THE

DIVE
Discovering an Effective
Design Process
by Sarah Goldblatt, AIA

The history of architecture is filled with stories
of the solitary genius — the eccentric designer
who works in isolation and arrives at a singular
groundbreaking vision. The legendary Frank Lloyd
Wright. Fictional architect-hero Howard Roark. The
lone genius perched on a mountain with a laptop.
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ut the architects at Kirksey
don’t buy it. In their experience,
clients are best served through a
collaborative, iterative process. Kirksey’s
team-based approach brings together
clients, designers, consultants and
contractors as early in the process as
possible. The collective input of this
integrated project team and the exercise
of working through multiple design
solutions are essential to creating an
optimal final product.
The work yielded by this design process
is the main reason Kirksey was recently
named the Texas Society of Architecture’s
2012 Firm of the Year. However, instead
of resting on its laurels, the 110-person
firm is in the process of developing a

2020 Roadmap to guide its architectural
practice into the future.
As part of this planning process, one
of Kirksey’s top priorities has been
articulating its unique approach to
design. As Kirksey’s building-type
portfolio has become more diverse
— expanding from office buildings to
educational, hospitality, religious and
healthcare facilities, among others — the
firm has become acutely aware that each
project and client is unique. Kirksey’s
process of research, discovery and
collaboration is a direct result of what
it has learned over the course of the
firm’s 42-year history, and it tailors each
project to a client’s specific mission, site
and context.

KIRKSEY’S DESIGN PHILOSOPHY
Kirksey architects frequently credit a
client’s vision as their biggest inspiration
for a project, but good design also
requires common values with respect to
strategy, documentation and building
performance. As a part of its 2020
strategic planning, the firm went through
a process of identifying its values, and
six principles emerged as the foundation
of Kirksey’s approach to design. These
principles are:
n
Sustainability
n
Collaboration
n
Discovery
n
Research
n
Innovation
n
Regard for the talent of each
Kirksey designer

Kirksey Architecture
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THE DESIGN PROCESS

For each project, these principles
converge to achieve the firm’s goal
of “exceptional design through an
exceptional process.”

SUSTAINABLE VALUES
Most people equate sustainability with
environmental impact reduction. Kirksey
embraces this concept but goes beyond
it by viewing each project through a
quality-of-life lens. Architects ask: “How
do we provide our clients with facilities
that cost less to operate and maintain
while providing a healthy environment
in which to live, work and play?” Kirksey
developed the following 10 questions to
measure a project’s alignment with the
firm’s core value of sustainability:
n
What is special about my client?
n
What is special about the site?
n
Does it sip energy or give energy back?
n
Does the design reflect the community?
n
Have I provided daylight and views to all?

n

n
n
n
n

Does it collect, filter, and
conserve water?
Is it effortlessly functional and beautiful?
Is it innovative?
Is it healthy?
Is it a good neighbor?

FRAMEWORK
Throughout the firm’s history, Kirksey
has emphasized an integrated design
approach that solicits input from all
entities involved in a project. This
approach engages the client, the enduser, the contractor and the engineering
team early in the design process and
helps facilitate a clear understanding of
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a client’s broader mission and goals. To
ensure maximum collaboration and an
efficient process, Kirksey developed a
tangible three-part framework for tracking
design success. The system enables the
project team to organize information in a
way that creates a concise picture of the
entire design process and helps the client
realize an enhanced building solution
via a more efficient process. The goal
is to utilize innovative design strategies
within the framework of traditional design
phases. The following three key elements
comprise Kirksey’s design process:

Design Roadmap
The Design Roadmap is a graphic
representation, similar to a flowchart,
of the entire design process from
programming through construction
and post-occupancy. It outlines the
roles and responsibilities of each team
member and establishes milestones,
deliverables, client reviews and
coordination elements that occur
in tandem with each design phase,
including building information modeling
(BIM) and energy-related investigations.
Unique to Kirksey’s Design Roadmap is
the inclusion of Design Dives and Design
Guides. A Design Dive is a collaborative

event where the entire team, including
the client, end-users, consultants and
the contractor, dive into the discovery
process. Gary Machicek, senior project
designer with Kirksey, described this
approach as an opportunity to “develop
a story for the project and to get clients
and owners thinking beyond the practical
aspects of their building and more about
how they envision people experiencing
the space.”
Kirksey has developed various Dive
methods to engage participants,
including PlayTheory: a card game with
images and expressions. Clients are

asked to pair meaningful images with
words in response to questions about
their buildings. This generates ideas
for the project that otherwise might not
surface if a client’s role is strictly reactive.
During a Discovery Dive for Texas Tech
University’s new Petroleum Engineering
Research Building, the Dean’s vision
for integrated learning opportunities
quickly evolved into a diagram about the
relationship of labs, student areas and
computer spaces to one another. “We
used the process to create a concise story
about how the building would operate
and the experience of the people using
it. Texas Tech could imagine the building

Kirksey Architecture Goes to the Dogs (Literally)
Kirksey Architecture provided
the design pictured to the left for
the Fourth Annual Barkitecture
Houston 2012, hosted at Houston
Pavilions. The event, which brings
together Houston’s best architects,
designers, builders and artists,
benefits Pup Squad, an animalrescue group that saves orphaned
animals from the streets and places
them in loving adoptive homes. Kirksey’s Barkitecture submission, Fido’s Foldable
Fortress, is a portable structure that grows with your canine companion, is easy to
assemble and is constructed to last.

Kirksey Architecture
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truly functioning before it was even
built,” Machicek explained.

The DesignGUIDE is a

Design Guide

resource book providing

clients with
up-to-date
The big ideas generated
during
Dives are
synthesized into adesign
narrative
that expresses
information
while
a project’s designbecoming
intent anda the
narrative
valuable
becomes a part of a shared document
internal reference for the
called the Design Guide. The narrative
project team.
provides a set of guiding principles that
allow the design team and the client to
track and measure how well the project
goals are being met. The design team
at Kirksey utilizes the Design Guide to
record the big ideas along with essential
project information, including square
footage, budget, site plan, program
elements and sustainable features. The
document may also contain concept

diagrams and building plans, elevation
studies, consultant narratives, LEED
requirements, energy models (pictured
one page 19), and preferred images and
material selections. The Design Guide
was an invaluable marketing tool for one

Bob Inaba – Soft-Spoken Powerhouse
Bob Inaba is Kirksey’s director of
design, and his influence is reflected
in most of the firm’s award-winning
buildings. We spoke with him to learn
more about his creative process.
Do you think design can
change people’s lives?
Of course! If you change a person’s
attitude toward their environment, it
can change their attitude toward life.
Particularly with workplace design,
since people spend so much of their
time at work.
We really thought about that in the
recent design for Energy Center
Three. We wanted to ensure that
building users had a variety of
environments to choose: large and
small, dramatic and understated,
indoors and out. I like to include
big contrasts that will surprise and
delight people, really get their
hearts pumping, as they move
through the space.
What do you think is the key to a successful project?
A truly successful project goes beyond what the user or client was
expecting. It’s not enough to just solve program requirements —
we need to get beyond that to imagine how people will use the
space and how they will feel about it. That’s what I think about …
besides the normal stuff like functionality and budgets.
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What is the number-one thing you try to impart to young designers?
I tell them they shouldn’t just solve the problem. They must think
creatively to provide something even better. They
have to consider influences like how a person
approaches the project, where it can be
viewed from, who can see it, how you
travel through it. I encourage them to
keep thinking to see if there is a better
way; they shouldn’t settle for the first
solution that comes to mind. The style
of the project will emerge through this
process. It isn’t something we have
predetermined before we start.
Is there a particular design
solution you’ve always wanted
to try but never gotten the
chance to execute?
I’ve always wanted to design
a skyscraper. We do a lot of
mid-rise buildings, but few
buildings over 20 stories. I
have this vision of a multifaceted tower like a jewel
that glints in the sun.
What actor will play
you in the movie
about your life?
Dustin Hoffman. He’s got
this great soft-spoken, lowkey, funny demeanor — like
me — but he means business,
and he gets your attention.

Design Dashboard

Kirksey client soliciting potential tenants
for his new commercial office space, as it
The DASHBOARD
conveyed the character
and detailstracks
of the
project’seven
design
health
building before each
construction
began.
For other clients,throughout
the Designthe
Guide
entire
serves as a way to
build support
process
allowingfrom
for
prospective donors for capital campaigns.

and provides a chronological checklist of
milestones and events that need to be
accomplished during the design process.
Once an objective is met, team members
record the event. The Design Dashboard
allows the team to gauge a project’s
progress and monitor and maintain its
goals and objectives.

internal accountability

Additional Dives occur as a project
advances through the traditional design
phases. New information is incorporated
into the Design Guide to document a
project’s progression and the decisions
made along the way. While some clients
may view this process as added time and
cost, in fact, it enables the design team
to be more efficient, actively reflecting on
project goals and decisions, staying on
schedule, and logically planning for the
success of a Kirksey-designed building.

DIVE IN

Design Dashboard
The Design Dashboard is the
accountability component of the design
process that ensures all requirements
of the Roadmap and the Design Guide
are met. This in-house tracking tool lists
all active projects in spreadsheet format

Kirksey Architecture brings highly
specialized knowledge to each project.
As clients will discover, the firm’s
advanced approach to the design
process and user interface goes beyond
traditional practices and methods
to achieve design excellence and
unparalleled buildings.
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