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Today, governments must address the demand for solu� ons 
to complex and mul� -dimensional urban and regional prob-
lems, greater ci� zen engagement, par� cipatory democracy, 
innova� ve leadership prac� ces, and organiza� onal change.  
According to the Observatory for Public Sector Innova� on’s 
(OPSI) global review,  “Governments and their partners are 
undergoing transforma� on to overcome unprecedented 
challenges and seize vast opportuni� es”.  This need for 
change has opened up a new space for design and innova-
� on in government also fueled by the “growing interest in 
evidence-based policy making and the applica� on of “design 
thinking” to policy-making”.  However most of this integra-
� on of design-thinking and design  has focused around 
service and informa� on design rather than environmental 
design, which forces the ques� on: What is the role of the 
environmental design disciplines in this transforma� on? 
This paper explores various past and emerging models of 
design and government partnerships to provide a context 
for envisioning this future role, including a new hybrid model 
for university and government alignment presented by the 
newly established University of Hawai’i Community Design 
Center. Finally, this paper will end with a summary of the 
interac� ve session held at the 2019 ASCA Less Talk More 
Ac� on conference that asked a� endees to apply this inquiry 
to the design of an Offi  ce of Design within their academic or 
governmental ins� tu� ons. 

INTRODUCTION
The rela� onship between design and government has long 
been talked about rela� ve to material expressions of power, 
authority, democracy or other forms of governance. This 
discussion departs from those ideas to focus on design as 
it relates to the government’s provision of  public goods 
and services, those which the marketplace cannot provide: 
public health and welfare programs, educa� on, roads, 
na� onal and domes� c security, and clean environments.  
These goods are defi ned by their nonexcludability, mean-
ing, noone can be excluded from their benefi ts. They are by 
defi ni� on for 100% of the public, which aligns government 
interest with public interest, in theory. The Latrobe Prize 
report, Wisdom from the Field, A Guide to Public Interest 
Prac� ces in Architecture, describes public interest design as 
a typology of prac� ce that has emerged “to address public 
needs unmet by the private market” much of it dedicated 

to “serving those who cannot aff ord the services of our 
profession and to address systemic problems in the built 
environment that create the needs in the fi rst place.”   In 
the execu� ve summary of this report, the ques� on is posed,  
“How can Public Interest Design Prac� ces be Sustained and 
Expanded?” Among the recommenda� ons, the following 
was of par� cular interest to this discussion:

Pursue broader scale, systemic soluti ons. While public inter-
est design in its various forms has shown growth over the last 
ten years, the overall scale of the work remains small. Several 
of the interviewed practi ti oners proposed that the challenge is 
to move from small, individual projects to larger scale, systemic 
problems...Systemic design of neighborhoods, and even citi es, 
that includes considerati on of public policies and programs, 
parti cipatory processes with design decision-makers, and 
research, off ers the opportunity for a profound transformati on 
of the designed environment as well as a fi nancially viable way 
of making a living.

In the report, which represents feedback from 383 AIA 
members and interviews of 100 recognized public interest 
prac� � oners, both the defi ni� on of the fi eld of public inter-
est design and recommenda� ons for its future orient toward 
systems. Yet the report does not discuss or specifi cally rec-
ommend working with one of the primary administrators of 
systems: government. Arguably this is because public inter-
est design emerged to address the gaps le�  by government, 
facilita� ng a tension between public interest and government 
interest. S� ll, the two have alignments that provide a founda-
� on for this paper.

TYPOLOGIES
To provide context, this paper includes examples of govern-
ment partnered design services and prac� ces, most of which   
fall under the category of public sector design, a “growing suite 
of design logics, tradi� ons, and prac� ces that are currently 
being applied to ma� ers of governance”. The examples are 
select case studies that do not refl ect a comprehensive or 
scholarly survey of all past or current models.  The case studies 
suggest typologies that refl ect diff erent rela� onships to gov-
ernment, (internal, external, or hybrid) and types of services 
(administra� ve, design, advocacy, or advisory).  Diagrams of 
these typologies are shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Rela� onship diagrams.
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INTERNAL - ADMINISTRATIVE
Many planning and design offi  ces in government are pri-
marily administra� ve. A brief history of internal design 
services in the United States government is described on the 
Government Services administra� on website, star� ng with 
the Bureau of Construc� on.  In 1852 it was established to 
oversee federal design and construc� on projects and Ammi 
B. Young was named  the fi rst government “Supervising 
Architect”.  Federal government buildings were designed 
internally by this offi  ce up un� l 1893, when the Tarsney 
Act allowed private architects to work on federal buildings, 
thereby transi� oning the offi  ce into a more administra� ve 
and managerial role.  In following years, the Offi  ce of the 
Supervising Architect was transferred to the Public Works 
Branch, and the Public Works Branch was moved to the 
Public Building Administra� on.  Then in 1949, the US General 
Services Administra� on (GSA) was created to include the 
Public Building Services, which con� nues to oversee  design, 
construc� on, and management of federal projects. Since the 
1990s, the GSA has also worked to advocate for good design, 
through its  GSA Design Awards, Design Excellence program, 
First Impression ini� a� ve, and Na� onal Awards programs. 
At the state level, the Offi  ce of the Architect or equivalent 
offi  ces o� en provide services similar to the GSA. In California 
the Offi  ce of the Architect is responsible for design and con-
struc� on oversight and development of standards and codes. 
In Colorado, the Offi  ce of the Architect lists similar respon-
sibili� es, but also includes coordina� on of  the state’s real 
estate program and capital construc� on budget requests.  
For the most part, these offi  ces adhere to the model estab-
lished by the GSA.

INTERNAL - DESIGN
More recently, there has been a prolifera� on of design units 
within governments worldwide that represent the fi eld of pub-
lic sector innova� on.  Public sector innova� on labs typically 
apply design-thinking, service design, user research, ethno-
graphics, and behavioral economics approaches to the task of 
improving government services. The Danish innova� on unit 
Mindlab, was one of the fi rst in-house public sector innova-
� on labs to integrate user-centered design and training across 
governmental units. Established in 1999 Mind lab was housed 
in the Ministry of Industry, Business and Financial Aff airs, 
Ministry of Employment and Ministry of Educa� on. Other 
similar en� � es include La27eRegion in France, and the Boston 
Mayor’s Offi  ce of New Urban Mechanics. While this trend 
toward design-based offi  ces in government is fairly new, the 
Bloomberg American Ci� es Ini� a� ve 2018 American Mayor’s 
survey reveals that 34% of the surveyed ci� es have dedicated 
staff  for innova� on. A leader for Bloomberg Philanthropy’s 
Innova� on Teams program that funds innova� on teams in 
select ci� es, noted that 20 of the program’s i-teams now 
include designers, which was not the case prior. This trend 
supports the no� on that design is a cri� cal component to 
innova� on in government. 

EXTERNAL - ADVISORY
The public sector innova� on fi eld is not limited to internal 
government offi  ces, and consists of many independently run 
non-profi t, for-profi t, and government enabled enterprises 
that work in similar ways to the previous examples. These labs 
have diff erent approaches to improving government, including 
design, open data, evidence-based research, or combina� ons 
of all three. Of these labs, the Design Council in the U.K. is 
one of the few that also provide environmental design ser-
vices. The Design Council is a non-profi t charity organiza� on 
that describes itself as the “government’s advisor on design”, 
providing strategic advice, pre-procurement design consulta-
� on, ideas incuba� on, and research and insight.  Their model 
establishes a role for environmental designers in this array of 
services, and space for architectural design educa� on, orga-
niza� ons, and prac� ce to embrace service, system, and policy 
design as suppor� ng skillsets.

A discussion about external partnerships between designers 
and government should also include the role of design review 
boards.  The City of Sea� le established Design Review, where 
members of the public and profession consider a broad set 
of design considera� ons and apply these to projects to pro-
mote suitability to surrounding neighborhoods. This review 
also supports discussion on fl exibility with code standards to 
accommodate be� er design. This design review diff ers from 
typical neighborhood  board mee� ng in that it is a design-
driven discussion, focused on size, shape, materials, and other 
visual elements. Other issues such as traffi  c, parking, etc., are 
not addressed by this process.   The City of Sea� le also estab-
lished the People’s Choice Urban Design Awards to “promote 
public involvement in and understanding of the Design Review 
Program in Sea� le”.  These two complimentary programs repre-
sent an integrated thought involving both review and advocacy.

INTERNAL - ADVOCATE
An interes� ng addi� on to this discussion is the forma� on of 
the City of Los Angeles’ Design Offi  ce, which was established in 
2018 by Mayor Eric Garce�  . The offi  ce is directed by long � me 
Los Angeles Times architectural cri� c Christopher Hawthorne, 
and tasked with eleva� ng design in the city and establishing 
design as part of the city’s iden� ty. While Hawthorne is s� ll 
new to the posi� on, his work has focused  on design compe-
� � ons, enhanced civic engagement, and interac� ons with 
architects through informal reviews and conversa� ons about 
proposed work held in their own offi  ces. Hawthorne provides 
personal cri� que on projects, and by doing so, operates as a 
government-based design advocate or design champion, off er-
ing yet another role for design in government. 

HYBRID - DESIGN
Finally, there are few en� � es that can occupy and act in a space 
both internal and external to government, the public univer-
sity being one of them. The University of Hawaii Community 
Design Center (UHCDC) provides a new model for university 
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Figure 2: Workshop sheets.
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and governmental partnership on built environment projects 
that embraces this unique posi� oning. UHCDC developed from 
a close collabora� on between a state senator and the School 
of Architecture.  What resulted is a state university-based com-
munity design center partnered with twelve state agencies.  
This led to over $2 million in extramural applied research and 
design work, and provided opportuni� es for over 20 faculty 
members, 10 full � me staff , 70 student interns, and hundreds 
of students enrolled in UHCDC project related courses.  A� er 
four years of government-partnered work, the center has 
embraced its role as a public sector prac� ce and as a defacto 
“offi  ce of design” for the state. This experience framed the 
ques� ons posed to conference par� cipants who were asked 
to design an offi  ce of design based on their own experience.

INTERACTIVE EXERCISE
Session par� cipants were each given an 18”x22” set of work-
sheets that led them through a process of ques� ons aimed 
at designing a specula� ve offi  ce of design. See Figure 2. 
They were asked to:

Draw the organiza� onal structure of your city or state govern-
ment. Indicate where “design” is located if at all.

What problems will the offi  ce work to solve?

What people will it need to solve them (education/
experience, # FTE)

Where does it get its authority, how does it maneuver?

Develop 3 programs that the office will introduce to 
address its goals?

How will the offi  ce interface with design educati on?

Draw a diagram where your offi  ce will be located.

Draft  a resoluti on to establish the offi  ce of design. 

Par� cipants suggested that these offi  ces of design should be 
located at the city government level, under the Offi  ce of the 
Mayor. This offi  ce could partner with university en� � es and 
non-profi ts, and would introduce opportunity rather than 
compe� � on between these groups. This was a concern from 
one of the par� cipants teaching in a Bal� more university, 
which is surrounded by several well-established non-profi t 
community design centers, where compe� � on posed an issue.  
Par� cipants also off ered a range of problems that the offi  ce 
would be posi� oned to solve, including the development of 
community engaged requests for proposals (RFPs), iden� fying 
benchmarks based on global case studies, and proposing zon-
ing revisions based on site inves� ga� ons. Unfortunately due to 
� me constraints, the group didn’t get to the la� er half of the 
worksheet ques� ons. 

What the group did spend � me on, was the diffi  culty in ins� tu-
� onalizing public interest or civic prac� ces within the university.  
The group discussed the Carnegie Community Engagement 
classifi ca� on as one way of doing this. The applica� on requires 
universi� es to submit evidence of community engaged prac-
� ces in the following areas: ins� tu� onal iden� ty, culture and 
communica� on, community rela� ons, outreach and partner-
ships, curricular and co-curricular engagement, professional 
ac� vity and scholarship, infrastructure and fi nance, tracking, 
monitoring and assessment, faculty and staff  support and 
rewards, and alignment with other ins� tu� onal ini� a� ves.

The group agreed that this classifi ca� on off ers an impor-
tant catalyst for ins� tu� onal change, though everyone was 
not aware of it. 

Finally, this refl ec� on on the conference session has to rec-
ognize the small number of par� cipants who a� ended. While 
the small group of fi ve off ered robust and genuine conversa-
� on, the minimal a� endance implies a lack of interest in new 
rela� onships between architecture and government.  This 
ques� ons our true commitment to more systems level ac� on 
and agency within our discipline. It also highlights a poten� al 
lack of strategic communica� on. There was probably no ses-
sion � tle less provoca� ve than “Design in Government”. While 
this was deliberately self-evident, this may not be the right 
strategy for architectural educators, or anyone for that ma� er. 
Moving forward, any descrip� on of this topic should consider 
the interests of the audience with the goal of increasing lev-
els of par� cipa� on and exchange. The emerging partnerships 
between designers and governments worldwide suggest that 
there is a new space for design that architecture is only just 
beginning to explore.  Messaging this opportunity is cri� cal to 
any progress in this direc� on. 
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