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From the many provocative, touching, and inspiring 
discussions ignited by the talks, we learned that 
community as strategy can generate positive results 
for both internal and external stakeholders. When 
implemented correctly and meaningfully, it can reap 
tangible benefits, including employee recruitment 
and retention, corporate growth, engaging younger 
generations, and developing external connections.

Projects that incorporate designing for the community 
are stronger, more efficient, and more relevant to 
tenants, clients, and employees—the many different 
faces of community—today and in the long run.

WHY COMMUNITY?  
Because community is everywhere, and it needs to be sustained.  
Human beings are hard-wired to find their tribe, their “people.”  
We crave connection and belonging, and when our primal needs for 
community are met through the environments we inhabit, we are 
happier, healthier, and more productive. “To be able to see your purpose, 
your practice, and your interests reflected in the design of a space 
is very powerful,” says Aimee Rowbottom, AIA, NCARB, Director of 
Architecture and Interiors at Jacobs.

The shaping of community through design has 
become a dominant force in the creation of 
environments in which we live, work, and play. These 
environments should reflect and support the people 
who use them—and are affected by them. This is the 
key idea at the core of community as strategy, a 
movement within the A&D industry that advocates 
for strong workplaces, healthier public spaces,  
and enduring neighborhoods.

Community as strategy means always considering 
who is served by the spaces you design, and it is a 
necessary template for designing for our times and 

the future. Now more than ever, we expect design to 
accommodate and enhance the realities of our work, 
our lives, and our communities, and designers are 
becoming increasingly more aware of this fact.

The inaugural Community as Strategy event series, 
presented by KI and IIDA, focused on representing 
the communities impacted by the work designers do. 
The events featured IIDA Executive Vice President 
and CEO Cheryl S. Durst, Hon. FIIDA, as the 
moderator, along with panels of multidisciplinary and 
diverse industry experts, designers, and clients.

THE BIG 
PICTURE
WHAT IS COMMUNITY  
AS STRATEGY?

“In each city, we received unique insights specific to local issues  
as well as an overall common vision of how to better support the  
many elements of community through design,” said Durst. “IIDA is 
very proud to be partnering with KI in order to make these critical 
conversations happen.”
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In today’s world, finding community is more 
important to us than ever. Community is what keeps 
us afloat when the current gets rough and it is what 
celebrates and vindicates our accomplishments. While 
“community” is never just a single concept, and the 
lexicon of community varies from place to place and 
from client to client, it is always centered on purpose.

Community is more than a group of people living or 
working in the same proximity; it requires a sharing of 
values, a strong unification of ideas, and the important 
physical and emotional act of truly gathering together. 
“Community is who we are, where we are going, and 
where we want to be,” says Durst. “The experience of 
community is universal.”

When defining community for design, two important 
groups emerged: internal and external communities 
of stakeholders. Internal communities are composed 
of end-users who are the direct, intended recipients 
of a designed space, such as employees, students, 

or customers whereas external communities are 
those who interact with the designed environment, 
but aren’t always given a chance to participate in the 
process. “Having conversations with a client on how 
they can both represent their internal community 
and serve external communities isn’t always easy 
and comfortable, but in the end, you get a much 
better product,” says Amy Mays, IIDA, Interior Design 
Practice Leader at HDR.

An external community could potentially be 
underserved—often socioeconomically—requiring 
designers to pay additional attention to their needs. 

Advocating for and with an external community 
allows designers and architects to create spaces that 
serve them more directly, provide a higher level of 
accessibility, and promote equity in quality of life. 
Designing for external stakeholders allows for them  
to become internal. 

WHAT DEFINES  
A COMMUNITY?

When designing for the internal community, keywords include 
corporate culture, wellness, retention, collaboration, productivity, 
amenities, and work/life balance.
When HDR began work on reimagining the campuses of Kaiser 
Permanente in Southern California through the healthcare provider’s 
Project RAD (Re-Imagining Ambulatory Design) initiative, they aimed 
to engage communities across the board—from staff to patients to 
the general public. Through diligent research, crowdsourcing, and 
ideation sessions with staff, HDR conceived accessible, patient-centric 
environments and new ways of thinking about healthcare spaces. 
The facilities were developed as local resources for healthy living, 
education, and collaboration. “Instead of thinking of Kaiser as just  
a healthcare provider, we thought of the campuses as important parts 
of their communities,” says Mays. 

WHAT IS AN 

INTERNAL 
COMMUNITY? 

When designing with the external stakeholder in mind, designers tend 
to discuss accessibility, equality, representation, heritage, community 
strengthening, anti-gentrification, at-risk communities, student and 
youth programs, and non-profit visibility.
In discussing the Austin Central Library, Joseph Rondinelli, Principal 
at DesignThink Consulting, described the downtown space as speaking 
to the whole community of Austin and its diversity, a public project 
that many could easily embrace. The technologically-advanced 
space, designed by Lake Flato and Shepley Bulfinch, was created as 
a significant community gathering place and an accessible hub for 
education and learning. “The [library] is not just a building for the 
community, it’s a building the community built,” he says. “It represents  
a city that has matured, expanded, and is taking pride in itself.”

WHAT IS AN 

EXTERNAL 
COMMUNITY? 
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Community as strategy starts with a question: “What 
is the culture I’m designing for?” For clients with 
a corporate structure, culture is intrinsically tied to 
their organization’s brand, which encompasses visual 
identity, emotional impact, and physical experience. 
Understanding the relationship between a client’s 
brand and culture is critical to creating a community 
that will fulfill their ideals.

“The culture of a brand can be the playbook you build 
with your clients when designing their space. You 
have to ask yourself ‘who’ and ‘why’ when it comes to 
this culture—who is being included in the story and 
why,” says Angie Lee, IIDA, AIA, Partner and Design 
Director of Interiors at FXCollaborative.

When firms design for culture and brand, they take 
into consideration the invisible. To understand the 
impact of this invisible, a firm might survey the 
employees of an organization to inform the design of 
their space—if a creative agency favors collaborative 
work, for example, a firm may create more open 
or free-flowing spaces within their office. Or, if 
employees at a medical non-profit require moments 

of necessary respite, designers could integrate 
private, staff-only rooms in their workspace.

Ultimately, the reflection of culture within a space 
starts with leadership—the client—embracing the 
importance of designing with their community in 
mind. According to Annie Lee, IIDA, Principal at  
ENV, when Tommy Hilfiger moved from Manhattan’s 
Far West Side to Midtown, the leadership of the 
fashion giant wanted to ensure that the sense of 
community that had been established at their 
previous headquarters was maintained at the new 
location—this meant designing for their specific, 
homegrown culture.  

“The label is very recognized and iconic; they know 
their brand and they understand their culture. It was 
our job to articulate that culture into architecture,” 
says Lee. “Every Tommy Hilfiger office has something 
called a ‘People’s Place,’ a space named after the first 
retail store owned by Tommy in the 1970s. It’s very 
important to the space; it’s a gathering place, it’s  
a welcoming place, it’s where community happens 
and it’s the heart of the organization.”

COMMUNITY  
AS STRATEGY  
IN ACTION
THE INTERSECTION OF CULTURE, 
BRAND, AND COMMUNITY “If designers 

want to create for 
community, they 
should arrive at 
a project with a 
strong sense of 
that community’s 
mission, common 
goals, and identity,”
PROFESSOR HENRY S. WEBBER, EXECUTIVE VICE 
CHANCELLOR AND CHIEF ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICER  
AT WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY IN ST. LOUIS.
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Tommy Hilfiger New York Headquarters
Presented by ENV
Photographer: Eric Laignel



Outside of the workplace, culture and brand can  
be applied to entire neighborhoods to create a 
unified local culture within a specific community. 
When the interdisciplinary design firm Sasaki took 
on the “rebranding” of Oak Park, a northern Illinois 
suburb just west of Chicago, the town wanted help 
designing a comprehensive signage program and 
visual rebranding initiative. To engage the Oak Park 
community in the design process, Sasaki took to the 
streets to poll residents on their needs, goals, and ideas 
of what their community’s brand should represent.

The result of the project was an official logo, signage, 
and other design collateral—brochures, posters, 
and web graphics—that communicated “Oak Park” 
to regional and national audiences. The visuals 
emphasized the town’s history, famous residents like 
Frank Lloyd Wright, local businesses, and the overall 
quality of life. “Branding is a diagnostic exercise, but 
it’s also a novelistic one. To express the value of  
a place, you have to listen to that place,” explains  
F. Philip Barash, Fellow at the Boston Foundation and 
Creative Director at Sasaki.

Developed two alternatives...

Designers are often asked to assist clients in “uncovering” their culture. In order 
to design a unique and functional workplace, “you truly have to understand the 
organization, where they are today, and where they see themselves tomorrow,”  
says Cindy Coleman, Senior Associate at Gensler.

ANSWERING THE 
CLIENT QUESTION: 
“WHO ARE WE”?

DO YOUR RESEARCH
Designers must put in the work of researching an organization’s history, the meaning behind its 
branding, and its core values. “Good design that caters successfully to a community is attainable, 
it just takes research and evidence,” says Darlene Davison, IDEC, Interior Design Program 
Director of the Design and Visual Art Program at Maryville University. 

MAINTAIN A DIALOGUE
Clients have to understand that a space is never just a space—it is the articulation of who they 
are. Having ongoing, honest conversations with clients is the best way to drive home this point. 
“If you don’t have conversations with your client about the storylines and narratives they want to 
craft within their space, you’re really just creating a box,” says Jill Goebel, IIDA, Design Director 
at Gensler.

ASK QUESTIONS
Designers shouldn’t be afraid to ask their clients tough questions  
regarding accessibility, profit, diversity, and staffing needs such as:

In which areas do you feel your staff is lacking in diversity and why do you think that is?

Is the culture you present to the public the same one that you present internally? 

Is your workplace accessible to many different kinds of people and in which areas can you improve?

How do you define the value of your internal community?

What kinds of employees do you need your company to attract? 

Answers to these questions can reveal hidden issues within their corporate culture that  
could potentially be solved or addressed with design.
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Oak Park Rebranding
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because they are designed for people, first and 
foremost. As corporate culture undergoes significant 
shifts—from new technology, changing generations 
in the workplace, diversifying staff, and a focus on 
wellness and employee health—so does the way 
organizations aim to implement brand identities 
through their workspaces. “Office design used to be all 
about how employees can serve their organizations,” 
says James Kerrigan, IIDA, Design Principal of Interiors 
at Jacobs. “There has been a recent fundamental shift, 
and organizations are now trying to understand how to 
serve their employees. They want to understand how 
their people communicate, work, and what they need.”

Companies are becoming more invested in 
employee health, morale, and access, starting with 
the reimagining of the office. When employees are 
offered strategically-designed spaces that allow them 
to be more creative, rested, and collaborative, culture 
flourishes. “Design is not a real-estate event. It is a 
human event,” says Durst. “We are increasingly drawn 
to the kinds of offices where we are comfortable 
bringing our whole selves to work.”

For transportation organizer Echo Global Logistics, 
representing their community in their office 
space was both a smart aesthetic choice and a 
strategic recruitment and retention decision. They 
commissioned CannonDesign to expand their 
Chicago office to accommodate a growing and 
diversifying staff. The firm looked closely at the 
organization’s corporate culture, which prioritized 
collaboration, respite, and internal community-
building. From this, they created a dynamic, flowing, 
open-plan office with varied workstations and spaces.

The new space is designed to serve staff with 
different thinking and work patterns, offering 
employees everything from heads-down spaces 
to collective areas, and even secluded places to 
recharge. “Companies that embrace strategic spatial 
modification can better support community goals 
and more easily diversify the workforce,” says  
Robert Benson, Design Principal for CannonDesign’s  
Chicago office. 

COMMUNITY IN 
THE WORKPLACE
PROJECTS THAT INCORPORATE 
METHODS OF “DESIGNING FOR  
THE COMMUNITY” ARE STRONGER

In addition to amenities like on-site dining and 
childcare options and well-appointed rest areas, the 
workplace needs to offer strong human connection 
and a connection to the organization. The office is a 
manifestation of a company’s central ethos and should 
reflect how employees work, operate, and what ideas 
they have. “We can do almost everything remotely, 
even if it’s collaborative, so it’s really about ‘why are 
you here?’ and that’s what designers have to figure 
out,” says Stephanie Peters, Director of Guest and 
Team Member Services at Walgreen Co. “Designers 
need to create a worthwhile experience  
of being at work.”

For the offices of Argonaut, a San Francisco-based 
creative marketing agency, the worthwhile experience 
of coming to the office is rooted in a unique 
celebration of local history. Located in the historic 
Avalon Ballroom, the office design retained the iconic 
stage where employees regularly share presentations 
in front of their peers, who gather to cheer each other 
on, making for an inspiring and energetic environment 
that can’t be achieved via web conference.

And across the country, the Vera Institute of Justice’s 
new Brooklyn Headquarters was designed to 
accommodate two specific experiences—that of the 
staff and that of the people they serve daily.  As a 
nonprofit that proactively addresses mass incarceration 
and racial disparity in the justice system, Vera’s space 
had to not only represent, but amplify its values.

“We were an organization who thought we knew what 
we wanted, but our designers actually came in and said 
we needed to use the space to make our objectives 
more comprehensive,” says Genia A. Wright, MPA, 
PMP, Chief Operating and Financial Officer of the 
Vera Institute of Justice. “The main question we asked 
during the design process was, how do we use our 
space to bring people out of their silence?” 

The final design articulated specific principles drawn 
from the collaborative process—amplifying social and 
racial justice and dignifying vulnerable populations—
and provided new opportunities for employees to work 
together, in person, and with other nonprofits and local 
community groups. Staff members were fully invested 
and involved in the design process and according to 
Wright, this has brought the people working for Vera 
closer together. “Nonprofits rally around their mission. 
At low points, we remind ourselves that we have a 
future that we are working towards,” she says.
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MILLENNIALS AND GEN ZERS ARE MORE LIKELY  
TO BE ENGAGED IN AND STAY LOYAL TO 
ORGANIZATIONS THAT LEAD WITH THEIR VALUES 
FIRST. HERE ARE SOME WAYS ORGANIZATIONS ARE 
RECRUITING THE NEXT GENERATION BY EMPLOYING 
COMMUNITY AS STRATEGY:

THE GEN Z WORKPLACE IS

ALL ABOUT 
COMMUNITY    

WALGREENS HEADQUARTERS, CHICAGO
“[At Walgreen Co.] we don’t have assigned seating, but 
we do have ‘soft neighborhoods’ or home bases where 
you can go to feel comfortable in.”  

Stephanie Peters, Director 
Guest and Team Member Services 
Walgreen Co.

TWILIO HEADQUARTERS,  
SAN FRANCISCO

“Our organization makes the effort to make sure that 
the people who work in our offices correctly reflect  
the diversity of the Bay Area. Identity is a huge part  
of community.”

Shawn McLean-Bergel, IIDA 
Head of Design and Construction 
Twilio, Inc.

GREENTOWN LABS,  
GLOBAL CENTER FOR  
CLEANTECH INNOVATION

“We made sure this was a true coworking ‘maker space’ 
and let the company’s employees craft their own 
identity through the individual elements of their office.” 

Felice Silverman, FIIDA 
Principal 
Silverman Trykowski Associates

Vera Institute of Justice
Photographer: Tom Minieri from Studios Architecture



When we—designers, clients, and stakeholders—
talk about community as strategy, we begin to 
see a fundamental truth of the framework: that 
designers are becoming activists and advocates for 
the communities they design in, helping to preserve 
history, culture, and heritage. Design is not apolitical 
and designers can play a key role in strengthening 
communities and engaging external stakeholders in 
more effective and more dignified ways.

Designers can provide services to community 
stakeholders to help them assess what their 
community needs are and how design can help. 
Through the Boston Foundation, F. Philip Barash is 
involved in the Place Leadership Fellowship, a diverse 
network of “place leaders” who aim to preserve and 
activate public spaces around Boston by working 
directly with community leaders and helping 
members to advocate for their interests to both 
designers and policymakers. “Having the  
right words gives you power,” he says.

In the summer of 2019, the program began  
working with eight community organizations,  
like the Asian Community Development Corporation, 
to strengthen the culture of several of Boston’s 
neighborhoods and reclaim underutilized  
public spaces.

“The program explores different assets of public 
space with a lens of equity and justice,” says Barash. 
This is not dissimilar to how designers can approach 
their community-based projects. “Community 
engagement does not mean community service, 
which is often out of step with the communities,” 
says Douglas R. Seidler, IIDA, Chair and Associate 
Professor of Interior Design at Marymount University. 
“The goal is to involve underserved community 
stakeholders and position them around your table. It’s 
not about us speaking for anyone, it’s about listening.”

DESIGNER AS 
ADVOCATE
DESIGNING FOR AND WITH  
THE EXTERNAL COMMUNITY

“To become better community activists as designers, we must  
begin with establishing values, engaging the community,  
and building from there.” 
AMY CAMPOS, IIDA, FOUNDER AND PRINCIPAL, ACA,  
TENURED PROFESSOR AND CHAIR OF INTERIOR DESIGN,  
CALIFORNIA COLLEGE OF THE ARTS
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For Jon Otis, IIDA, Founder and Principal of Object 
Agency (OlA) and Professor at Pratt Institute, designers 
have the power to uplift communities through a unique 
mixture of design and advocacy. In Brooklyn, Otis 
worked closely with the St. Nick’s Alliance, a non-profit 
community development organization, on the Brooklyn 
Story Voyager, a book bus bringing underserved 
communities in Brooklyn the gift of reading. “A lot of 
libraries in lower-income neighborhoods across Brooklyn 
were going away, and so was accessibility to books,” Otis 
says. “The goal of BK Voyager was to increase exposure to 
reading for children in those at-risk neighborhoods. The  
 

bus goes to schools, playgrounds, and reading clubs.” 
Since design is never static, with standards and tastes in 
constant transition, designers are able to understand the 
ever-changing needs of communities and how to best 
address them as they evolve. Designers have the power 
to engage with communities at various touchpoints, 
especially when dealing with public projects—and design 
has the power to dignify both people and space.

“Every single design decision we make as designers can 
make a huge difference in the pride of a community, and 
that’s what makes America great,” says Felice Silverman.

Story Voyager
Presented by Object Agecy (O|A)
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The health of future communities depends on how  
well-equipped the next generation of design professionals  
is for utilizing community as strategy.

HOW DO  
WE TEACH  
COMMUNITY  
AS STRATEGY?

RETHINK THE CURRICULUM: 
“Designers often think that every problem is a design problem, but it’s very important that 
we teach students that some problems are due to funding or communications or policy or 
structure,” says Barash. Students should be prepared for not just solving problems through 
design, but also for city planning, civic engagement, and advocacy.

CREATING COMMUNITY IN SCHOOLS:  
For students to truly understand the power design has to better communities, they should 
be engaging with meaningfully-designed spaces at the start of their education. “[The Duke 
Ellington School of the Arts] is a place for students to have a sense of home. Many of them 
are here all day because of extracurriculars, so it’s important for us to have a strong sense of 
community,” says Jevelle Branch, the school’s Director of Operations. 

COMMUNITY-BASED PROJECTS: 
When design students get involved in community betterment programs—like the Pratt Creative 
Xchange (PCX), which allows design students to collaborate with high schoolers in underserved 
neighborhoods on design projects—everyone benefits. According to Otis, the program brought 
design thinking to a community that does not often have access to it, and allowed Pratt students 
to confront urban problems with design. 

ENGAGING 
EXTERNAL 
COMMUNITIES
To create a more activism-aligned design practice and truly use community as strategy, 
designers must engage with local communities to create spaces that the public will touch and 
remember positively. When designers discuss community engagement they often mean:

• Learning the history and culture of a community, and seeking to implement that 
history in the design of a space or building

• Speaking to community leaders and advocates during the design process

• Holding public forums or taking polls

• Joining local community organizations

• Designing space for vendors and using it to promote local growth



The need for meaningful design goes beyond  
the pull of aesthetics; in fact, design has the power  
to change how we move, work, behave, communicate, 
and live out our day-to-day. When we design  
for the strengthening of communities, we get  
strong communities in return. In short, design  
equals humanity.

“Good design is empathetic to the human condition; 
it’s about choice, engagement, and fluidity,” says 
Durst. “As we realize the power and necessity of 
engaging community, our spaces begin taking  
on the attributes of real-life and slowly becoming  
more human.”

• Making sure staff and any employees are represented and heard in the design process of a space they  
will be utilizing. Uplifting community creates more participants, and as a result, lasting positive results.

• Considering the many different facets of a community and the ways those facets interact. “Everyone is a 
stakeholder when it comes to designing for the community,” says Grace Crews Corbin, IIDA, AIA, Architect and 
Senior Design Associate at Christner. “From building management to transportation to green spaces, all of these 
elements work together in creating a community experience.”

• Considering external communities from a place of advocacy and understanding. Reaching out and listening to 
those beyond your organization is beneficial in presenting yourself as an active component of a community.  
It is important to an organizations’ health and longevity.

BRIDGING  
THE GAP
TO DESIGN FOR COMMUNITY AS 
STRATEGY, DESIGNERS SHOULD HELP 
THEIR CLIENTS IN THE FOLLOWING:
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Community as strategy can be beneficial to clients and their 
stakeholders. Organizations working within a conscientious framework 
of community are generally more likely to succeed in their overall goals 
and can create a positive impact across multiple sectors.

ABOUT KI
At KI, we truly believe that we are all connected – manufacturers, architects, designers and the people we serve. Our 
mission as a trusted expert in the contract furniture market is to offer you the inspiration and information you need to 
help your customers make smart furniture decisions. That’s why sponsoring this panel mattered to us. Great design 
is about building a sense of community. We are grateful for this opportunity to share these stories of how architects, 
designers and academia are creating spaces that forge connections and foster togetherness. And when we nurture 
those connections within the environments we design, the spaces we create become the places we belong. ki.com 

ABOUT IIDA 
IIDA is the commercial interior design association with global reach. We support design 
professionals, industry affiliates, educators, students, firms, and their clients through our 
network of 15,000+ members across 58 countries. We advocate for advancement in education, 
design excellence, legislation, leadership, accreditation, and community outreach to increase 
the value and understanding of interior design as a profession that enhances business value and 
positively impacts the health and well-being of people’s lives every day. iida.org 
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“As we realize the power 
and necessity of engaging 
community, our spaces begin 
taking on the attributes of  
real-life and slowly becoming  
more human.”
IIDA Executive Vice President  
and CEO Cheryl S. Durst, Hon. FIIDA


