing more through architecturally trained designers but outside of 
the profession.”

 However, beyond questions of in what model can public interest de-
sign can best grow professionally, the question of “who does public interest 
design?” should also be taken more literally.  “We have to be conscious,” said 
Shanai Matteson, co-director of Works Progress, “of the fact that most profes-
sionally-trained designers tend to be demographically very different from the 
communities where their services might most be needed.”  Just speaking in 
terms of Minneapolis, she asked, “How many of the designers who are doing 
this kind of work come from diverse communities, economically or racially?”

“PUBLIC INTEREST DESIGN” (Terminology)
By now, most designers, or at least the ones in the Twin Cities interviewed for 
this project, recognize the term “public interest design,” but nearly everyone 
defines it differently.  Differences can range from the seemingly drastic – 
work that will still be giving value to the community for fifty years vs. pop-up 
installations designed to change a perspective that might be gone in a week – 
to the more subtly nuanced – design for the 99% vs. design for 100%.  In gen-
eral though, people seem to be talking about the same thing: good design for 
those who can’t normally afford it, design that positively impacts the broader 
public community.  However, there are just as many other terms for this same 
general concept: socially responsible design, creative placemaking, public 
design, community design, humanitarian design.  It begs the question of, is 
“public interest design” even the right term for this kind of work?

 Most were of the same opinion as Thomas Fisher, who said, “as long 
as we’re all talking about the same thing…I don’t really care what it’s called.”  
Or, as Adam Jonas, architect at Locus Architecture, put it, “you can give 
things lots of different titles.”  For others, that attitude has a more practical 
side.  Speaking from his experience seeking funding for projects in this gen-
eral space, Ben Shardlow said, “a term or label gaining currency with funders 
can create new opportunities to do interesting work.”

 Others, however, caution that it is still important to examine the im-
plication of a term and where it’s coming from.  Colin Kloecker, co-director 
of Works Progress, said that “oftentimes the naming of something is some-
one trying to claim a piece of it,” citing the example of the term “creative 
placemaking,” which came from funders “trying to name a certain way of 
working,” rather than originating from those practicing the work themselves.  
Similar attention should also be paid to the choice of the phrase “public in-
terest,” cautioned Troy Gallas, co-founder of Public Design Exchange, who 
said, “So much has been done in the ‘public interest’ that has been horrible 
for the public, so it’s a term that needs to be... fleshed out a little bit. We need 
to think about what exactly it means and what the intentions of the work are 
and determine if that’s the right phrase for this type of work.”

INVOLVING THE PUBLIC
Another question that didn’t get as much speculation from the various in-
terviewees, but was still present somewhere in the answer that each one 
gave, is the notion of when to involve the public.  In a field with a name like 
“public interest design,” where the basic principal is design for the greater 
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public, when and to what extent should the public be involved in the design 
process itself.  As Ben Shardlow said, “one of the core, interesting questions 
in the background of all this is how and when to  involve the community. Are 
community members your partners, your clients, or your customers?”  He 
wondered where  public interest design will, or should, fall on the spectrum 
between a more “Steve Jobs” approach, where the designer, without consul-
tation, attempts to surprise and delight the public without a highly involved 
engagement process;  and a “modern, public participation planning” model, 
where each aspect of a project’s development is slowly created through focus 
groups, public meetings, and community workshops.  Speaking from his own 
experience on the Starling Project, he affirmed that there is space for a variety 
of methods – from consensus to a more entrepreneurial approach.  “There are 
opportunities to convene people to act as a community, and there are oppor-
tunities to feed community life by acting as a community member.”

FUTURE SPECULATION
Trying to anticipate the future of a field that is as broad and as fast growing as 
public interest design is nearly impossible; that being said, designers still of-
fered up some of their thoughts, their hopes, and their best guesses on where 
the field of public interest design is headed in the near future.  It is specula-
tion, but it is speculation from those intimately involved in the practice and 
teaching of public interest design.

 Some see the growth of public interest design as connected to differ-
ent, non-traditional models of architectural practice.  Colin Kloecker links the 
idea to an increased engagement of place: “I think the idea of somebody, a 
designer or an architect, really being embedded in a specific neighborhood 
or community – that concept, that way of working, will rise to kind of meet 
and balance out the…whole celebrity, starchitect thing,” he said.

 Thomas Fisher also sees the growth of the movement linked to 
non-traditional practices, like non-profit firms.  He actually likens the rise of 
public interest design to “the emergence of a new field that will have a lot in 
common with the traditional design field, but the practice model is going to 
be different.  It’s going to be…a public health version of the field.”

 Others see public interest design as related to a more philosophical 
change in the way architecture is practiced.  According to Matthew Krun-
torád, principal at MSR, “designers will need to…see more holistically the 
value that you can bring to a client or a community through the things that 
you make.”

 Still others see public interest design as a direct response to some of 
the key problems facing the planet, like poverty, climate change, and popu-
lation growth.  “I think the public interest design field will only grow based 
off of a need for people to really start addressing these critical issues that 
everyone’s facing, no matter where you live, or where you’re from, or what 
your income is,” said John Wade; “we need to start rethinking the way we’re 
living and working and relating to each other in our environment.”

 Dean Fisher agrees, saying that, in a future filled with dramatic 
change, “this ability to be resilient, nimble, resourceful, figuring out how to 
meet basic human needs in affordable and beautiful ways that use much less 
resources, much less money…is going to be one of the big design challenges 
of the century.”  Despite the challenges ahead, he is very hopeful, confident 
that a public interest design will grow to rival traditional methods of practic-
ing architectural, even at an institutional level.  “When there’s a need this big, 
and there’s interest this strong…I think it’s almost inevitable that this is going 
to happen,” he said.



86 87

APPENDIXAPPENDIX



88 89

HGA http://hga.com

Perkins + Will http://www.perkinswill.com

AECOM http://www.aecom.com

MSR http://msrdesign.com

ESG http://www.esgarch.com

MSAADA http://www.msaada.com

Cermak Rhoades http://www.cermakrhoades.com/index.html

Alchemy http://www.weehouse.com

Locus http://www.locusarchitecture.com

St. Paul Riverfront Corporation http://www.riverfrontcorporation.com

Works Progress http://worksprogress.org

The Starling Project http://starlingproject.com

College of Design, University of Minnesota http://www.design.umn.edu

Students for Design Activism http://www.studentsfordesignactivism.org
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Now, in the words of Samuel Mockbee, proceed and be bold.

 - Evan Hildebrand, 2013
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