
83 Shaping New Knowledges

Three General Services Administration (GSA) 
high performing buildings recently won AIA 
COTE Top Ten Awards, achieving design excel-
lence, implementing innovative energy sys-
tems while at the same time meeting stringent 
Federal guidelines. This case study research 
highlighted the team practices that supported 
collaborative decision-making and effective 
leadership. All three buildings achieved a high 
level of technical sophistication, using systems 
not commonly seen such as geothermal piles, 
radiant cooled ceilings, phase-change salts and 
a historic-preservation-compatible solar array. 
The decision-making process used to develop 
these unusual applications reveals the impor-
tance of investment in partnering, framing of 
common goals and the development of “swift 
trust”.

Through interviews and surveys, the research-
ers produced an interactive report that enables 
the reader ro compare and contrast among 
projects, or to follow along one project narra-
tive. Connections to the literature review are 
managed through hyperlinks, showing how 
peer reviewed research connects with these 
particular case studies.

Academic research into the professional prac-
tice of architecture is primarily authored by 
construction management faculty, sometimes 
with business or organizational expertise. This 
research team of architects and construc-
tion management faculty focused on design 
ideas, building technology and construction 

processes. Using a holistic approach, they 
explain stories about building design and con-
struction and recommend best practices for 
integrated teams.
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Key Ingredients and Outcomes

Within the Key Ingredients and Team Outcome 
categories, there are sub-categories describing 
specific strategies, tactics, relationship 
characteristics, and performance metrics 
critical to the creation of a high-performing 
team, illustrated in the Key Ingredients & 
Team Outcome Variables diagram. The 
diagram illustrates that Team Outcomes (blue), 
result from ingredients but also become Key 
Ingredients contributing to other outcomes. 
For example, alignment is a team outcome 
that results from several key ingredients. 
Alignment is also a key ingredient contributing 
to a different team outcome: effective 
communication.

Although the diagram appears as a simple 
equation, the relationship between key 
ingredients (causal variables) and outcome 
variables is extremely complex, see Ingredient 
Map. The same outcome can be the result of 
different causes. For example, a significant 
project delay or a complex budgeting process 
could potentially lead to the same end result—a 
project that is over budget. Furthermore, 
causes in real life are often interrelated, but in 
many statistical models they are presumed to 
occur independently. For example, managing 
risks rarely tied to a single causal variable. 
To successfully manage risk, multiple causal 
variables need to be present: strategies for 
involving right expertise, tactics implementing 
the flow of quality information to inform 
decisions and actions. Another dimension of 
the complex relationship is that a single cause 
can lead to different and even opposite effects1 
— for example, a project set-back that ruins 
momentum for one team may catalyze another 
team to raise the level of their work. 

1.	 Greckhamer,	T.,	V.	F.	Misangyi,	H.	Elms	and	R.	Lacey	(2008).	Using	qualitative	comparative	analysis	in	strategic	management	
research:	An	examination	of	combinations	of	industry,	corporate,	and	business-unit	effects.	Organizational	Research	Methods.	11:	
695-726.
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RFP Development

The GSA’s procurement team made the important decision 
early on to use a design-build project-delivery method to 
renovate the historic building and meet the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act (ARRA)–mandated high-performance 
goals and project schedule. The procurement schedule was 
very compressed. The GSA procurement team received 
approval of their initial scope of work in January 2010 and was 
given five months to develop a final scope of work, solicit the 
work, and award the contract. The procurement team hired 
Jacobs Technology as the construction manager as advisor 
(CMa) to meet this deadline.

The GSA crafted the procurement process to integrate the 
clear high-performance goals within a structure that invited 
open dialogue with participating firms on how to best meet 
goals. The GSA project manager explained, “What we found to 
be incredibly helpful going through the procurement process 
was allowing the teams that were bidding on the project to 
provide innovative solutions, pushing this project in terms of 
its sustainability goals. We asked the teams: ‘You’re saying it 
can make LEED Gold? Can you propose an option to make it 
LEED Platinum? What would it take to do that?’” This marks 
the emergence of clear goals around which the team could 
align. Nurturing a process for developing these goals became a 
positive leadership strategy throughout the project. 

Since the procurement process was intentionally designed 
to be interactive, the GSA team left open the possibility that 
the request for proposal (RFP) responses might improve their 
understanding of project scope as it was developed post-
selection. The GSA review panel’s feedback to the competing 
teams during the procurement process was a form of peer 
review based on the proposal. A member of the design-build 
team noted, “With design-build, teams have to do a lot of 
work at the front end to even compete. Design-build teams 
that bring proposals to the GSA need to formulate a design 
that’s progressed far enough along in terms of infrastructure, 
architecture, and cost. The designs should, and did, receive 
feedback and challenges by a really excellent GSA source-
selection board during the proposal process.”
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RFP Development

Work on the EGWW began in 2003, prior to the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). The GSA’s Northwest/
Arctic Region, Region 10, hired SERA Architects, with Cutler 
Anderson Architects, for design services on an extensive 
modernization of the existing eighteen-level government 
building, which housed sixteen different federal-tenant groups. 
The original contract followed a traditional design-bid-build 
delivery model, but the project was not approved for funding 
and put on hold in 2007.

In April 2009 the project was funded under the ARRA, which 
reinstated the project as active but required it to be re-scoped 
to align with the high-performance green building goals, adding 
new technical specifications. The ARRA required funding to 
be committed, or “obligated,” no later than September 2010 
and spent before September 2015. This funding goal became a 
driving factor in determining the collaborative project-delivery 
type. Market research demonstrated that a general contractor/
construction manager delivery method, which the GSA refers to 
as the construction manager as constructor (CMc), along with 
a guaranteed maximum price (GMP) contract type were most 
appropriate for the project scope and constraints—specifically, 
the securing of project funding by September 2010. 

The approved acquisition plan showed the GMP as being 
established in July/August of 2010. Due to a variety of factors, 
the GSA changed the obligation-target date for all projects to 
March 2010, and the acceleration was very disruptive to this 
project team. Given the schedule and funding constraints, 
numerous factors led to a decision by the GSA to retain SERA 
as the architect for this project. SERA was able to engage in 
the request for proposal (RFP) process. Consideration was 
given to the following: SERA’s original contract was not closed; 
SERA demonstrated past positive performance; and SERA had 
the support of the CMc and expertise in high-performance 
green buildings. To manage relationship risk for their early 
commitment to SERA, the GSA also included an option to 
convert the contract to design-build, although this was never 
exercised.
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RFP Development

Federal Center South’s procurement phase was heavily 
influenced by the compressed schedule and high-performance 
goals of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). 
The ARRA funding was packaged with a congressional mandate 
to award the contract by the end of September 2010. The GSA 
had its own mandated guaranteed maximum price (GMP) date, 
the end of March 2010. The GSA contracting officer noted, “The 
goals and objectives were expressed early on in the solicitation 
documents, including having a collaborative team, achieving 
high-performing green building initiatives, and creating a twenty-
first-century workplace. All of these were expressed in the 
statement of work and in the solicitation and were used to guide 
the acquisition-and-selection process.”

The GSA procurement team decided to use a design-build 
project-delivery approach because they believed the delivery 
type could be more streamlined than traditional design-bid-build, 
better equipping them to meet the demanding ARRA schedule. 
In addition to the ARRA, site concerns were a primary driver 
in the early stages of this project. The GSA contracted several 
reports: a poly-seismic study, an environmental assessment, 
a geotechnical study, and a hazmat study. These reports 
demonstrated that the site was feasible for construction and 
identified general areas of site challenges.

Heery, the CMa, was engaged early specifically to assist in writing 
a statement of work for the design-build request for proposal 
(RFP) and to develop preliminary energy modeling that set initial 
project-performance goals.

The GSA crafted the procurement process to combine clear goals 
with a structure that invited open dialogue with participating 
firms on how to best meet goals. The GSA’s project manager 
explained, “During procurement, we were defining what a 
high-performance building is. We were creating policies. We 
also looked to the design teams and asked, ‘Are there things we 
can do to improve the project and make it higher performing? 
We want you to come back with a list of options to better the 
building.’ We didn’t want them thinking that the information we 
provided them is the only way to design a building.”
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Team Selection

Unique to this project, site conditions were a priority and those 
contracts related to site work were awarded before the primary 
team was selected. Contracts were awarded to geotechnical 
consultants for a seismic study, an environmental assessment, 
and a hazmat study. The CMa, Heery, was also awarded early in 
the process before the selection of the primary team.

Primary Team Selection
The design-build team of Sellen Construction and ZGF 
Architects was selected through a two-part competition. Phase 
one was an RFP. Of the many submitted proposals, the GSA 
selection committee shortlisted three design-build teams and 
invited them to submit comprehensive design proposals for 
phase two. No stipend was offered to the shortlisted teams that 
were not awarded the project, although the GSA is considering 
a change to this policy in the future to compensate for time 
invested in developing a comprehensive proposal. 

Sellen Construction and ZGF Architects had more than twenty 
years of experience working together in settings other than 
design-build and had worked on projects together in the recent 
past. The contracting officer described how the team was 
chosen based on alignment with the GSA collaborative goals set 
forth in the RFP: “The team that got selected was the one that 
responded to that solicitation and obviously understood it.”

Consultant and Subcontractor Selections
The proposals from design-build teams were required to 
include a full list of consultants. After winning the job, Sellen 
Construction and ZGF Architects worked with the GSA to 
finalize consultant selections. 

The contractor developed a small-business-subcontracting 
plan to meet the GSA mandates. Sellen Construction hired a 
sourcing consultant and held two outreach events to achieve 
the small-business-subcontracting goals. 

Key members of the general contractor, architect, and 
ownership teams all participated in the final subcontractor 
selections. After shortlisting subcontractors based on 
submitted proposals, the design-build team interviewed 
them to determine if they could meet the design intent and 
add value. During this process, some subcontractors offered 
suggestions that resulted in cost savings. For example, one 
roofing subcontractor advised they could meet design intent 
at a lower cost by adapting the construction documentation 
wording, saying, “change this one word in the specification, 
I’ll give you back $80,000.” While they contributed ideas that 
led to cost savings, the potential financial incentives from the 
use of a firm-fixed-price contract did not extended to include 
subcontractors. The main incentive for the subcontractors was 
to obtain work during an economically depressed time in the 
building industry. 

The high-performance objectives inspired the primary team to 
seek specialized expertise from their subconsultants. A team 
member recalled, “We wanted to win this job. We hit [the 
high-performance goals] hard. Those were what drove us. With 
our mechanical consultant, we felt we needed somebody with 
international bandwidth that could bring in people with global 
perspectives to develop a building that was unlike anything in 
Seattle in terms of energy performance.”

Three GSA high performing buildings recently 
won AIA COTE Top Ten Awards, achieving design 
excellence, implementing innovative energy 
systems while at the same time meeting stringent 
Federal guidelines. This case study research 
highlighted the team practices that supported 
collaborative decision-making and effective 
leadership. All three buildings achieved a high 
level of technical sophistication, using systems not 
commonly seen such as geothermal piles, radiant 
cooled ceilings, phase-change salts and a historic-
preservation-compatible solar array. The decision-
making process used to develop these unusual 
applications reveals the importance of investment 
in partnering, framing of common goals and the 
development of “swift trust”.

Through interviews and surveys, the researchers 
produced an interactive report that enables the 
reader to compare and contrast among projects, or 
to follow along one project narrative. Connections 
to the literature review are managed through 
hyperlinks, showing how peer reviewed research 
connects with these particular case studies.

Academic research into the professional practice of 
architecture is primarily authored by construction 
management faculty, sometimes with business 
or organizational expertise. This research team of 
architects and construction management faculty 
focused on design ideas, building technology and 
construction processes. Using a holistic approach, 
they explain stories about building design and 
construction and recommend best practices for 
integrated teams.

Excerpts from the interactive PDF show that a viewer can navigate to compare and contrast all three projects on one topic such as the RFP (Request for Proposals) process or navigate to 
see a linear narrative of one project




