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Publisher’s Note

Adaptability
/ə daptə bilədē/

T
hat concept has been on my 
mind in recent weeks, albeit 
a bit more globally. As I write 
this, I am sitting in a hotel 
room in the lovely Bend, Or-
egon. It’s beautiful in Bend. 

The people are as friendly as any I’d find 

at home, in Denver. But the reality is that 

here, even more so than it seems it’s been 

in Denver, the heat, the dry conditions and the nearly constant thick haze of 

wildfire smoke has requires folks to adapt, to change their sports training 

regimens (better get in that bike ride, run or swim in early, before the heat 

and smoke build in); alter their outdoor entertainment plans (maybe take 

the picnic indoors, or skip the show at the amphitheater); even reroute back-

packing and hiking trips (if the fires and smoke were over there yesterday, 

looks like they are over here today).

All of those adjustments could apply to commercial real estate as well. Proj-

ects that once made sense, at a certain time, in a certain place, may no longer 

work. Buildings that originally served one purpose may be better utilized by 

changing tenant mixes or uses. 

Adaptive reuse is not new, but it feels like its time has come.

In this issue, we shine a spotlight on several adaptive reuse notions and 

projects: Converting underperforming properties into residential stock has 

gained some steam, but there are any number of issues to consider before 

such an undertaking; downtown Denver’s office vacancies are inviting a 

refresh that aims to bring more full-time residents to the central business 

district; 

Inviting early community engagement and partnering with forward-think-

ing architects may well inform development in ways that better stand the 

test of time. That’s the hope – I look forward to watching and learning as 

these concepts and projects come to fruition.

In the meantime, the issue is filled with inspiring new projects, including 

The Parson in Denver’s Golden Triangle, Anythink Library (a whole new spin 

that is sure to bring a new generation back to the stacks) in Thornton, and 

The Marlow on historic Colfax.

As always, it’s a pleasure to share your ideas and your creative work with 

our readers. Keep the good work coming.

Kris Oppermann Stern

Publisher & Editor

kostern@crej.com

VOLUME 13 / ISSUE 3
The ability to change behavior, plans, or thinking when new things happen

www.crej.com
www.crej.com/buildingdialogue
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Understanding: The Future of Design Begins Before Design

C
onversations about the future 
of architecture almost always 
focus on technology. Artificial 

intelligence, computational design, 

and automation promise to transform 

how we practice. Those advances are 

significant, and they deserve our at-

tention. Yet after more than two de-

cades in architecture and construc-

tion, I find myself asking a different 

question: Why do some project teams 

– comprising equally talented owners, consultants, con-

tractors and architects – produce buildings that feel re-

markably coherent while others become increasingly 

complicated despite everyone’s best efforts?

For years, I assumed the answer was complexity it-

self. Modern buildings ask us to balance performance, 

constructability, resilience, cost, regulations, occu-

pant health, operations and long-term adaptability. It 

seemed natural that as projects became more sophis-

ticated, they would also become more difficult to coor-

dinate.

Over time, I began to notice a different pattern. The 

most successful projects were not necessarily led by 

the most technically gifted teams or supported by the 

most sophisticated tools. They were the projects where 

owners, architects, engineers, consultants and contrac-

tors developed a shared understanding of what success 

looked like before hundreds of individual decisions had 

to be made.

The defining characteristic of successful projects is 

not simply the technical ability of the people involved. 

It is the degree to which the team shares a common un-

derstanding of what the project is trying to accomplish.

That realization crystallized during a conversation 

with a contractor who questioned a mechanical detail. 

Viewed in isolation, his suggestion made perfect sense. 

Instead of debating the detail, we discussed why it ex-

isted in the first place: how it supported the building’s 

performance goals and the broader design intent. After 

a brief conversation, he looked back at the drawings 

and said, “Now I understand.”

The detail hadn’t changed.

His expertise hadn’t changed.

His understanding had.

With that understanding, he no longer needed every 

situation prescribed. He could apply his experience in 

ways that reinforced the larger goals of the project. I’ve 

seen similar moments with owners refining priorities 

during early design, consultants coordinating complex 

systems, and trades resolving unforeseen field condi-

tions. Once people understand what the project is try-

ing to achieve, their independent decisions begin sup-

porting one another rather than competing with one 

another.

That experience changed how I think about the archi-

tect’s role.

We often describe architects as designers, coordina-

tors, or problem solvers. Those responsibilities are cer-

tainly part of the profession. I believe one of our most 

valuable contributions is creating the shared under-

standing that allows an entire project team to exercise 

good judgment.

Every complex project eventually reaches a point 

where technical expertise is no longer the limiting fac-

tor. Everyone at the table brings knowledge and expe-

rience. The challenge becomes whether that expertise 

is exercised in service of the same objectives. Good 

judgment depends on context, and context is created 

through understanding.

This is why the earliest stages of a project matter so 

profoundly. Before design begins, owners need clarity 

about what success truly means – not simply the num-

ber of rooms or the desired aesthetic, but the priorities 

that will guide hundreds of future decisions.

As that understanding develops, alignment follows. 

Architects, engineers, contractors and owners begin 

evaluating decisions through the same lens. Individual 

expertise starts reinforcing the work of others instead 

of pulling the project in competing directions.

Ironically, this becomes even more important as ar-

tificial intelligence continues to evolve. AI will help 

us generate options, optimize systems, and automate 

repetitive tasks with extraordinary speed. Those capa-

bilities should make our profession better. But optimi-

zation assumes that the team already knows what it 

is trying to optimize. Technology can evaluate alterna-

tives. It cannot establish purpose. That remains a fun-

damentally human responsibility.

Perhaps that is where the future of architecture tru-

ly lies. As our technical tools become more powerful, 

the architect’s greatest value may become less about 

producing information and more about cultivating the 

understanding and insight that lead to better decisions.

When a project team shares a clear understanding 

of its purpose, hundreds of independent decisions be-

gin reinforcing one another. The result is not a simpler 

building, but a more coherent one.\\

Building Envelope

Jesse Ledin
Design Principal, 
Intentional  
Architecture
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Earthwork Costs: Want Your Building Flat or Sloped? 

A
sked about a flat or sloped 
roof, the majority of people 
out there would probably re-

ply “… uh flat please?” But buried in 

that question are some potential cost 

savings for certain types of buildings.

This is because the cost of earthwork 

can quickly become the variable that 

dictates whether a project pencils out. 

Site balancing, importing fill, or haul-

ing away spoils can inflate a budget 

to the point of killing a deal before a 

single footing is poured.

To mitigate these prohibitive site 

costs, development and design teams 

are increasingly turning to an often 

overlooked, structural strategy: the 

sloped slab.

n The 1/2% solution. In a standard 

tilt-up warehouse, a sloped slab is 

exactly what it sounds like. The en-

tire concrete floor is poured at a gentle grade, typically 

around 1/2% (or a slope of about 1/16-inch per foot).

While a 1/2% slope is largely imperceptible to the na-

ked eye and unnoticeable to standard foot traffic, the 

impact across a longer building is profound. Over the 

length of a 1,000-foot building, a 1/2% slope accommo-

dates a 5-foot elevation change. By allowing the building 

to follow the natural topography of the site rather than 

forcing the site to conform to a totally flat building pad, 

developers can eliminate thousands of cubic yards of cut 

By Design

Rob Kiester
Licensed Architect 
and Principal, Tandem 
Architecture Group

Ryan Kane
Licensed Architect 
and Principal, Tandem 
Architecture Group

www.weoneil.com
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see how memorable places begin at norris-design.com

By Design

and fill, saving significant time and capital.
This solution also saves on trenching for utilities, as 

a sloped slab will reduce the depth for gravity-drained 
systems as long as they drain in the same direction as 
the sloped slab.
n The trade-offs: Clear heights and robotics. While the 

cost savings on earthwork are undeniable, a sloped slab 
is not a universal solution for every tenant. The primary 
disadvantage of a pitched floor lies in how it interacts 
with specific equipment.

• Clear heights (36 feet and above): When a building 
features clear heights of 36 feet or more, the natural 
sway of a high-reach forklift mast is amplified by the 
floor’s slope. At maximum extension, even a 1/2% grade 
can cause a forklift to lean slightly, making it more diffi-
cult to load and unload top-tier racking safely.

• Robotics and automation: Automated storage and re-
trieval systems and autonomous mobile robots require 
incredibly stringent floor flatness and floor levelness 
tolerances. These highly sensitive systems rely on level 
ground for navigation and precision, making a sloped 
slab a nonstarter.

• Manufacturing: Some equipment for precision man-
ufacturing processes has stringent FF/FL requirements. 
These may not be suitable for installation on a sloped 
slab.

n The sweet spot for standard operations. Despite the 
limitations for specialized users, a sloped slab remains 
a nonissue for the majority of industrial applications. 
Standard distribution, general manufacturing (most 
equipment), and traditional warehouse operations func-
tion normally on a 1/2% grade. For these users, standard 
forklifts, conveyor systems, and ground-level assembly 
lines operate the same as they would on a traditional flat 
slab.
n Navigating the office build-out. One unique chal-

lenge of a sloped slab arises during the tenant improve-
ment phase: framing the interior office space.

Because the floor is pitched, building standard par-
tition walls requires extra care. Experienced general 
contractors who have worked with sloped slabs have 
developed methods for framing these spaces to ensure 
the walls and drop ceilings remain perfectly plumb and 
level.

However, for teams that are less experienced with 
this geometry, there is a straightforward workaround. 
During the design phase, the specific bay designated for 
the future office block (usually on the short ends of the 
building) can be designed and poured as a traditional flat 
pad, transitioning into the sloped warehouse floor. This 
localized flattening makes framing the office complete-

By Design continued, Page 73

www.norris-design.com
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Challenges & Pitfalls of Commercial-to-Resi Conversions

I
nfill redevelopment is becom-
ing increasingly more common 
as older, underperforming or 

vacant commercial properties get 

re-envisioned for a higher and better 

use. With the continued demand for 

housing, many of these properties are 

being converted to residential, but 

many municipalities still require a 

mixed-use component. These projects 

provide community benefit, but a variety of challenges 

must be overcome to get to the finish line. 

n Entitlements. In recent years, the land use model 

has shifted away from the single-use format and toward 

mixed-use, bringing both opportunities and challenges. 

Many municipalities have updated their comprehensive 

plan land-use designations to encourage or even require 

mixed-use, but often the zoning in place for older com-

mercial properties doesn’t allow for the residential com-

ponent. In addition to rezoning these properties, often 

waivers, adjustments or variances to code are needed to 

allow for deviations in standards like density, building 

height, setbacks, parking and parks/open space require-

ments. Identifying these deviations early can minimize 

impactful site plan redesign later. These approvals often 

require public hearings, adding an additional layer of 

risk to the approval process. The overall community ben-

efit must justify the request for code deviations. 

n Existing infrastructure. As commercial assets age, 

so does the surrounding infrastructure. At time of con-

struction, utilities and roadways were all designed with 

projected uses and capacity at that time. As uses change, 

so do the demands for the infrastructure. Increased traf-

fic is probably the number one concern we hear from 

surrounding neighbors with any project, but with infill 

redevelopment, access points and capacity are often lim-

ited and can have a big impact on future expansion. Simi-

larly, utilities such as water and sewer can be undersized 

for the increased demand associated with higher-densi-

ty residential uses. Necessary utility improvements can 

extend off-site, and the full extent of improvements are 

often unknown until design progresses.

n Mixed-use. The loss of potential commercial tax 

revenue can be a hard sell in the pursuit of residential 

redevelopment; therefore, many municipalities require 

the preservation or incorporation of commercial square 

footage into redevelopment projects in former commer-

cial spaces. Everyone likes the idea of ground-floor retail 

occupied by a charming coffee shop or a hip brewery, 

but the reality is that the leaseability of these com-

mercial spaces is very low due to several contributing 

factors. Municipalities often require more commercial 

square footage than the market can support. In addi-

tion, the cost to build out a “warm gray shell” space is 

too expensive for most “mom-and-pop” business owners, 

From the Ground Up

Leanne Vielehr
Principal, Norris 
Design

Caroline Ralston Creek is in Arvada.

Caroline Ralston Creek is a mix of high-density residential and 
commercial uses.

The design team navigated many challenges along the way.
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From the Ground Up

despite build-out subsidies and incentives. Lastly, the fi-
nal decision on who can lease the commercial space is 
in the hands of the leading institutions that are funding 
the construction of the project. Here’s a shorter version: 
Commercial leasing requirements are often so stringent 
that many independent business owners cannot qualify. 
As a result, storefronts remain vacant, leaving neighbor-
hoods, developers and municipalities with unrealized 
visions for vibrant, active communities.

Case study: Caroline Ralston Creek
Despite the headwinds facing infill redevelopment, 

with the right team and partners, there are many exam-
ples of successful outcomes. One such example is the 

Caroline Ralston Creek in Arvada. In fall 2020, the Mor-
gan Group began the multi-step process of pursuing en-
titlement approvals to build 328 apartments and 10,200 
square feet of retail space on an 8.75-acre former Kmart 
and Good Times site. In March 2021, Arvada City Council 
approved the conditional use application, and in June 
2022, staff approved the site plan. The mix of high-den-
sity residential and commercial was dictated by the 
Mixed-Use Urban zone district and the Ralston Fields 
Urban Renewal Plan. The design team navigated many 
challenges along the way, including designing a site that 
maintained on-site operational patterns from adjacent 

Developers of Caroline Ralson Creek pursued entitlement approvals to build 328 apartments on a former Kmart and Good Times site.

From the Ground Up continued, Page 73

www.jordyconstruction.com
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ELEMENTS  AI

AI: A Catalyst for Smarter, Collaborative Design

A
rtificial intelligence is chang-
ing the way architects and de-
signers work, not by replacing 

human creativity, but by accelerating 

how we explore ideas, collaborate 

with clients, and connect design de-

cisions to human experience. While 

the pace of advancement has been 

rapid, its impact on architecture and 

design feels more evolutionary than 

disruptive. It is reshaping our process 

while reinforcing what has always been central to good 

design: human insight, judgment and experience. 

n Designing in real time. AI is enabling a more col-

laborative and iterative design process. Traditionally, 

architects would receive a brief, develop concepts over 

several weeks, and return to the client with a refined 

idea. Today, the journey is far more dynamic. AI allows 

design teams and clients to explore possibilities, visual-

ize options, and refine solutions together from the earli-

est stages of the project, which can compress weeks of 

back-and-forth into a highly productive working session. 

This shift is especially relevant in markets like Denver, 

where building owners and tenants are rethinking how 

office space earns its place in a hybrid work environ-

ment. As organizations rethink the role of the office as a 

more flexible, experience-driven environment connect-

ed to the broader community, AI-enabled design can help 

teams evaluate workplace strategies faster and align de-

sign decisions with tenant expectations and market re-

alities. 

Greater efficiency also fosters more meaningful collab-

oration. At Gensler, we see AI as a tool that enhances the 

design process by creating greater transparency and en-

abling clients to engage as active participants in shaping 

outcomes. By rapidly generating and evaluating multiple 

design scenarios, design teams can tailor solutions more 

closely to an organization’s culture, brand and long-term 

vision.

AI also serves as a storytelling tool, redefining how 

ideas are communicated. Design teams can illustrate 

what a space will look like, as well as how it will func-

tion, feel, and support the people who use it. This is par-

ticularly valuable in projects where experience and iden-

tity, rather than efficiency alone, are key drivers of value. 

n Technology guided by design judgment. In the age 

of intelligence, the most impactful design solutions 

emerge when technology enhances, rather than replac-

es, human creativity. AI can accelerate ideation and ex-

pand the range of possibilities, but meaningful design 

still depends on human judgment. As designers, we are 

responsible for understanding context, translating client 

aspirations into meaningful experiences, and creating 

spaces that are purposeful, inclusive, and responsive to 

the people and communities they serve. 

We have seen these benefits firsthand at 1225 17th St., 

where Gensler’s Denver office is located. As part of the 

effort to reposition the lobby and building amenities, 

Michelle Liebling 
Co-Managing  
Director, Gensler 
Denver 

As part of the effort to reposition the lobby and building amenities, our team used AI to better visualize the space at 1225 17th St. 
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our team used AI to better visualize the space and com-
municate its potential experience to the client, current 
tenants and future tenants. The process helped show not 
only what spaces could look like, but how they would feel 
bringing materials, atmosphere, and moments of arrival 
to life in a way that made the design vision more tangible 
and compelling.

AI also enabled a more intentional approach to story-
telling within the space. By simulating how different 
design strategies would be perceived and experienced, 

the team could make informed decisions about how the 
environment supports the tenant experience and day-to-
day use. The result is a space that both performs well and 
resonates with occupants and visitors. 

As adoption increases, it is important to approach AI 
with intention. The technology is powerful, but it still 
requires critical oversight. As designers, we must ensure 
that AI is used to expand perspective, not limit it, and that 
human judgment remains central to decision-making. 
n Designing for what comes next. Looking ahead, AI 

will continue to play a larger role in shaping the design 
process, from early ideation through project delivery. In a 
challenged office market like downtown Denver, where 
owners are working to attract tenants and differentiate 
their assets, AI can help teams move faster while making 
more informed decisions about experience, functionality 
and long-term value.

At its core, the opportunity is clear. AI gives designers 
new ways to think, test, and communicate, but its great-
est impact comes when it is guided by human expertise, 
critical thinking and a deep understanding of place. Used 
with discernment, it can help teams create spaces that 
are more informed, engaging, and meaningfully connect-
ed to the people and communities they serve.\\.

Michelle_Liebling@gensler.com

ELEMENTS  AI

In the repositioning of 1225 17th St., our team used AI to help com-
municate its potential experience to the client, current tenants 
and future tenants.

www.sutermediarelations.com
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ELEMENTS  Downtown Adaptive Reuse

Denver’s Downtown Has a 2nd Chance:  

Here’s What it Takes to Get There

D
owntown Denver’s 
office vacancy rate 
sits at 38.6% as of 

the second quarter, nearly 

three times pre-pandemic 

levels. That number has 

become a familiar refrain 

in commercial real estate 

circles, and understand-

ably so. But vacancy sta-

tistics alone don’t tell you what to do next. 

What matters is the question behind them: 

When a building has outlived its original 

purpose, what does it actually take to give 

it a new one?

That question sits at the center of High Fi-

delity, the adaptive reuse of 621 and 633 17th 

St., led by The Luzzatto Co. as owner and de-

veloper, HLW as architect and Beck as gener-

al contractor. Spanning a full city block and 

nearly 970,000 square feet of former com-

mercial office space, the project is being converted into 

a mixed-use multifamily community with approximate-

ly 750 rental homes, ground-floor retail, and a range of 

amenity and community spaces. It is among the largest 

office-to-residential conversions west of New York, and 

it offers some hard-won lessons for anyone navigating 

similar projects in the Colorado commercial real estate 

market today.

n The economics have to work first. Office-to-residen-

tial conversion is not a new idea. Cities across the coun-

try have been studying it, piloting it, and streamlining 

permitting and zoning processes to encourage it. What 

has been harder to crack is the financial equation. Con-

versions are inherently more complex than ground-up 

construction. The variables are unpredictable, and the 

margin for error is thin.

What is different about Denver, and about High Fi-

delity specifically, is the role of the Downtown Denver 

Development Authority. The DDA’s financial support, to-

taling $63 million, has been the mechanism that made 

the economics viable so far. The project team still has a 

long road ahead to make this vision a reality. Other cities 

have updated their adaptive reuse ordinances and expe-

dited approvals, but without direct funding, many proj-

ects stall before they start. The High Fidelity team is ex-

ploring other potential funding mechanisms, including 

historic preservation tax credits, CASR and Xcel energy 

incentives.

n Buildings that have already changed once. The 

building at 621 17th St. has a long history. Originally con-

structed as a National Bank building, its soaring atrium 

served as a banking hall before transitioning to office 

use over decades. As for 633 17th St., which came later, 

it is a more conventional office tower connected to its 

neighbor by a link structure that itself became underuti-

lized over time. Together, the two buildings reflect struc-

tures that have already been modified, adapted and built 

upon more than once.

That history matters in two ways. First, it informed the 

approach to historic preservation. The project is register-

ing both buildings as historic landmarks, a process that 

is relatively new territory for structures of this type and 

would unlock tax credits if achieved. Pursuing that des-

ignation has required balancing historic character with 

Sejal Sonani, AIA 
Managing Partner, 
HLW

The project is being converted into a mixed-use multifamily community with ap-
proximately 750 apartments.

Spanning a full city block and nearly 970,000 square feet of for-
mer commercial office space, the project is being converted into 
a mixed-use multifamily community, ground-floor retail, and a 
range of amenity and community spaces.

https://www.cbre.com/insights/figures/denver-downtown-office-figures-q2-2026
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modern energy code requirements, including a planned 
conversion from the old steam loop system to a fully 
electric building, and determining where the existing fa-
cade can be retained and where performance demands 
something different. 

Second, the layered history of these buildings is a use-
ful frame for understanding what conversion at this 
scale actually involves. Part of the design work has been 
identifying what is worth restoring and what can be up-
dated to meet the needs of a new program.
n Programming a full city block. The most unusual de-

sign opportunity on High Fidelity has not been structural 
or mechanical, though both have been substantial. It has 
been circulation and access: how different user groups 
move through a building designed for a single purpose.

The original buildings were planned around a simple 
logic. Commuters park, take the elevator to their floor 
and go to work. What is now being built is a 24/7 mixed-
use, multigenerational environment in which residen-
tial tenants, retail visitors, and community members all 
share the same block, but not necessarily the same spac-
es.

For example, the fitness center and pool deck ameni-
ties are planned for residents only. But the coworking 
lounge exists at two scales: one as a resident amenity 
and one open to outside membership. The daycare and 
children’s programming are intended to serve both res-
idents and the surrounding neighborhood. A speakeasy 
in the original bank vault will be open to all. Threading 
those distinctions through a building never designed for 
them has required close coordination between the design 
team, ownership, and building management throughout 
the process.

The ground-floor program reflects a broader philoso-
phy. Downtown Denver has been missing certain basic 
amenities that make a neighborhood livable around the 
clock. High Fidelity is planned to include a bodega, a bak-
ery, a bar, a daycare, a children’s museum, an art gallery, 
and a bookstore. Luzzatto has cultivated a similar model 

elsewhere, built around locally operated businesses that 
create the texture of a place rather than a transactional 
retail strip, and is applying that approach deliberately to 
17th Street.
n What the market can take from this. High Fidelity is 

a landmark undertaking for downtown Denver, in part 
because nothing quite like it has been attempted here at 
this scale. A few things stand out as broadly applicable to 
Colorado’s commercial real estate market.

At a project of this scale, the cost implications of even 
minor decisions compound fast, which is why bringing 
the contractor in during preconstruction, rather than af-
ter design is set, was critical to keeping the project on 
track. 

The amenity program is doing the real work. In a mar-
ket where residents have options, the experience of a 
place determines whether it fills and sustains. The com-
munity spaces, the art, the ground-floor activation at 
High Fidelity were not added at the end of the design 
process – they are the project. Having a client with clear 

vision at the onset makes this possible. 
Downtown Denver is at a real inflection point. The 

vacancy numbers are high, the DDA funding is moving 
projects, and the conditions for conversion are present 
in a way they have not been before. What High Fidelity is 
working through is what it actually looks like to execute 
on that opportunity – and if successful, it has the poten-
tial to serve as a model, not just for downtown Denver’s 
recovery, but for how cities across the country approach 
obsolete office stock.

For architects and developers, it also raises a lon-
ger-term question worth sitting with: How do we design 
buildings today with enough flexibility that the next 
generation doesn’t face the same barriers we’re working 
through now? The structures going up today will inevi-
tably outlive their intended use. The ones that don’t ac-
count for that will be someone else’s problem to solve.\\

ssonani@hlw.com

ELEMENTS  Downtown Adaptive Reuse

High Fidelity is the adaptive reuse of 621 and 633 17th St., led by 
The Luzzatto Co.

It is among the largest office-to-residential conversions west of New 
York.
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Intentional Community Building Can Dramatically  
Increase Long-Term Asset Value

W
hen evaluating the long-
term asset value of a mas-
ter-planned community, the 

real estate industry has historically 

leaned on physical and structural met-

rics. Experts analyze phase absorp-

tion, segment pricing and the capital 

expenditure of physical amenities. 

In an increasingly competitive land-

scape, developers continue to invest 

heavily in amenities that enhance 

quality of life and differentiate communities. Trails, pol-

linator-friendly fields, dance halls, coffee bars, wellness 

spaces and art-centric third places often serve as a resi-

dent’s first impression of a place.

But amenities alone do not guarantee community. So-

cial ROI amplifies the value of investment in built envi-

ronments. The full potential is realized when amenities 

become settings for participation and shared experi-

ences. The question is no longer simply what assets are 

built, but how those assets are activated.

To drive true, long-term asset value, developers and 

community managers must shift from simply managing 

physical properties to intentionally influencing how 

a community forms and becomes self-sustaining over 

time. This requires investing in social infrastructure. 

When executed strategically, this “social ROI” de-risks 

master plans across three distinct operational phases.

n Designing performance and participation before 

operation. The financial and operational success of a 

neighborhood is determined long before the first foun-

dation is poured. True capital efficiency occurs when a 

developer aligns the community’s vision, governance 

structures and financial assumptions during the initial 

planning phase.

By shaping assessment strategies and amenity activa-

tion before resident habits form, developers guide how 

people will engage with a place from day one. The objec-

tive is simple: Reduce operational and governance fric-

tion before it shows up on the balance sheet.

When the physical plan and the social plan are inte-

grated from inception, the community operates exactly 

as it was intended and deepens with resident partici-

pation, rather than requiring costly operational retro-

fits later. For example, at the Baseline neighborhood in 

Broomfield, sustainability and identity, such as its des-

ignation as a pollinator district, were baked directly 

into the early planning. Residents arrived expecting in-

teraction and an outdoor-forward lifestyle, resulting in 

well-utilized social spaces and governance that remains 

cohesive from the outset.

Baseline demonstrates how thoughtful planning 

translates into operational performance. By incorporat-

ing resident expectations with the community’s long-

term operating model, the de-

velopment achieved stronger 

amenity utilization, reduced 

governance friction and a 

smoother transition from de-

velopment to long-term oper-

ations.

n Activating at the point of 

first impression to drive ab-

sorption. To maximize asset 

value, a community’s lifestyle 

must be evident at that start, 

turning the sales process into 

a lived experience.

When prospects tour a 

neighborhood and gather at 

community happenings rath-

er than empty spaces, early 

social perspectives are de-

fined and connection acceler-

ates. Our work at Cohere has 

shown that connection drives 

absorption and brand loyalty.

We see this dynamic play 

Todd Hornback 
Co-founder and Chief 
Executive Officer, 
Cohere

Baseline residents arrived expecting interaction and an outdoor-forward lifestyle, resulting in 
well-utilized social spaces and governance that remains cohesive from the outset.
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out in full force at Barefoot, a master-planned metro dis-
trict community in Firestone. By immediately activating 
the lifestyle around its lakes, trails and “The Cove” social 
hub through early programming, farmstands, and con-
certs, new residents quickly formed tight bonds. They 
transitioned from buyers to brand ambassadors, creating 
an organic word-of-mouth referral engine that plays a 
role in actively reducing the developer’s customer acqui-
sition costs in subsequent phases.

Early participation patterns and resident feedback 

from Barefoot indicate that conscious 
activation is helping residents build 
connections more quickly and take 
ownership of the community identity. 
This aligns with our broader communi-
ty impact reporting, which consistently 
shows that communities with higher 
levels of participation and social con-
nection generate stronger advocacy and 
referral behavior. As residents become 
ambassadors for the places they live, 
communities benefit from increased 
word of mouth, reinforcing the connec-
tion between purposeful programming 
and long-term asset performance.
n Building social infrastructure to 

shift operational loads. We believe the 
ultimate measure of Social ROI is sus-
tainability. The strongest communities 
evolve beyond staff-led programming 
by cultivating resident-led clubs, com-
mittees and initiatives. When residents 
are empowered to shape community life, 
shared norms take hold, participation 
grows and connection becomes self-sus-
taining.

At the Kinston community within the 
Centerra master plan in Loveland, the 
focus is on creating neighborhood lead-
ers, not just event attendees. By imple-
menting a resident leadership program, 
early homeowners are invited to help 
shape and co-create the community fab-
ric. When early adopters become the 
primary connectors between neighbors, 
feedback loops improve, community 
norms are reinforced peer-to-peer rather 
than top-down, and the neighborhood 
becomes structurally more resilient and 
operationally efficient over the long 
term. 
n The underwriting formula for the 

future. As institutional investors and 
master developers underwrite future res-
idential projects, the evaluation formula 

must evolve. A development’s balance sheet is deeply 
linked to human behavior.

Neighborhoods that are left without supported oppor-
tunities for social connection may default to isolation 
and underutilized assets. Conversely, developments that 
deploy an intentional social scaffolding strategically 
build a distinct competitive advantage: a community 
that appreciates the life cycle of the project.\\

thornback@coherelife.com 

At the Baseline neighborhood in Broomfield, sustainability and identity, such as its 
designation as a pollinator district, were baked directly into the early planning.

When prospects tour a neighborhood and gather at community happenings rather 
than empty spaces, early social perspectives are defined and connection accelerates.
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LEED Gold & the Future of High-Performance Buildings

T
he definition of a high-perfor-
mance building is changing.

For years, sustainability 

frameworks largely focused on design 

intent: what a building was designed 

to do. Today, owners, investors, occu-

pants, and regulators are increasingly 

asking a different question: How does 

the building actually perform?

That shift is at the heart of LEED v5, 

the newest evolution of the world’s 

most widely recognized green build-

ing rating system.

Our firm’s Denver office, a tenant improvement with-

in a historic 1919 office building in Capitol Hill, recently 

became the first project in the world to achieve LEED v5 

Interior Design + Construction Gold certification. 

More than an industry first, the project provides an 

early look at how the next generation of sustainable 

buildings is moving beyond design intent toward mea-

surable performance, decarbonization, resilience, and 

occupant well-being.

The 11,555-square-foot workplace earned 63 points 

under LEED v5 and served as a pilot project for imple-

menting the new rating system. As the most significant 

update to LEED in more than a decade, LEED v5 shifts the 

focus from sustainable design alone to measurable out-

comes throughout a building’s life cycle. The framework 

emphasizes decarbonization, quality of life, conserva-

tion and restoration, and accountability for long-term 

performance. 

For Group14, pursuing LEED v5 wasn’t simply about 

earning a certification. Designing the office gave the 

team an opportunity to experience the LEED v5 process 

firsthand – not as consultants, but as the owner. 

“Our new office is an opportunity to align how we 

work with what we believe buildings should deliver,” 

said Celeste Cizik, president of Group14. “As expectations 

around performance, resilience, and carbon continue to 

evolve, we see our own office as a way to test those ideas 

in practice and better support our clients in navigating 

that shift.”

After more than doubling in size over the past decade, 

Group14 relocated to the office in January. The workplace 

was intentionally designed to support collaboration, em-

ployee wellness, and future growth while demonstrat-

ing how high-performance strategies can be successfully 

integrated into an existing building.

Being our own client gave us the opportunity to expe-

rience LEED v5 from a completely different perspective. 

Instead of advising an owner, we became the owner. We 

worked through the same decisions, tradeoffs, and im-

plementation challenges our clients experience. The les-

sons learned from this pilot project will directly benefit 

future projects pursuing LEED v5.

“Pursuing LEED v5 for our own office gave us practical 

insights that will help clients navigate the next genera-

tion of high-performance buildings,” said Laura Charlier, 

sustainability director at Group14. “The experience rein-

forced that high-performance buildings are defined by 

measurable outcomes – not just design intent.”

As a tenant improvement within an existing building, 

Group14 focused on strategies within its control that 

aligned with LEED v5’s priorities.

The project reduced lighting power density, imple-

mented plug-load reduction strategies, prioritized ma-

Madi Gore, LEED AP 
BD+C, LFA 
Sustainability Project 
Manager, Group14 
Engineering

The workplace was intentionally designed to support collabora-
tion, employee wellness, and future growth while demonstrating 
how high-performance strategies can be successfully integrated 
into an existing building.

Group 14’s Denver office, a tenant improvement within a historic 
1919 office building in Capitol Hill, recently became the first proj-
ect in the world to achieve LEED v5 Interior Design + Construction 
Gold certification. 
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terial reuse and low-carbon material selection, incor-
porated continuous indoor air quality monitoring, and 
reduced projected indoor potable water use by 45.5%.

Together, these strategies demonstrate how existing 
buildings can reduce environmental impact while creat-
ing healthier places for people. 

The project also demonstrates how adaptive reuse 
supports high-performance building goals. Rather than 
constructing a new facility, we transformed space with-
in a building originally constructed in 1919, reducing 
embodied carbon through material reuse and thoughtful 
product selection. The building is owned by the Colorado 
State Land Board, and lease revenue helps fund Colora-
do’s K-12 public schools.

“Group14 was founded on the premise that businesses 
can be a force for good,” said Cizik. “We believe the built 
environment should create value not only for building 
owners and occupants, but for the broader community. 
This office reflects that philosophy in everything from 
its location and design to its long-term impact.”

The project was completed through a collaborative ef-
fort involving Group14 and project partners including 
Tenant Planning Services, Provident Construction Co. 
and MEP Engineering.

As LEED v5 adoption grows, the lessons learned from 
the world’s first LEED v5 ID+C Gold certification will help 
owners and project teams deliver buildings that demon-
strate measurable performance, not just sustainability 
goals on paper. Building performance is no longer just a 
sustainability objective. It’s an asset strategy.\\

mgore@group14eng.com

The project was completed through a collaborative effort involving 
Group14 and project partners including Tenant Planning Services, 
Provident Construction Co. and MEP Engineering.

www.calconci.com
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A Year Later: What Happens After the Ribbon-Cutting?

T
he building is 
occupied, res-
idents have 

moved in, and the de-

sign team has shift-

ed their attention to 

the next project. For 

most developments, 

the ribbon cutting 

represents the finish 

line, and success is often measured by 

schedule, budget and design execution. 

These metrics only tell part of the story. 

The true measure of a building’s success 

unfolds over time as residents establish 

routines, staff develop workflows, and 

the building begins to influence daily 

life. One year after opening, our design 

team returned to The Grand at Broom-

field Assisted Living and Memory Support to answer the 

question: Does the building perform as intended?

This question lies at the heart of a post-occupancy 

evaluation. A POE is a structured process conducted 

after building occupation (typically six to 12 months 

after opening), to evaluate how a completed building 

performs against its original design goals. POE services 

can range from understanding space utilization to 

monitoring indoor environmental quality. In our case, 

an assisted living evaluation should involve three fun-

damental outcomes:

• Health: How did design decisions support physical, 

cognitive, and social well-being (i.e., access to daylight, 

acoustic comfort, material selection, opportunities for 

movement and social engagement)?

• Safety:  How did the environment protects resi-

dents while maintaining autonomy and dignity (i.e., 

circulation patterns, staff visibility, furniture arrange-

ments, door operations, and life-safety strategies that 

allow residents to navigate confidently without feeling 

institutionalized)?

• Welfare: How did inclusive and equitable design 

principles perform in practice (i.e., spaces are accessi-

ble and comfortable across changing levels of acuity, 

ease of accessing outdoor environments, and a residen-

tial-scale setting that accommodate diverse physical 

and cognitive abilities)?

Before returning to The Grand at Broomfield, our team 

established benchmarks by revisiting the project’s orig-

inal design objectives and operational priorities. Equal-

ly important was determining how information would 

be gathered. Staff interviews, resident conversations, 

and structured observations each reveal different as-

pects of how a community functions. No single method 

tells the complete story, and the most valuable conver-

sations often extend beyond whether occupants simply 

“like a space.” Preparing thoughtful questions and cre-

ating an environment where participants feel comfort-

able sharing candid feedback are essential to obtaining 

meaningful insights. The original design drivers we cre-

ated years earlier became the framework for our POE 

questions:

n Are spaces fostering wellness and social interac-

tion between residents? The community was designed 

around a variety of gathering spaces, rather than re-

lying on a single amenity. A mix of dining venues and 

activity areas create opportunities for residents to so-

cialize according to their comfort level and interests. 

During the POE, staff noted high utilization of these 

Angela Gunn
Associate Principal, 
OZ Architecture

The Grand at Broomfield is an assisted living and memory support development, which 
the design team revisited a year after completion to determine if the building per-
formed as intended.

The post-occupancy team revisited the project a year after completion.
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It’s not just about what we build.

It’s about how we build it —  

side by side, every step of the way.

We’re here for the journey.
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shared spaces and that residents naturally gravitate to-

ward areas with activity and visual connection. Smaller 

lounges prove successful in encouraging spontaneous 

conversations, while remaining equally comfortable for 

residents who prefer quieter settings. The variety of so-

cial spaces also provides program flexibility, allowing 

multiple activities to occur simultaneously.

n Were strong indoor and outdoor connections cre-

ated that maximize the use of natural light? Access 

to daylight and nature (large windows, carefully posi-

tioned amenities, and multiple outdoor destinations) 

were intended to reinforce circadian rhythms. The POE 

confirmed that these interior/exterior connections are 

among the community’s greatest strengths. Residents 

move naturally between environments, increasing 

opportunities for recreation and conversation. Sunlit 

lounges are occupied throughout the day, and court-

yards are active extensions of interior living spaces. 

Additional shaded seating areas, seasonal planting for 

year-round interest, and expanded opportunities for 

outdoor programming could further increase use.

n How effectively does the building connect resi-

dents to the surrounding neighborhood? Older-adult 

communities often risk becoming inward-focused en-

vironments, separated from the neighborhoods they 

inhabit. One of the design goals was to create a com-
munity that felt intrinsically connected to its surround-
ings. Early conversations focused on a scale, material 
palette, and overall design language that was a natural 
extension of the neighborhood. Local artwork displayed 
throughout the building contributes to a stronger sense 
of place. During the POE, we learned continued devel-
opment outside of The Grand at Broomfield is strength-
ening pedestrian connections to adjacent trails, parks, 
and nearby destinations.
n Does the community maintain a cohesive residen-

tial character across assisted living and memory sup-
port? Perhaps the most consistent feedback centered 
on the community’s residential atmosphere. From ex-
terior architecture to interior finishes, furnishings and 
appropriately scaled living spaces, the design inten-
tionally avoids institutional cues while also supporting 
operational needs. Residents and families describe the 
environment as warm, welcoming and homelike. Staff 
note that residential-scale living and dining spaces 
feel comfortable for daily use and help reduce anxiety 
among new residents transitioning into community 
living. These design moves extend consistently across 
assisted living and memory support acuities, creating 

Post-Occupancy continued, Page 73
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PROVIDING AN EXCEPTIONAL BUILDING EXPERIENCE

Greenwood Village • Colorado Springs • Fort Collins • Wyoming

Since 1952

www.GHPhipps.com

303.571.5377

Severance Middle School

Anythink Nature Library

elementsofplace.com 

design the 
experience
The best environments are intentional— 

bringing strategy, design, and delivery together to create 

experiences that work, wherever they happen.

www.elementsofplace.com
www.ghphipps.com
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Community Engagement:  
Community Planning Begins with Engagement

S
uccessful community planning 
begins with meaningful engage-
ment. We understand that no two 

engagement efforts are the same. Rather, 

each requires a tailored approach that re-

spects the unique context of the commu-

nity we’re serving. We’re committed to 

collaborating with diverse communities 

to create customized and authentic strat-

egies that invite and inform.

Our recent Colorado projects have reinforced four key les-

sons for effective community planning.

n Meet people where they are. Effective engagement starts 

with understanding your audience: their history, culture and 

traditions. Tailoring outreach to meet people where they live 

and work leads to greater participation and more meaningful 

feedback.

In line with Broomfield’s Open Space, Parks, Recreation, and 

Trails Plan, pop-up events at local spots like farmers markets 

and recreation centers, along with QR codes placed at over 30 

high-traffic locations (e.g., playgrounds and trailheads), simpli-

fied residents’ access to wayfinding and Broomfield’s identity. 

The combination of in-person and digital outreach bridged the 

gap between data collection and public involvement, affirm-

ing decisions were grounded in measurable data.

• Dacono’s Music & Spirits Festival served as a strategic en-

gagement opportunity for the City Center Vision Plan, allow-

ing us to connect with over 5,000 attendees in a celebratory 

setting. By hosting the festival at Centennial Field, which is 

within the planning area, residents had a unique chance to 

give input while experiencing the space on-site.

n Embrace interactive participation methods. People 

invest more thoroughly when participation is interac-

Chris Moore
Chief Executive  
Officer, DTJ Design

Broomfield Days draws 35,000-plus residents for the city’s largest 
annual festival of community celebration and entertainment.

The Dacono Music & Spirits Festival features live music, food 
trucks and family activities at Centennial Field.

The Erie Community Open House engaged residents in shaping fu-
ture parks and recreation through interactive mapping activities.

Dacono residents provided input on the City Center vision con-
cepts and design elements at the Open House.

www.elevatedacono.com
www.elevatedacono.com
https://dtjdesign.com/project/broomfield-open-space-trails-recreation-master-plan/
https://dtjdesign.com/project/broomfield-open-space-trails-recreation-master-plan/
https://dtjdesign.com/project/dacono-city-center-vision-plan/
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tive rather than passive. Moving away from a formal 
format to a flexible, drop-in style lets people contribute 
freely and makes the process less intimidating.

Open house events that incorporate a casual atmo-
sphere, interactive map features, and engaging visuals 
encourage purposeful discussions and natural flow. 
Easy-to-understand walkable maps helped members 
physically identify where they live or work, personal-
izing conversations in the Erie Parks, Recreation, Open 
Space, and Trails Strategic Plan Update. Activities also 
included sticky-dot prioritization to visualize program-
ming preferences, marble jars to prioritize funding, and 
coloring stations for children.
• Laying the groundwork: The success of the interac-

tive activities doesn’t happen by chance. To make the 
experience accessible, board displays must be designed 
with clarity and comprehensibility: clear plan graphics, 
photos, and digestible content. <Dacono’s Open House> 
proved that format of physical space also makes a dif-
ference. When participants enter, it’s crucial to first 
outline goals, key questions, timelines, and essential de-
tails. People need to understand the what, when, where, 
how and why, including the intent of the project and 
event and what kind of contribution is needed from 
them.
n Ensure inclusivity through multilingual, genera-

tional and cultural outreach. Language should never be 
a barrier to participation. Offering materials and oppor-
tunities in multiple languages demonstrates respect for 
all voices. However, it goes beyond translation. Equal-
ly important is the accurate interpretation of spoken 
thoughts and cultural context. Successful engagement 
across languages requires specialized expertise to es-
tablish that both translation and interpretation are 
handled and documented with accuracy.

Multilingual engagement was essential for Dacono’s 
strategy as 29% of the population identified as Hispan-

ic or Latino. Materials, including the website, surveys, 
project timeline, FAQs and event signage, were translat-
ed to Spanish. Partnering with the Pride of the Glens, 
we held targeted outreach events, including a focus 
group at the Pride of the Glens potluck and a pop-up 
booth at the Hispanic Heritage Celebration.

Recognizing Broomfield’s demographics – where the 
second-largest racial group is Hispanic (13%), followed 
by Asian (7%) – we emphasized equity and inclusion 
by offering surveys, executive summaries, and project 
pages in five different languages: English, Spanish, 
Simplified Chinese, Vietnamese and Hmong. A second 
session was organized specifically for Spanish speakers 
to review the recommendations from the first session, 
contributing to the “Community Values and Priorities 
Conclusions.”
n Engage broadly, include deeply. Adapting to a range 

of audiences keeps relevance and accessibility front 
and center.
• Agency staff members: Stakeholders vary widely, 

including business owners, HOA representatives, arts 
and cultural organizations, mobility advocates, youth 
sports leagues and others. The goal is to be as broad and 
diverse as possible – including those traditionally un-
derrepresented – to reflect the full range of community 
values, priorities and lived experiences.

During Erie’s PROST project, we conducted a Cultur-
al Academy event for the Erie staff. Staff members who 
will actually implement the PROST plan need their own 
pathways that acknowledge their unique expertise. 
This unified staff and public perspectives, address-
ing maintenance and operational concerns to confirm 
plans are not just publicly popular but also operation-
ally feasible.
• Focus groups: Focus groups were integral toward 

The Dacono Hispanic Heritage Celebration celebrated Hispanic cul-
ture with music, dance, food, and City Center visioning activities.

Erie parks and recreation staff shared internal perspectives on 
community programming at the Cultural Academy.

Community Engagement continued, Page 73

https://dtjdesign.com/project/erie-parks-recreation-open-space-trails-strategic-plan-update/
https://www.broomfieldvoice.com/hub-page/osprtplan
https://www.broomfieldvoice.com/hub-page/osprtplan
https://www.broomfield.org/1114/Open-Space-Parks-Recreation-and-Trails-P
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Certainty Eclipses Speed as Top Driver of  
Colorado Construction Strategy

A
ccording to DPR’s Q2 2026 Mar-
ket Conditions Report, Colora-
do healthcare systems and de-

velopers are increasingly prioritizing 
predictability over speed, a shift that 
is reshaping how complex projects 
are planned and delivered. 
n What has business looked like for 

the company over the past year, and 
what’s the outlook more broadly? Our 
work in Colorado has reflected the steady strength of the 
broader Denver and Mountain States market. While larg-
er national markets often generate more headlines, what 
stands out here is consistency, particularly in healthcare 
and technically complex projects such as advanced tech-
nology, aerospace and manufacturing.

A significant portion of our regional expansion has 
been driven by deep relationships with healthcare 
systems like AdventHealth, Craig Hospital and Com-
monSpirit, along with a focus on projects that require 
exceptional coordination and technical execution. As a 
self-perform contractor, we manage critical scopes of 
work with our own workforce, providing greater control 
over quality, schedule and outcomes.

Looking ahead, healthcare remains the region’s stron-
gest driver, with additional momentum in advanced 
technology and specialized manufacturing. The pipeline 
is strong, but owners are becoming more selective and 
deliberate about where and how they invest, which is 
shaping a more disciplined and strategic growth envi-
ronment.
n What are the implications of the shifts happening 

in the construction industry? In Colorado, the challenge 
is delivering increasingly complex projects in a con-
strained environment. Labor availability, geographic 
spread, and logistical challenges all play a role in how 
projects get built here.

In healthcare, for example, the tolerance for disrup-
tion is extremely low. We’re seeing owners prioritize 
outcomes over speed, particularly when projects are be-
ing built adjacent to or within active hospital campuses. 
That makes predictability critical.

This reflects a broader national shift: Schedule certain-
ty has overtaken speed as the top priority. It’s pushing 
more decisions earlier in the process, from procurement 
to staffing strategy, and reinforcing the importance of 
integrated delivery teams that can align early and re-
duce risk before construction begins.
n What’s next for the regional construction indus-

try? Colorado is entering a phase of steady, disciplined 
expansion. The fundamentals, like population growth, 

healthcare demand, and ongoing investment in infra-

structure, remain strong, but the projects themselves are 

becoming increasingly more complex and specialized.

For us, that means continuing to lead in healthcare 

while expanding in adjacent markets like advanced 

technology and aerospace, where similar levels of preci-

sion and coordination are required.

We’re also seeing a shift in owner and client expecta-

tions. Strategies like prefabrication, early collaboration, 

and integrated delivery are no longer differentiators; 

they’re expected. In a market where labor and logistics 

can be challenging, these approaches are essential to 

maintaining schedule and quality.

Ultimately, success comes down to delivering greater 

certainty. Whether delivering a major hospital expan-

sion, a highly technical facility or renovations in oper-

ational environments, clients are looking for partners 

who can provide confidence in the outcome.\\ 

Scott Miller
Mountain States 
Lead, DPR

DPR Q2 2026 Market Conditions Report: Key Takeaways

Industry Insights
• Schedule certainty has eclipsed speed as the top priority, especially in 

complex environments like healthcare and occupied campuses, where early 
decisions drive outcomes more than late acceleration.

• Integrated delivery and early collaboration consistently outperform tra-
ditional models, reducing late-stage redesign, minimizing disruption, and 
improving reliability amid labor, regulatory and operational constraints.

Mitigated Supply Chain
• The supply chain is functioning, but volatility has shifted from avail-

ability to pricing, driven by fuel costs, tariffs, geopolitics, and concentrated 
demand in power- and data intensive sectors.

• Early planning and visibility are now the primary risk mitigators, as pro-
curement timing, material sourcing, and logistics decisions made upstream 
increasingly determine cost and schedule certainty downstream.

National Market Insights
• Life sciences: Manufacturing remains the anchor as companies advance 

capacity tied to long term pipelines and the approaching patent cliff, while 
R&D investment stays targeted amid funding and real estate headwinds.

• Healthcare: Capital investment is returning, but projects face stricter 
scrutiny—favoring strategies that improve speed to care, operational per-
formance, and delivery certainty rather than growth alone.

• Commercial: Demand favors high quality, experience driven assets, 
while aging inventory faces repositioning pressure – creating opportunity for 
adaptive reuse, renovation, and phased upgrades.

• Higher education: Deferred maintenance and research facilities domi-
nate near term activity as institutions balance financial pressure with un-
avoidable infrastructure and STEM investment needs.

• Advanced technology: Advanced manufacturing and data centers re-
main strong, but success increasingly depends on early alignment, power 
strategy, labor planning, and disciplined execution rather than rapid expan-
sion.
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Construction Industry is Combatting Labor Shortages

H
iring for any position in the 
construction industry is 
competitive in this market. 

It seems counterintuitive because 

there are some companies whose 

workforce is contracting. However, 

there are larger macroeconomic forc-

es in play that are leading to an on-

going labor shortage, particularly in 

skilled labor. In 2025 the Association 

of General Contractors conducted a 

national survey that found 92% of construction firms 

reported difficulty hiring, and 45% of firms reported 

labor shortages that are causing project delays. In Col-

orado, the industry faces an estimated deficit of 30,000 

workers for all job types, a gap that will widen as the 

construction sector is estimated to grow 32% by 2030.

According to the economic forecast by the state of 

Colorado, the “labor market is declining in Denver and 

Boulder County as people leave the area due to high-

er housing prices and a higher cost of living.” Despite 

wage growth increasing year over year, people are per-

manently leaving Colorado’s work force, a phenomenon 

that has continued since COVID’s great employment 

exit. In addition, the rate at which people are retiring 

from the workforce far exceeds that of those entering 

it. This is particularly true in skilled labor, where one in 

five construction professionals is over the age of 55. Al-

though there is a growing movement that extolls educa-

tion in the trades for young professionals, there is still 

a cultural divide regarding the importance of this work. 

Our society cannot optimally function unless we have 

skilled electricians, plumbers, carpenters and laborers. 

The increased demand for data centers, chip manufac-

turing projects and power plants has left a deficit in 

the available skilled workforce. This coupled with strict 

immigration policies and an aging workforce that is re-

tiring in record numbers has left the construction in-

dustry with a substantial labor shortage. 

Despite the number of projects decreasing in the 

Denver metro area and beyond, there are larger and 

more complicated projects that are dominating the 

landscape. Projects such as data centers, industrial 

buildings, and hospitals are employing most construc-

tion professionals and skilled workers. For example, 

“Demand for electricians capable of precision wiring 

has surged due to the rapid increase in data center con-

struction.” In addition, the Denver International Air-

port infrastructure expansion has consumed available 

labor. Although the volume of nonresidential projects 

has declined year over year, the average size of projects 

has increased substantially.

Stricter immigration policies have exerted addition-

al compression on the construction labor force. A new 

study by Construction Coverage, a construction re-

search company, found immigrants make up 27.7% of 

Denver’s construction workforce, higher than the na-

tional average of 26%. Statistics show that over half 

of drywallers, roofers, painters and laborers are for-

eign-born, which is far above the overall industry aver-

age. Although most of these workers can work legally in 

the United States, immigration laws can change daily, 

affecting Temporary Protected Status visa holders, peo-

ple seeking asylum, and those waiting for a permanent 

residency visa. 

Understaffed jobs can lead to burnout, which can 

yield turnover. This creates inefficiencies, safety risks, 

compromises quality and leads to higher costs. So, what 

is to be done? There needs to be a shift in how our soci-

ety views working in the trades, or construction in gen-

eral. Statistically the construction industry offers the 

highest wages for undergraduates entering the work-

force. According to Colorado State University, 97% of its 

May 2026 Construction Management graduates had se-

cured a job before graduation. The average base salary 

in Colorado was $81,542. In 2024 in Colorado, “The over-

all median wage for construction and extraction occu-

pations is approximately $28.80 per hour, with average 

skilled trade earnings ranging from $30 to over $46 per 

hour.” It is important to note that the current minimum 

wage is $15.16 per hour.

Colorado school districts are offering career and tech-

nical training and changing the perception of working 

in construction, especially in skilled labor. Programs 

like Jefferson County’s Warren Tech and Boulder Coun-

ty’s Apex allow high school students to get formal class-

room training, hands-on experience and opportunities 

for employment after graduation. With a four-year 

bachelor’s degree costing well over six figures, tech-

nical training can offer a higher return on investment 

with immediate and almost guaranteed employment at 

a competitive wage. 

In 2025 Colorado’s construction industry consisted of 

8.3 million workers and contributed $33 billion (5.8%) of 

the state’s gross domestic product of $569 billion. This 

is not insignificant. As an industry we must continue to 

develop and invest in those entering the construction 

workforce and engage, train, and retain our current 

employees. AI is coming for a lot of jobs, but it cannot 

install an HVAC system, put up drywall, or paint trim – 

not yet. \\

erica.arnold@pgarnold.com

Erica Arnold
Talent Acquisition 
and Development,  
PG Arnold 

https://www.agc.org/news/2025/08/28/construction-workforce-shortages-are-leading-cause-project-delays-immigration-enforcement-affects
https://coloradosucceeds.org/resource/project-scale-stackable-construction-pathways-for-all/
https://content.leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/june-2026-forecast-for-posting-accessible_0.pdf
https://www.abc.org/News-Media/News-Releases/abc-construction-industry-must-attract-349000-workers-in-2026-despite-macroeconomic-headwinds
https://www.abc.org/News-Media/News-Releases/abc-construction-industry-must-attract-349000-workers-in-2026-despite-macroeconomic-headwinds
https://constructioncoverage.com/research/cities-where-the-construction-industry-depends-most-on-foreign-workers
https://www.chhs.colostate.edu/cm/careers-internships-and-recruiting/undergraduate-student-placement/
https://www.chhs.colostate.edu/cm/careers-internships-and-recruiting/undergraduate-student-placement/
https://cdle.colorado.gov/press-releases/press-release-colorado-occupational-employment-and-wages-2024
https://www.agc.org/sites/default/files/users/user21902/CO-US%20construction%20fact%20sheet_2025_V2.pdf
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Mid-Century Modern(ization)
Decision-making for school districts facing aging facilities

M
any Colorado school districts 
are managing a portfolio of 
aging facilities built between 

the 1950s and 1980s that now need sig-

nificant work. Building systems and 

finishes have reached the end of their 

useful lives, and spaces designed de-

cades ago often no longer align with 

how districts want to teach today. 

The choice to renovate or replace an 

aging facility isn’t always clear-cut – 

districts benefit from a robust decision-making process 

to determine the best use of resources as they modernize 

their campuses.

n Educational vision. School districts should be in-

tentional about how they want students to learn. Edu-

cational models range from traditional lecture-based in-

struction to small learning communities to project-based 

learning and beyond, and each requires a different kind 

of space to fully engage with the pedagogy. Clarifying 

the intended model first lets architects test whether the 

existing space can accommodate it – and if not, what 

needs to change.

n Master planning. Before allocating resources to spe-

cific projects, districts also need to verify the condition 

of existing facilities. On older campuses, building sys-

tems and finishes will likely need significant repair or 

replacement, and newer systems tend to be more energy 

efficient – reducing both operating expenses and long-

term maintenance costs. With conditions understood, 

districts can identify specific projects for each facility 

and use a master plan to prioritize resources. District 

need almost always outpaces budget, so a method blend-

ing quantitative data with subjective observation is es-

sential to determining which projects deliver the great-

est value.

In my practice we help manage this prioritization 

with a system called Indicators of Quality (IoQ), which is 

based on scoring a facility or project across six criteria: 

supports educational programs; community support; 

learning environment; maintenance and operations; 

safety and security; and code compliance.

The IoQ system blends objective measurement with 

subjective observation into a system that communicates 

priorities clearly to stakeholders. Districts can weight 

individual IoQs to reflect their own goals – one might 

weight “learning environment” higher to prioritize tech-

nology-forward renovations, while another prioritizes 

“safety and security.” The system stays consistent while 

flexing to each district’s needs. And by comparing scor-

ing results across a campus or district, the projects that 

have the potential for greatest impact aligned with dis-

trict goals rise to the top.

n To renovate or replace. This is the key question, and 

the answer is not always straightforward. Renovation 

is often less expensive than full replacement, but lower 

upfront cost doesn’t always mean better long-term val-

ue. A few criteria help guide the decision:

• Educational vision: If the current space configura-

tion supports the district’s educational vision, renovat-

ing existing systems and finishes may be the right call. If 

a different learning model requires significant reconfig-

uration, replacement may be the better path.

• Safety and security: Perimeter fencing can typically 

be added independent of other work, but building a sin-

gle point of entry may be more involved. Older campus-

es often centralized administrative offices in a way that 

doesn’t support a new “front door,” and relocating them 

can require enough work to favor new construction.

• Accessibility: Older facilities frequently lack accessi-

bility features now expected as standard. Ramps, eleva-

tors and properly sloped walkways can often be added 

to an existing campus, but accessible clearance at doors 

and restrooms sometimes needs more space than older 

buildings provide.

• Sustainability: Creative reuse of existing buildings 

is the most sustainable option, since it preserves struc-

tures rather than sending them to a landfill. Reducing 

carbon footprint and energy use lowers both operating 

costs and environmental impact, but construction waste 

is just as important a factor. Envelopes and systems can 

often be upgraded – but some facilities can meet high-ef-

Joel Williams 
Studio Director, 
Quattrocchi Kwok 
Architects

Tim Maloney with Technical Imagery Studios

The complete campus replacement project for Lake Elementary 
School in San Pablo, California, included a new front entrance to 
improve safety and security. 
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ficiency goals without work extensive enough that re-
placement becomes the better option.

• Regulatory review: In some jurisdictions, renovations 
over a certain limit can trigger compliance with current 
codes, which are tightening everywhere. Stormwater 
management is a key consideration in Colorado, and re-

quirements are increasingly stringent, structural analy-
sis models are more sophisticated, and whole-building 
energy modeling is now standard. It’s common for what 
appears to be a simple renovation at the outset to grow 
into a much more complex project as the full expecta-
tions of building and planning departments are over-
layed.
n Summary. Whichever path a district ultimately 

chooses, the decision shouldn’t come down to price 
alone. A renovation that fails to meet accessibility stan-
dards or a shifting educational vision isn’t a bargain – it’s 
a project that may need to be redone too soon. Converse-
ly, replacing a building that only needs updated finish-
es and modest reconfiguration wastes both budget and 
a genuine opportunity for sustainable reuse. Weighing 
educational vision; safety and security; accessibility; 
sustainability; and regulatory review against a project’s 
specific realities is what turns renovate-or-replace from 
a gut call into an informed decision. That same rigor, ex-
tended across an entire portfolio through tools like the 
IoQ system, gives districts a defensible roadmap to a re-
vitalized, 21st-century learning environment that serves 
students and staff for years to come.\\

joelw@qka.com

Tim Maloney with Technical Imagery Studios

Historic renovation and repurposing of a 1920s shop building for 
San Mateo High School in San Mateo, California, included seismic 
upgrades, new technology and added daylight.

www.rethos.org
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Plans, Policy, and the People Behind Them
Colorado is building the policy in-

frastructure for housing progress. Civ-

ic capacity makes it work better.

C
olorado has done something 
genuinely difficult in recent 
years by building a serious, 

coordinated policy response to a hous-

ing crisis many states have addressed 

only at the margins. Proposition 123, 

passed by voters in 2022, redirected a 

fraction of state income tax revenue into a dedicated af-

fordable housing fund generating roughly $350 million 

per year. 

Accompanying that initiative, Senate Bill 24-174, signed 

in 2024, requires local governments to complete housing 

needs assessments by the end of 2026 and housing ac-

tion plans by 2028, with accountability built in through 

required progress reports. 

The state created a Local Planning Capacity Grant to 

fund the staff positions communities need to execute 

plans they have already written. It released methodol-

ogy guidance and assessment tools so that smaller com-

munities without internal planning capacity can par-

ticipate more fully. Across the state, communities are 

commissioning studies, hiring housing staff, opting into 

Proposition 123.

Though the work is hard, the investment in this poli-

cy infrastructure is real. Yet policy infrastructure, how-

ever well-designed, works best alongside civic capacity: 

the organized ability of local leaders to make decisions 

together. Communities that are developing that capaci-

ty will be most likely to translate a completed housing 

needs assessment into housing that actually gets built 

and into staying power over years. 

The Proposition 123 experience illustrates the need for 

this capacity. The original funding mechanism required 

communities to increase their affordable unit stock by 

3% annually to remain eligible for funding, a provision 

designed to hold local governments accountable for 

results. By April, upward of 90% of enrolled local gov-

ernments were at risk of disqualification because they 

could not meet the target, in some cases because the goal 

exceeded the total number of building permits a commu-

nity issues in a year. 

The 90% at-risk number speaks to a gap between the 

laudable policy ambition and the community capacity 

level. The Legislature responded by adjusting the frame-

work rather than abandoning accountability, and in-

vesting in civic capacity is a key ingredient to improving 

those outcomes. 

Civic capacity is essential because, whether at the 

state level or the local, building housing requires exe-

cution involving relationships with the full range of ac-

tors who have to say yes for a project to happen: lend-

ers, landowners, contractors, housing authorities, state 

agency staff and local elected officials. 

It also requires the institutional memory to know 

what has been tried, what failed, and why, so that the 

next effort does not repeat the same mistakes. And it 

needs the staying power to absorb setbacks or political 

winds without losing momentum, because real estate 

development almost always takes longer and costs more 

than plans anticipate.

Loveland, profiled last year in these pages, demon-

strated what civic capacity alone can build. A citizen 

group organized around an arts-based housing vision for 

the historic Feed & Grain site. They raised private funds, 

attended City Council meetings, and promoted the con-

cept for years. 

When the historic Feed & Grain proved too expensive 

to restore, civic leaders adapted and built 30 new live/

work units on the same site first. They eventually com-

pleted the original goal of renovation in 2024. These lead-

ers’ work seeded the Colorado Space to Create initiative, 

Alex Dadok
Consultant, Alex 
Dadok Consulting

Loveland Feed & Grain
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which brought affordable housing to artists in Trinidad, 
Ridgway, Carbondale, and Salida. Loveland’s success 
demonstrates that civic capacity works and validates the 
state’s instinct to invest in local government infrastruc-
ture to support it. 

Glenwood Springs shows how this infrastructure can 
supercharge such civic capacity efforts. There, in 2022 
the city and a local nonprofit convened an Ad Hoc Afford-
able Housing Committee, a diverse group of community 
stakeholders, to develop housing funding strategies and 
recommendations for City Council. 

One committee member was so engaged that he ran for 
and won a seat on City Council and now serves as coun-
cil liaison to both the Workforce Housing Fund Advisory 
Board and the Housing Commission. Other committee 
members stayed engaged through nonprofit boards, gov-
ernment agencies, and community organizations after 
the committee concluded. 

The city of Glenwood Springs passed the voter-ap-
proved 2C lodging tax to fund workforce housing and 
established a Workforce Housing Fund Advisory Board. 
The city received a $150,000 DOLA Local Planning Capaci-
ty Grant to hire a housing director to implement land-use 
code changes, fee waivers and the lodging tax strategies. 

Glenwood Springs is now running multiple programs 
funded through that tax alongside state and federal dol-
lars, helping dozens of families to access and remain in 

affordable housing. This includes an 88-unit affordable 
apartment building as well as down payment and rental 
assistance, significant wins for a city with high housing 
costs and a large service industry workforce. 

It makes sense that the state’s policy and investment 
in planning work best in places where that civic capacity 
is organized and aligned. Communities need to be as in-
tentional about building civic capacity as they are about 
completing their planning. 

That means identifying who will own the implementa-
tion work, as well as cultivating and listening to a broad-
er coalition that includes private-sector voices who un-
derstand housing as an economic development issue. It 
means making space for the civic leaders who are often 
doing this work informally, without title or budget, and 
finding ways to support and sustain them. 

Colorado communities can change their operating en-
vironment if they remember that civic capacity is infra-
structure that is as important as planning documents, 
government funding, or bricks and mortar. The state has 
done its part with policy and local government grants. 
Foundations, chambers, economic development organi-
zations, and nonprofits that resource this capacity are 
not just supporting housing. They are building the infra-
structure that makes every other thing work.\\

alex@alexdadok.com

www.pinkardbuilds.com
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B
ound by Colfax, Broadway and Speer, the 
Golden Triangle district of Denver is distinc-
tive for a tri-sided border and an eclectic mix 
of real estate. Combining museums, galleries, 
restaurants and charming boutique spaces 
with high-rise multifamily residential, offic-

es and governmental buildings, the Golden Triangle is one 
of Denver’s most eclectic communities. Like people, plac-
es have purposes. The Golden Triangle has led many lives. 
Evolving from an enclave of Victorian homes built in the 
late 1800s, the neighborhood became known as “Automo-
bile Row” when properties along Broadway were convert-
ed to auto dealerships, supply stores and surface parking 
lots. The Golden Triangle remained hardscrabble and low-
slung for the most part until the early 1990s, when Den-
ver embarked on a renaissance that has seemingly never 
ceased.

Sparked by Michael Graves’ addition to the Denver Pub-
lic Library, which opened in 1995, the Golden Triangle has 
since become a tapestry of culture, connectivity and a bur-
geoning community. With nowhere to go but up, prospects 
increased exponentially in 2021, when the Denver City 
Council approved zoning changes in the Golden Triangle 
allowing base-building heights to increase from 200 to 250 
feet for standard buildings, and up to 325 for point towers 
that provide income-restricted housing or restore historic 
landmarks – the first such increase in building height re-
strictions in the neighborhood since 1994.

“We love the Golden Triangle,” begins Kelly Kaine, di-
rector of development at Greystar. “It’s such a unique in-
tersection of civic, cultural, commercial and residential. 
Contextually, its modern design meets old school charm. 
In the past five years, new residential construction has 
grown enormously. Our newest development, The Parson, 
resides along Speer Boulevard, enjoying direct proximity 
to Cherry Creek and amazing views of downtown and the 
mountains.”

Founded in 1993 in Charleston, South Carolina, Greystar 
is a global leader in rental housing, investment manage-
ment, development and property management. In 2019, 
Greystar opened Parq on Speer, a 16-story luxury residen-
tial tower at Ninth and Speer. Seven years later, Kaine and 
her team proudly introduce The Parson, a 17-story high-rise 
at 10th and Speer.

“The Parson targets top-of-the-line luxury living. We be-
lieve these apartments are among the nicest in Denver. 
The Parson offers an incredible amenity package,” contin-
ues Kaine, who doesn’t mind sharing one of Greystar’s keys 

s nowhere to grow but up in the Golden Triangle
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to success. “Greystar is vertically integrated. We 
have in-house expertise in general contracting 
and property management. Our development 
team leverages these local expert resources 
throughout each project to ensure holistic think-
ing informs everything we develop. The design 
firms we work with develop relationships with 
our construction team and property managers 
to maximize results.”

The firm chosen to design both The Parson 
and the adjacent Parq on Speer is Houston-based 
Ziegler Cooper Architects. Denny Simon, princi-
pal, was a key figure in the development of both 
projects.

“While Parq on Speer is clad in metal panels 
with red sandstone accents, for The Parson, we 
wanted a more residential feel. So, we chose 
brick as the primary building material with ac-
cents of metal,” says Simon. “The garage podium 
and residential tower façades facing downtown 
have a more traditional arrangement of symmet-
rical, punched window openings. By contrast, on 
the Cherry Creek façade, facing the mountains, 
we introduced a curve. This form is also on the 
opposing corner of Parq on Speer, where the two 
buildings interact.”

At 17 stories, The Parson adds vertical densi-
ty to the Golden Triangle’s western edge. The 
property’s 309 residences range from studios to 
three-bedroom penthouses. The ground floor in-
cludes the main lobby, resident amenities, retail 
and a motor court. The parking structure fills the 
podium to level 4. Levels 5 through 17 are resi-
dential.

“We’ve divided the amenities package into 
multiple spaces. On level 1, there is an expansive 

PHOTOS: Nic Rentfrow
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coworking space – nine fully furnished personal offices 
for rent monthly. The indoor-outdoor dog park is joined 
by a lobby bar and gathering area where the operations 
team will host events,” shares Simon. “On the north end 
of level 5, The Overlook club room features a gas range 
and a chef’s kitchen so residents can host gatherings. 
There is also an elegant cocktail lounge overlooking the 
pool deck with city and mountain views. Moving south 
on level 5, The Den offers a darker, moody sports bar 
vibe, with multiple TVs, a poker table, and a pool table. 
The wellness suite includes a sauna, towel warmers and 
sparkling water on tap. The gym is a two-story space that 
occupies the bullnose facing the pool deck, which is an-
imated by fire pits, grills and a waterfall trellis. There is 
an additional south-facing courtyard on level 5, featur-

ing more grills, a pizza oven, soft seating areas and large-
screen TVs.”

Simon echoes Kaine’s sentiment about the benefits of 
an integrated team.

“During design, we discovered an easement running 
through the center of the site. We had a clear-height de-
sign of 18 feet that had to be adjusted to 23 feet through-
out the level 1 drive aisle,” says Simon. “That meant cut-
ting 5 feet out of the spaces above. To resolve this, we 
elevated the pool deck on level 5 by 5 feet. Raising it also 
helped from a view and vista standpoint. That 23-foot 
ceiling height runs through level 1, so the lobby is im-
pressive.”

Having full alignment with the GC and all facets of the 
property management team when accounting for those 
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5 feet saved a lot of time. Simon also illuminates 
the great design partnerships ZCA enjoyed with 
local landscape architect Norris Design, and the 
interior design team at ESG Architecture and 
Design of Minneapolis in making The Parson 
shine.

“Greystar strives for high-quality in every fac-
et, which means top of the line in everything. 
From a design and finish standpoint, these apart-
ments rival for-sale condominiums in quality. 
Hardwood floors throughout, gas stoves with an 
in-wall oven and microwave combo; many resi-
dences have a wet bar with a wine fridge. Rather 
than doing built-in desks, we introduced a new 
concept for the modern resident, an urban mud-
room at the apartment entries with coat hooks, 
shelves, and benches,” continues Simon. “In the 
penthouse suites, which range from 3,000 to 
3,500 square feet, we’ve gone further. The large, 
open kitchens feature Monogram appliances 
and a butler’s pantry. Penthouses include fire-
places, freestanding tubs with dual closets, wet 
bars, and access to the sky lounge, an amenity 
open only to penthouse residents. At 17 stories, 
the views from the sky lounge are truly spectac-
ular.”

Despite the seamless working relationship 
during construction through Greystar’s con-
struction arm, getting the project built wasn’t 
cut-and-dried.

“I forgot to mention that there was another 
building being built at the property line at the 
same time,” says Simon. “They were ahead of us, 
but the proximity between the foundations of 
the two buildings is a few inches. The coordina-
tion between the two projects was exceptional.”

Kaine is pleased.
“From a floor plan, finishes, and amenity 

standpoint, I think these are the nicest apart-
ments in Denver,” she says, appreciating the 
time and talent it takes to comb through a seem-
ingly unending array of considerations to come 
away with just the right alchemy.

“I’m proud of The Parson, and equally proud 
of the design, construction, and development 
teams that pulled this off. Considering the mil-
lions of work hours involved, whether in the 
office or in the field, it’s important to point out 
that a project like this becomes part of people’s 
lives over the years it takes to deliver,” con-
cludes Kaine. “Now, we look forward to seeing 
The Parson’s first residents enjoy everything 
Denver has to offer. We all feel good about the 
contribution to context that The Parson makes 
in the Golden Triangle.”\\
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More than a Library: 
Connecting with Nature

Located in Thornton, Anythink Nature is a first-of-its-kind library.
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A
nythink Nature, the first-
of-its-kind library – now 
open in Thornton – focus-
es on helping visitors con-
nect to the natural world. 

The landscape design will rehabilitate 
Colorado’s shortgrass prairie land-
scape, while planting beds adjacent 
to the building illustrate a wide range 
of native Colorado species. The project 
also features an indigenous garden 
which includes a variety of plantings significant to Na-
tive Americans. 

Its entry is celebrated with a sculptural column that 
evokes natural imagery, native cottonwood trees, the 
shaping power of wind, and the wandering nature of the 
curious mind.

At the heart of the “With Nature” experience, a local-
ly quarried red-stone vapor fireplace creates a warm, 
centering moment within the library. While the vapor 
flame offers the visual comfort and ritual of a tradition-
al fire without producing heat, warmth is thoughtfully 
integrated into the heated cast-concrete hearth, inviting 
visitors to settle in and stay awhile. Framed by expan-
sive north-facing glass, quiet seating, and views to the 
restored prairie and sky, the space encourages visitors 
to slow down, gather and reconnect with the natural 

Cynthia  
Steinbrecher, IIDA
Principal, Davis 
Partnership  
Architects
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world. Rooted in the Environmental Kinship Model, the 
architecture reinforces the idea that humans are not sep-
arate from nature but cohabitants within it.

The library’s central spine becomes a path of discov-
ery, where architecture, landscape and moments of cu-
riosity unfold together. Organic skylights draw daylight 
deep into the space, while flowing terrazzo patterns un-
derfoot invite exploration and reveal 50 native Colorado 
animals cast in brass along the way. A sculptural sweep 
of greenery interrupts the warm bamboo walls, blurring 
the boundary between architecture and landscape. 

Nature is woven directly into the architecture through 
a ribbon of living plants that sweeps across the warm 
bamboo walls, bringing movement, texture, and life into 
the heart of the library. Mirroring this gesture, a ribbon of 
windows curves along the opposite side, creating a quiet 
harmony between landscape and light, interior and exte-
rior. Just beyond the glass, the open-air Kinship Garden 
continues the experience, allowing the architecture to 
become a threshold between the interior landscape and 
nature itself. Curving terrazzo paths and organic sky-
lights carry that same meandering language throughout, 
reinforcing the Environmental Kinship idea that nature 

is not simply outside the building, but something we are 
continually in relationship with.

Locally sourced granite boulders are pulled directly 
into the architecture, appearing to crash into benches, 
interrupt the floor and become part of the furniture it-
self. Rather than simply referencing nature through pat-

INTERIOR PHOTOS: Kyla Chambers Photography

Anythink Library’s quiet seating, and views to the restored prai-
rie and sky, the space encourages visitors to slow down, gather 
and reconnect with the natural world.

Nature is woven directly into the architecture through a ribbon 
of living plants that sweeps across the warm bamboo walls.
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tern or material, the design brings the raw landscape 
physically indoors, creating unexpected moments for 
sitting, touching, climbing and discovery. The boulders 
blur the line between built and natural, reinforcing the 
idea that the library and landscape are not separate ex-
periences, but one continuous environment.

The Dark Room offers a dramatic counterpoint to the 
library’s light-filled spaces, creating a quiet retreat for 
reflection, imagination, and connection. Curved walls 
wrapped in Shou Sugi Ban, the Japanese art of charring 
and preserving wood, envelop visitors in rich texture 
and the subtle scent of a campfire, while a constella-
tion of tiny lights transforms the ceiling into a night 
sky. Inspired in part by Indigenous talking circles, its 
circular form creates an intimate place to gather, share 
stories, or simply sit in meditative silence, another ex-
pression of what it means to be With Nature.\\

The Dark Room offers a dramatic counterpoint to the library’s 
light-filled spaces, creating a quiet retreat for reflection, imagi-
nation and connection.

Boulders reinforce the idea that the library and landscape are not 
separate experiences, but one continuous environment.

The library’s central spine becomes a path of discovery.
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W
hen DTJ began search-
ing for its next Boulder 
location, we evaluated a 
range of spaces through-
out Boulder County. The 

process wasn’t simply about finding 
square footage. It was an opportunity to 
think carefully about the environment 
we wanted for DTJ’s people and the cul-
ture we wanted to support, our two most 
important assets.

As we explored options, we kept coming back to the magic 
offered in downtown Boulder.

There’s an energy in urban environments that is difficult 
to replicate. You encounter different people, different activi-
ties and a broader range of experiences throughout the day. 

Lee Payne
Partner and  
Director of  
Architecture,  
DTJ Design

Back to (Boulder) Basics: 
DTJ Knows People Learn 
Better Together
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For us, being downtown also creates opportunities for staff to 
walk to lunch, grab coffee together, ride their bikes to work, 
or take advantage of transit options. Those moments may 
seem small, but they help people build relationships beyond 
project work.

In many ways, our decision to return to downtown was 
rooted in a belief that connection matters. It isn’t only con-
nection to the city, but connection to each other and the 
work we do, and it’s the design keystone of our new space.

For decades, DTJ has been an interdisciplinary practice 
where architects, landscape architects and planners work 
closely together on projects. One of the things many longtime 
employees talk about when reflecting on their careers is how 
much they learned simply by being around other people. 
They overheard project discussions. They asked questions. 
They became curious about a design challenge happening 
nearby and joined the conversation. Learning happened or-
ganically.

As workplace design has evolved in recent years, we’ve 
seen many offices move toward greater separation, whether 
through individual offices, virtual meetings, or work patterns 
that limit interaction. While those approaches have benefits, 
we wanted to preserve something that has always been cen-
tral to DTJ’s DNA: the ability to learn through osmosis.

Our new space was intentionally designed to create visual 
and audible connections between people of all levels and ex-
perience. People can see work happening around them. They 
can hear conversations about projects, and they can observe 
how others solve problems. Those everyday interactions be-
come opportunities for mentorship and professional growth.

The design also reflects another long-standing part of our 
culture: The best idea wins.

Despite the digital tools available today, some of the most 
valuable design conversations still happen around a table. 
We remain a firm that hand sketches ideas, rolls out draw-
ings, marks up plans, and works collaboratively through 
challenges. Because of that, we dedicated significant space to 
large charette tables, writable surfaces, and flexible meeting 
areas that support real-time creative collaboration.

Just as important as supporting collaboration was creating 
an environment where people feel energized every day. That 

led us to move away from conventional office aesthetics in 
favor of natural materials, abundant plantings, hospitality-in-
spired furnishings, and spaces that encourage employees 
to step away from their desks and connect. Throughout the 
office, biophilic elements help reinforce that same sense of 
well-being. Integrated planters, wood accents and natural 
textures provide a connection to nature that can often be dif-
ficult to achieve in workplace environments.

One of the most important spaces in the office is our café. 
With large windows and views of the Flatirons, it’s more than 
a place to eat lunch; it’s where employees can take a break 
from their desk, have informal conversations, and connect 
with colleagues in a different setting. Some of the strongest 
workplace relationships are built in those unscheduled mo-
ments.

Shortly after moving in, we started seeing the benefits of 
these decisions. Teams are interacting more frequently. Em-
ployees are spending time together outside of formal meet-
ings. Knowledge is being shared naturally across disciplines. 
The office feels active, collaborative and connected. The ener-
gy and enthusiasm are at a much higher level.

As designers, we spend our careers creating places for peo-
ple. The move downtown gave us the opportunity to apply 
those same principles to ourselves. More than a new work-
place, the office has become a reflection of what we believe 
design should do: Bring people together, support learning, 
and create meaningful connections.\\



 

64  /  BUILDING DIALOGUE  /  SEPTEMBER 2026

The Marlow: Inspired by 
Historic Colfax Avenue

L
ocated at the cross-
roads of the upscale 
Park Hill neighbor-
hood and historic 
Colfax Avenue, which 

Playboy Magazine once called 
“the longest, wickedest street 
in America,” The Marlow is a 
beacon for the vibrant ener-
gy that courses through this 
central Denver neighborhood. 
This colorful street is bursting with eccentric 
eateries, bars, historic music venues, boutique 
shops, and iconic pit stops that draw visitors and 
locals alike. 

Much like Colfax and Park Hill, the magic of The 
Marlow is in the collision of past and future, of 
edge and sophistication. The palette pays homage 
to these contradictions with a striking pastiche 
of deep colors, rich textures, and classic patterns, 
layered with just enough grit to feel subversive. 
The resulting design offers a new twist on nos-
talgia, where warm and welcoming spaces are in-
fused with the free-wheeling energy of Colfax.\\

Angela Harris
Chief Executive  
Officer and  
Principal,  
Trio Design

PHOTOS: Kyle Fitts Photography
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The Marlow
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The Marlow
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The Marlow
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T
he SGI-USA Denver Bud-
dhist Center represents 
more than a new building, 
it reflects an approach to 
architecture that is ground-

ed in environmental responsibility, 
long-term resilience, and a deep re-
spect for community use.

From the outset, the project was 
envisioned as a space that could support both spiritual 

practice and everyday gathering, while also responding 
thoughtfully to the challenges of urban construction and 
sustainability. Achieving that balance required a design 
approach that prioritized performance without compro-
mising how the members interacted with space.

Selected for their commitment to sustainability, com-
munity development and reputation for building excel-
lence, PG Arnold Construction completed the build-out 
on time and under budget. 

The building operates entirely on electricity, eliminat-

SGI-USA Denver Buddhist 

Center Blossoms Downtown

Peter Ewers, AIA
Ewers Architecture

The Buddhist center reflects an approach to architecture that is grounded in environmental responsibility, long-term resilience, and 
respect for community use.

The design approach prioritized performance without compromising 
how the members interacted with space.
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ing the use of natural gas, and it relies on 
roof-mounted photovoltaic panels to gen-
erate its annual energy needs. This strategy 
not only reduces the building’s carbon foot-
print but also allows for long-term opera-
tional stability and efficiency.

Equally important was the quality of the 
interior environment. Natural light played 
a significant role in shaping the design. 
We added carefully proportioned roof over-
hangs and shade fins to bring in natural 
light while minimizing glare and unwanted 
heat gain. The result is a series of spaces that 
feel open, calm, and well-suited for medita-

tion, education, and other community uses.
Durability and resilience were also key 

considerations. The building envelope in-
corporates continuous insulation across 
walls and roof surfaces, improving overall 
energy performance and occupant comfort. 
At the ground level, materials were selected 
for longevity and protection, including graf-
fiti-resistant finishes and laminated glazing 
that provides both impact resistance and 
sound mitigation from the traffic on Speer 
Boulevard.

The landscape design extends the project’s 
sustainability goals beyond the building it-
self. Rain gardens filter stormwater and di-
rect it to underground storage, where it is 
released gradually into the city’s system. 
This approach reduces strain on municipal 
infrastructure while contributing to a more 
sustainable urban environment.

Projects like the SGI-USA Denver Buddhist 
Center demonstrate that high-performance 
buildings can also be thoughtful, durable 
and deeply connected to the communi-
ties they serve. When sustainability is ap-
proached as an integrated design priority, 
rather than an add-on, it enhances how a 
building functions, feels and endures over 
time.\\

Its design responds thoughtfully to the challenges of urban construction 
and sustainability.

High-performance buildings can be thoughtful, durable and 
deeply connected to the communities they serve.

The building relies on roof-mounted photovoltaic 
panels to generate its annual energy needs.

The space can support both spiritual practice and 
everyday gathering.

PHOTOS: Inhouse Media
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Beyond the Bottle: The 
Future of Wine Retail is 
Built Around Community

Chestnut Cellars is opening this fall at FLORA in Denver’s 
RiNo Arts District.
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M
ost liquor stores follow 
a familiar script: endless 
shelves, thousands of la-
bels and an expectation 
that customers already 

know exactly what they’re looking 
for. For many people, that experience 
is intimidating rather than inviting. 
As consumer expectations continue to 
evolve, retailers are discovering that 
success depends less on carrying the 
largest inventory and more on creat-
ing a curated, memorable experience 
for their customers.

Today’s consumers, particularly 
younger generations, are seeking 
places that offer connection, educa-
tion and authenticity alongside the 
products they purchase. They want to 
understand the story behind a bottle, 
connect with the people and passion 
behind it, and feel confident exploring something unfa-
miliar. Retail environments that prioritize these expe-
riences are increasingly becoming destinations rather 
than simple points of sale.

People don’t remember every bottle they buy; they re-
member where they discovered it and who introduced 
them to it. The goal isn’t simply to sell wine and spirits. 
It’s to create a place where people feel welcome enough 
to ask questions, try something new, and become part of 
a community.

This shift is reshaping how independent retailers think 
about both business strategy and physical space.

Chestnut Cellars, opening this fall at FLORA in Denver’s 
RiNo Arts District, was conceived around this very idea. 
Rather than functioning as a traditional liquor store, the 
shop was designed as a neighborhood gathering place 
where discovery happens naturally through conversa-
tion, education, and community programming.

The concept grew from the belief that wine should feel 
approachable rather than exclusive. While carefully cu-
rated products remain central to the business, the larger 
goal is creating an environment where customers feel 
comfortable asking questions, trying something new, 
and building relationships with local producers.

That philosophy influenced not only the retail con-
cept but also the physical design of the approximately 
600-square-foot space.

When a business is built around conversation rather 
than transactions, the architecture has to support that. 
Instead of asking how many shelves we could fit into the 
space, we focused on creating an environment that feels 
approachable, encourages people to linger and naturally 
brings people together.

Rather than maximizing inventory, the design bal-
ances industrial materials with warm textures, layered 

lighting and carefully curated displays that evoke the at-
mosphere of a modern wine cellar. Every design decision 
was intended to make discovery feel intuitive rather 
than overwhelming.

The best retail environments remove barriers. Whether 
someone is an experienced collector or buying their first 
bottle of wine, the space should feel equally welcoming. 
Architecture can communicate that before anyone ever 
speaks to an employee.

The design also intentionally supports programming 
beyond retail. Wine tastings, producer spotlights, and ed-
ucational events require flexibility, allowing the shop to 
transform throughout the week from a boutique retailer 
into a neighborhood gathering place.

Those experiences are just as important as the prod-
ucts themselves. Wine has always been about bringing 
people together. Some of the best conversations happen 
over a shared bottle. We wanted Chestnut Cellars to cre-
ate opportunities for those moments, whether someone 
stops in for five minutes or spends an evening at a tast-
ing learning about a producer they’ve never heard of.

This philosophy reflects a broader evolution taking 
place within mixed-use developments. Increasingly, de-
velopers are looking beyond traditional retail tenants in 
favor of businesses that contribute to the identity of a 
neighborhood. Independent operators with strong local 
ties generate activity beyond standard business hours, 
encourage repeat visitation, and foster authentic com-
munity connections that national chains often struggle 
to replicate.

For FLORA, Chestnut Cellars represents more than 
another ground-floor tenant. It reinforces the develop-
ment’s broader vision of bringing together architecture, 
creativity, craftsmanship and local entrepreneurship to 
create an active destination within RiNo.

Architects are increasingly thinking about how com-
mercial spaces contribute to the life of an entire building 
and neighborhood. Retail should activate the street, cre-
ate opportunities for interaction and become part of the 
community’s daily rhythm. When design and operations 
share that goal, the result is much more meaningful than 
a place to shop.

As Denver continues to grow, developments that suc-
cessfully blend residential living with locally rooted 
businesses will help define the character of neighbor-
hoods for years to come. Spaces that prioritize discovery, 
education and authentic human connection create value 
not only for tenants and customers, but also for the com-
munities surrounding them.

Ultimately, we’re both trying to create the same thing: 
One of us is doing it through wine, the other through ar-
chitecture. But the goal is identical: Create a place where 
people want to gather, connect, and come back again.

In that sense, the future of retail may have less to do 
with what’s on the shelves, and far more to do with the 
experiences that happen around them.\\

Chris Gallegos
Founder, Chestnut 
Cellars

Marcus Appleby, AIA, 
NCIDQ
Commercial  
Innovation Leader, 
MOA Architecture

https://florarino.com/
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By Design

Continued from Page 17

ly standard, eliminating the learning curve for the framing 
crew while preserving the majority of the earthwork sav-
ings across the rest of the building.
n Does my wall slope too? There are different ways to 

accommodate a sloped slab when it comes to concrete tilt 
panels around the building. Some prefer to follow the slope 
with rectangular panels and tilt the whole building. Some 
prefer to use rectangular panels but have some irregular 
panels at the ends of the long faces to ensure the ends of 
the building stay vertical.

The cleanest way in our experience is to execute a sloped 
slab in concrete tilt panels is to make each panel along the 
sloped slab a slight (we promise you can’t see it) parallelo-
gram. With this approach, the vertical edges of the panel 

and vertical reveals stay true vertical. The horizontal edges 
and reveals follow the slope of the slab.

Experience matters with this approach, and it is import-
ant to confirm your design team and GC both have experi-
ence with this type of solution.

n Should I slope my slab? For spec builders the question 

often is: “What is this loss in flexibility worth?” If it’s worth 

less than the sloped slab saving, we often see the slab 

sloped, if not, it will generally remain flat. It’s hard to have 

a rule of thumb here as the savings and value of flexibility 

will vary from developer to developer and site to site.

For build-to-suit, we would recommend evaluating the 

operations of the building and potential savings if the slab 

were to slope. It is not appropriate for all situations, but it 

is often an option worth considering.\\

Post-Occupancy

Continued from Page 35

continuity as residents’ needs evolve. 
Returning one year later to The Grand at Broomfield af-

firmed early design decisions, while some findings iden-
tified opportunities for refinement (both operational and 
physical) through relatively modest changes. By embrac-
ing POEs as a standard part of the design process, own-

ers can understand whether investments are achieving 
their intended outcomes, operators can receive insight 
into resident satisfaction and operational effectiveness, 
and design teams can walk away with measurable evi-
dence to strengthen future decision-making.\\

agunn@ozarch.com

Community Engagement

Continued from Page 39

Broomfield’s goal of 40% Open Lands. Unlike meetings with 
agency staff or policy decision-makers, focus groups are 
structured, topical discussions involving eight to 12 partic-
ipants representing different viewpoints on a shared issue. 
We convened specific subsets: recreation center users, cul-
tural advocates, outdoor enthusiasts and developer/busi-
ness groups.

Conversations between open space advocates and trail 
user groups highlighted how focus groups can surface both 
shared values and points of tension. While both support 
access to nature and the preservation of natural resources, 

their priorities differ. Conservation-minded advocates may 
view trails as potentially harmful to sensitive areas, where-
as trail users see them as essential for recreation and access. 
Bringing these perspectives together created space to ac-
knowledge divergences while working toward alignment.
n Input shapes outcomes. Transparency fosters trust and 

ownership by valuing public participation and incorporat-
ing it into the final plan. Tailoring approaches to each stake-
holder group creates plans that are technically sound and 
aligned with the community’s values and aspirations.\\

cmoore@dtjdesign.com

From the Ground Up

Continued from Page 21

users, off-site utility improvements, and the incorpora-
tion of an urban park. 

While the leasing challenges facing the retail compo-
nent continue to evolve, the broader redevelopment has 
already delivered meaningful value to the community. 
Streetscape improvements along West 58th Avenue have 
inspired adjacent property owners to invest in similar 
enhancements, creating a more cohesive and inviting 
public realm. As communities increasingly look to aging 

commercial properties to meet housing demand, proj-

ects like Caroline Ralston Creek demonstrate that suc-

cessful infill redevelopment requires more than a vision 

for higher density. It demands an integrated approach – 

one that brings together planning, entitlement strategy, 

infrastructure, design and community engagement from 

the outset. When those disciplines work in concert, re-

development can transform underperforming properties 

into thriving neighborhoods that create lasting value for 

residents, municipalities and developers alike. \\
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The Value of Place
Why every square foot should strengthen the organization

F
or years, workplace conversa-
tions have revolved around 

space. How much do we need? 
How many offices fit? Can we re-
duce our footprint?

Those are important questions, 
but they are not the most import-
ant ones.

Today, organizations are asking 
something much bigger: How can 
our workplace help our business 
perform better?

That shift has fundamentally changed the role of 
the office. The workplace is no longer simply a place 
where employees complete individual tasks. It is 
where organizations build relationships, mentor 
future leaders, strengthen culture, create memora-
ble client experiences and reinforce their brand. Every 
square foot has a job to do, and its value is measured by 
what it contributes to the organization, not simply by 
how efficient it is. 

One of the biggest mistakes I see organizations make is 
establishing their program and square footage assump-
tions before having a deeper conversation about how 
they actually work and the culture they want to build.

The greatest value is created before a single floor plan 
is drawn. Through visioning, programming and compar-
ative test fits, organizations can objectively evaluate 
multiple options before making a real estate decision. 
Sometimes the right answer is to remain where they are. 
Sometimes it is relocating to an entirely different build-
ing. The answer is different every time, but the process 
is always the same. Start by understanding the people, 
the culture and the business objectives, then let those 

priorities drive the real estate strategy.
One thing I can confidently say after working with 

organizations across industries is that our clients are 
rarely asking for larger individual offices. Instead, they 
are asking for workplaces that help them recruit great 
people, strengthen collaboration, create better client ex-
periences and build stronger cultures. They want envi-
ronments that support focused work without sacrificing 
the spaces where relationships are built. That shift has 
fundamentally changed how we think about allocating 
space.

The Harris Law Firm’s relocation into Denver’s historic 
Granite Building on Larimer Square is a good example. 
Like many law firms, Harris previously occupied a tra-
ditional downtown high-rise where large private offices 
consumed much of the floor plate, and community spac-
es played a much smaller role. As the firm looked toward 

Sarah McGarry, 
NCIDQ, IIDA, LEED AP
Co-Founder and 
Principal,  
Clic Design Studio
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its future, the conversation became much bigger than 
selecting a new address. It became an opportunity to 
rethink how the workplace could better support its 
people, strengthen its culture and elevate the client 
experience.

The Granite Building offered remarkable character, 
abundant natural light and a unique sense of place, 
but its 5,689-square-foot floor plates required a differ-
ent planning strategy. Rather than trying to re-create 
the previous office, we asked a different question: 
What spaces would create the greatest value for the 
firm?

Ultimately, every attorney in the office three-plus 
days a week receives a thoughtfully planned private 
office of approximately 70 sf that supports focused 
work, confidentiality and day-to-day practice. We 
eliminated excess, not function. That decision allowed 
nearly 40% of the workplace to be dedicated to client 
experience, hospitality and community spaces. The re-
sult was not simply a better floor plan. It was a work-
place intentionally designed around the moments 
that build stronger relationships, encourage mentor-
ship and reinforce culture.

We’re seeing the same philosophy applied across in-
dustries. Colorado Access, for example, used a smaller 
workplace footprint as an opportunity to create flexi-
ble training environments, gathering spaces and hos-
pitality areas that better support both employees and 
the organization’s mission. The organizations are dif-
ferent, but the strategy is the same. The goal is not to 
maximize square footage. It is to maximize the value 
that space creates for the people who use it.

That requires a different way of measuring success.
Real estate decisions are often evaluated by cost per 

square foot, lease rates or utilization metrics. Those 
numbers matter, but they tell only part of the story. 
The better question is whether the workplace is help-
ing the organization achieve its goals. Is it supporting 
mentorship? Is it strengthening relationships across 
teams? Does it create an experience that reflects the 
company’s values? Is it helping to attract and retain 
exceptional talent?

Those outcomes rarely appear on a spreadsheet, yet 
they often produce the greatest return on investment. 

The most successful workplaces are not necessarily 
the ones with the most space or the newest finishes. 
They are the ones where every design decision sup-
ports a larger purpose, where individual work is bal-
anced with meaningful opportunities for connection, 
and where the workplace actively contributes to the 
organization’s success.

When every square foot has a purpose, the work-
place becomes much more than an office. It becomes 
one of an organization’s greatest competitive advan-
tages.\\
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Workplace Considerations:  
Designing for Neurodiversity is a Growing Priority

W hen it comes to designing for 
neurodiversity, it’s important 

to remember that not all people want 
to work the exact same way; there is 
a growing need for spaces that can 
adapt to dark and quiet spaces; mul-
tipurpose spaces should support a va-
riety of people and their preferences; 
and this is becoming a larger need in 
the office when comparing to your 
work-from-home environment. 

Today’s workplace design is increasingly centered on 
recognizing that not everyone works, learns, or experi-
ences spaces in the same way. Designing for neurodiver-
sity has become a growing priority, with organizations 
seeking flexible environments that support a range 
of work styles and preferences. This includes creating 
adaptable spaces that can accommodate quiet, darker 
settings as well as multipurpose areas that allow people 
to choose the environment that best fits their needs. As 
employees continue to compare the office experience to 
the comfort of working from home, providing greater 
choice and flexibility in the workplace has become more 
important than ever.

Accessible amenities 
1. Applicable for both building amenities or amenities 

within a specific project/suite. 
2. Amenities that are flexible and have the ability to 

morph based on user size or culture. 
3. Wellness focused and hospitality driven. 
4. Embracing modern technology. 
5. Experience-based designs to support the culture and 

brand. 
6. Access to exterior space is key.
Accessible amenities are evolving beyond basic func-

tionality to create inclusive and hospitable wellness-fo-
cused experiences. Whether at the building level or 
within an individual suite, amenities must be able to 
accommodate different user needs, cultural preferences, 
and physical requirements. Hospitality-inspired features, 
modern technology integration, and experience-driven 
design help strengthen a company’s culture and brand 
while enhancing overall well-being. Access to outdoor 
spaces has also emerged as a key amenity, supporting 
both physical and mental health.

Signs of sustainability 
1. A couple of years ago, AIA changed the code of ethics 

to include health and well-being. 
2. Design while considering all five senses. 
3. Variety of choice in a space leads to a more healthy 

and productive environment. COVID gave us personal 
choice in our work environment so the office cannot 
take that away.

4. Biophilia is recognized by the brain and promotes 
relaxation. 

Sustainability is increasingly being viewed through 
the lens of human health and wellness. This shift was 
reinforced when the American Institute of Architects 
expanded its code of ethics to emphasize health and 
well-being in the built environment. Designers are now 

Kacy Rhoades
Studio Manager,  
Interior  
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& Design
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considering all five senses when creating spaces and rec-
ognizing that providing a variety of settings and choic-
es can lead to healthier, more productive outcomes. The 
workplace can no longer ignore the personal autonomy 
individuals gained during the pandemic, making flexibil-
ity and user choice essential components of successful 
design. Additionally, biophilic elements continue to gain 
prominence, as connections to nature are proven to pro-
mote relaxation and improve overall well-being.

Hospitality shaping commercial design 
1. Continued influence of hospitality and residential 

design in workplaces and learning environments. 
2. Creating meaningful destinations instead of the tra-

ditional focus of function and efficiency. 
3. Renewed emphasis in comfort, social connection, 

and bold designs with curated details.
The influence of hospitality and residential design 

on commercial environments also continues to grow. 
Rather than focusing solely on function and efficiency, 
organizations are creating meaningful destinations that 
encourage engagement and connection. This trend has 
led to a renewed emphasis on comfort, social interaction, 
and bold, thoughtfully curated design details that make 
workplaces and learning environments feel more wel-
coming and memorable.

Empathy in design 
1. Increased need for education for clients – need to 

know the “why’” so that they have safe and data-backed 
decisions. 

2. The idea of choice in a space. 
3. Matching tasks to the right environment. 
4. Design of spaces that support people finding their 

purpose while also feeling comfortable. 
Underlying all of these trends is a growing emphasis 

on empathy in design. Clients increasingly seek educa-
tion and data-driven insights that help them understand 
the purpose and value behind design decisions. Design-
ers are responding by creating environments that offer 
choice, align specific tasks with the most appropriate 
settings, and support people in feeling both comfortable 
and purposeful. Ultimately, empathetic design prior-
itizes the human experience, ensuring spaces not only 
perform well but also foster well-being, belonging, and 
meaningful engagement.\\
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