
Design Excellence:   

A case for including an Integrated Design perspective at the early phase of 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts capital projects  

From the scale of a micro-chip to the scale of a metropolitan region, design excellence is achieved 
when the value and benefit exceed that which was thought possible.  Design excellence brings 
beauty and function, lighting and bridges, efficiency and understanding to the built environment.   

In a time when cost considerations are paramount, design excellence considers life-cycle cost as 
well as initial costs.  In a time when climate change is paramount, design excellence is energy-
efficient and sustainable. At a time when different interests tend to specialize and isolate, design 
excellence integrates thinking across fields and searches for solutions that respond to all interests.   

There is growing awareness that including long-term considerations in the earliest stages of design, 
ie. “Integrated Design” results in long-term benefits – a value that is becoming increasingly 
important.   From regional planning to the design of individual buildings and building interiors, an 
integrated design process synthesizes a wide range of often disparate information to realize 
successful outcomes that are responsive to need and are efficient, cost-effective and elegant in 
appearance.   

Good planning is crucial for an efficient and sustainable built environment. Good planning 
optimizes land uses and physical resources at the urban and regional scale and provides the 
context for effective architecture and landscape architecture design at the pedestrian and building 
scale. At the project scale, effective design begins by defining the scope of the project and taking 
into account definitions of need and strategies for resolution. These considerations are mediated 
by projected costs and benefits over the entire life-cycle of the project.  Achieving multiple benefits 
for single solutions and re-using existing resources are essential components of sustainable design.  
Can a new road project also mitigate stormwater run-off? Is the reuse of a nearby existing building 
a more resource efficient and cost effective solution than new construction? Can sophisticated 
scheduling expand the use of a school building, serve other community functions, and reduce 
space requirements?  

At all scales and types of projects, capital development alters existing landscapes and cityscapes.  
Aesthetics, responsiveness to need and stewardship of the environment are essential criteria for the 
evaluation of options at the beginning of the design process.  Pleasing, functional and 
environmentally responsible outcomes must not only answer the simple demands of the program 
brief they should cost less even as they satisfy broader societal demands.  Higher quality and 
increased value can be achieved if design is integrated into the early phase decision-making 
process. Well-designed projects last longer, need fewer modifications during use and consume less 
energy.  



 

 

Principles of Design Excellence in Massachusetts 

1. Re-establish the role of public agencies as pro-active and responsible clients.  By 
including more professionals knowledgeable about integrated design and its benefits in the 
decision-making hierarchy of state and municipal agencies, public agencies will become more 
effective and knowledgeable owners when managing consultant teams.  

2. Sound planning lays the ground work for good design. Design-knowledgeable 
professionals should assess the impact of a specific project within the larger context, at regional, 
urban or neighborhood scale. This assessment should occur at the outset of the design process and 
by an on-call design review consultant or design review panel. 

3.  Promote integrated design teams.  The “integrated design” team brings a wide variety of 
design, engineering, construction and operational expertise into the initial planning and design 
stages of a project to ensure that the final project scope balances cost-effective functional solutions 
with operating efficiency, long-term value and benefits to the public.  Where procurement must 
purchase design and construction as a single package, the process should support an integrated 
approach that will lead to a functional, elegant and cost-effective final outcome. 

4. Focus on outcomes. By adopting an integrated design- and project-management approach 
that focuses on longer-range outcomes, project solutions respond to needs and provide benefits 
beyond the boundaries of the immediate problem.   Good project management for an integrated 
team ensures that team members share information and value creative thinking and problem-
solving.  This makes it possible for the design team to solve for the unanticipated as well as known 
considerations. 

5. Define what is essential. Address the question, "does good design cost more?" We pay for 
what we consider essential. Good design is essential when it recognizes that cost-efficiency -- 
especially life-cycle cost -- is a critical ingredient of good design.  In the same way that durability is 
considered an essential quality of good design, when energy-efficiency and usability are recognized 
as essential to creating a well-defined and well-administered solutions, the cost will be no more 
than what is necessary to create what is essential.   

6. Inspire and lift the public spirit. Beyond functional requirements, life-cycle cost and 
energy efficiency there are design qualities that lift the public spirit.  In many cases this added value  
can be achieved without additional cost. As with other essential features, public leaders decide how 
to invest and support the less tangible qualities that nurture the public spirit. Investments in the 
public realm, in the manner in which it accommodates uses, its landscaping, good lighting, and 
public art are investments with both tangible and intangible returns. 

 

 



 

 

State-wide design excellence initiatives 

1. Convene a panel of design-knowledgeable professionals and state officials to look at state 
agencies and beyond for best practice approaches to design review, procurement, and design 
guidelines.  This panel would make recommendations for revisions to existing programs and 
procedures based on this research. 

2. Work with legislators to implement economic-based incentives for good/sustainable design 
(such as tax credits). 

3. Create design awards programs and PR initiatives to recognize design excellence and educate 
citizens about the power of good design. 

4. Work with local agencies/authorities to implement design-forward policies  

5. Establish a percent for art program (see the related materials for details on how a percent for 
art program could be implemented).  

Recommendations for achieving design excellence within state agencies 

1. Include design-knowledgeable professionals on the leadership team to ensure that decisions 
integrate a full range of knowledge and experience and lead to creative solutions. These 
professionals could recommend revisions to the agency’s design guidelines, recommend 
procedural changes to the procurement and design review process, and help manage the 
design review of projects. 

2. Adopt a design review process similar to Massport, MassDevelopment and the BRA-managed 
Boston Civic Design Commission.  Large projects should be reviewed by a volunteer design 
review panel while small projects should be reviewed by an on-call design review consultant. 

3. Consider the “Special Institution Status” currently enjoyed by Mass College of Art and Design, 
MassPort, MassMedical School and the Maritime Academy for additional entities. 

4. Revise and expand house doctor programs by revising the process for hiring consultants and 
by implementing term limits for contracts. House doctors should be hired by a panel that 
includes other design professionals and with a process that requires submission of a design 
portfolio of relevant projects.  

5. Look beyond existing state agencies for model programs.  Examples that might be relevant 
include:  the Medical Academic and Scientific Community Organization, Inc. (MASCO) 
sustainability plan; King County Washington (progressive design and planning policies); NYC 
Panel on Climate Change; London Climate Change Agency (a public / private non-profit that 
is addressing existing residential buildings with insulation and distributed energy programs); 
The Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), the UK government's 
advisor on architecture, urban design and public space. 
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Prepared by the Boston Society of Architects.  For more information, contact BSA director 
Nancy Jenner at 617-951-1433x227 / njenner@architects.org.   
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Integrate Public Art and the creative voice of the artist:   
Prepared by Ricardo Barreto 

 
The integration of art through a percent-for-art program should be a part of every 
infrastructure project undertaken by the Commonwealth.  A fine model for structuring this 
element of the design initiative is the General Services Administration’s Design 
Excellence and Arts Program.  Basic details follow.  In addition, attention should be 
paid to the recommendations for public art process and guidelines now being defined by 
the Public Art Network, the national professional organization in Washington D.C. that is 
a program of Americans for the Arts.  PAN can provide best practices for the field and its 
national reach provides the best synthesis for the most successful models. 

 
The state should consider the following guiding principles for the establishment of an 
effective percent for art program: 

a. The policy should dictate at least one half of one percent of all expenditures be 
assigned to the integration of public art into infrastructure projects.  [Jason:  
please note the “norm” across the country is ONE PERCENT.  PAN doesn’t have 
a specific recommendation at this point, but Liesel points out this may be coming.  
Do we want to be at odds with the established national norm?] This fund will 
cover the artist’s time/fee, fabrication costs, installation costs, related expenses 
such as insurance, as well as the administrative cost of managing the public art 
program. 

b. Public art funds should be spent in a manner that most appropriately enhances 
the public realm.  Funds should apply not only to the site of a specific project, but 
to the general area where a project is located, or the overall system of 
infrastructure of which the project is a part.  [Jason:  I have taken most of the 
language for this paragraph from the San Jose Master Plan under Barbara 
Goldstein.  I have asked for her permission to use it, but have not yet heard back.  
This plan is something you should look at – we should ALL look at! – as it is very 
well articulated and much of it could be of use once we get into the nitty-gritty 
details.] 

c. The policy should apply to all infrastructure projects in the state.  Even apparently 
“invisible” projects  - e.g. sewer and water main restoration initiatives usually 
have surface restoration elements that are ideally suited to public art and should 
not be exempt. 

d. The creative voice of the artist should be integrated from the outset to form part 
of the design team.  Precedent over the past 40 years demonstrates the best 
results are achieved when the artist is part of the design process from the very 
first day.  The artist selection process thus needs to take place concurrently with 
the selection process for all other design professionals. 

e. An artist review and selection process modeled on the GSA program should be 
adopted.  This includes identification of a selection panel, the development of 
project criteria, the articulation of RFQs and RFPs, the development of 
community outreach elements, and all other related activities.   

f. Administration of the implementation of the public art component can also be 
based on the GSA model.  This would include contract negotiation, oversight of 
the fabrication and installation of the art element into final design, and actual 
construction. 

 

 















Building repair vs.  road repair

Man Hours (average)

Trades (typical)
Carpenters Including: 
Framers, Sheetrock, 

Finish Carpentry, 
Cabinetry

Utiliites Including: 
Electricians, Underground 

Water/Sewer

Labors Site Survey
Iron workers Excavators/Heavy Equip.

Painters Pavement/Concrete
Electricians Iron Workers
Plumbers Painters

Mechanical (HVAC) Sigane
Flooring Flaggers
Concrete

Design (typical)
Architects

Engineers Including: 
Structural, Mechanical, 
Electrical, Plumbing, 

Civil, Acoustical, 

Engineers Including: Civil, 
Electrical

Landscape Architects Landscape Architects
Consultants Including; 
Code, Commissioning, 

Building Envelope, 
Elevator, Energy, Food 

Service, Furniture 
Fixtures and Equipment, 
Geotechnical, Hardware, 
Roofing, Specification, 
Telecommunication, 

Traffic, Wetlands

The chart below was put together by AIA Oregon at the request of the Oregon congressional 
delegation. They were asked to look at the impact of school construction vs. road construction on 
employment. when they published the chart, they noted that because the scope of every project is 
different, it is difficult to make apple to apple comparisons. It was also noted that the number of 
trades and man hours will vary depending on the region, the structure of the local unions and 
prevailing wages. What was clear was that regardless of the region, building projects typically employ 
more personnel than road projects for the same amount of money. 

Assume a $1,000,000 building remodel project and a $1,000,000 road repair project

BUILDING REMODEL ROAD REPAIR

16000 12000



Massport Design Review 

The lead design review consultant’s role for Massport’s commercial real estate holdings is to review the 
unfolding design proposals of development teams that are selected to build commercial development on 
Massport parcels.  The current design firm in this role is Utile.  Utile and a team of sub-consultants that 
include a landscape architect (Richard Burck and Associates) and a sustainable design consultant (The 
Green Engineer), review the design of projects at four stages of the design process: Concept Design, 
Schematic Design, Design Development, and Construction Documents.   Utile’s role is not to do technical 
peer review of the buildings systems or regulatory code, but rather to raise issues and suggest 
improvements that will maximize the synergies between private development and the public realm. 
Recommendations for conceptual design adjustments at the early stages of design as well as detailed 
suggestions for how the sidewalk grading should meet the  finished floor of the building during 
Construction Documents are examples of the range of consulting done under the contract.   

Utile also makes suggestions about the massing and facades of development proposals to ensure that 
individual buildings work within a larger urban ensemble.  Massport’s design review team is mindful of the 
economics of commercial development projects and makes every effort to suggest adjustments to 
projects that do not result in net increases in the construction budget.  Generally, the Massport consultant 
team recommends that architectural elaboration be prioritized within the first twenty feet of the elevation 
and where the building meets the sidewalk.  In several cases these design priorities have resulted in cost 
savings.  

The Massport design review team also has primary responsibility for advising the Authority on the best 
sustainable design approach for commercial development projects.  Typically, project proponents submit 
an initial LEED benchmarking score sheet as part of the Conceptual Design.  The design review then 
meets with the development team to discuss ways to maximize sustainable design strategies within the 
economic realities of the project. 




























