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Democratizing Design

Foreword by Marjora Carter

One of my guiding principles is a phrase I first heard from a single mom in my
neighborhood of the South Bronx. I was fortunate to meet her when I was running
a nonprofit that worked to find environmental justice solutions to the area’s eco-
nomically and environmentally challenging conditions. She said, “You shouldn’t
have to move out of your neighborhood to live in a better one.”

This notion has economic and environmental implications that span the globe.
How we design and operate our built environment determines how people will
move through it, to it, or out of it. When we let the design of our communities sink
to the point where the only move people want to make is away, we create prob-
lems. Combining innovative thought with practical local knowledge dramatically
increases the chances for something good to happen in those areas.

Too often, talented designers and the money to implement their creativity are
not dispersed equally throughout our society—leaving portions of the population
desperate to see something positive in their lives, while knowing that elsewhere
(and not very far away), people are in more human-friendly surroundings. The
good air, the green open spaces, the clean water, the healthy food, and the good
design are all somewhere other than where these people are. This influences a
person’s self-image and many things that stem from it.

The global environmental problems we are beginning to face up to are a result

of infrastructure design that treats poor people as less valuable than their wealth-
ier counterparts. I imagine that if we had placed our transport, energy, waste,
and agribusiness infrastructures within rich and poor communities equally, we
would have had a clean, green economy decades ago. But we didn’t.

This book shows how even seemingly small efforts can make people’s day-to-day

experiences healthier, more engaging, and more life affirming. It’s unfortunate
that these designers have to work pro bono. The product of great design has

vi The Power of Pro Bono



Students work in the library at P.S. 48 in the
Bronx, designed by Gluckman Mayner Architects
as part of the Rohin Hood L!brary Initiative.

lasting economic impacts that benefit some people directly and also benefit those
who otherwise would be paying higher costs for social services but seeing lower
educational outcomes and productivity. Well-informed, sensitive design can
diminish the opportunity costs to a society that does not enable every person’s
creativity and passion to contribute to the greater good.

Recently I paid a visit to my former elementary school, P.S. 48 in the South Bronx,
to dedicate the newly refurbished library, which is one of many libraries featured
in this book, and which was designed on a pro bono basis through the Robin Hood
Llbrary Initiative. When I was growing up, the space was your standard public
school no-frills library, but it worked for me, in part, because I was blessed with a
very active imagination, a supportive family, and luck. Too many of my peers

did not have those things going for them. We grew up when “the Bronx was burn-
ing,” and many of the people around me died, went to prison, had babies at a very
young age, or some combination of the three. How many would still be here if
they had had this library and just that little extra safe space in which to dream?
Where would they have focused their lives if their local environment had been
filled with trees and green open spaces instead of diesel and power-plant exhaust
and dangerous truck routes that lined their way to school? Although the Bronx

is no longer burning, the hopes and dreams of many of our young people are.

Currently the U.S. holds about 5 percent of the world’s population but produces

25 percent of its greenhouse gases. You might not know that 25 percent of the
world’s incarcerated population is held in the U.S., too. Studies by major universi-
ties have linked proximity to the sources of fossil-fuel emissions to learning
disabilities in young children. Among poor children, the presence of these disabili-
ties is a leading indicator of future jail time. A lack of green in people’s lives also
contributes to higher stress, lower self-esteem, and subpar school performance.
These are all leading precursors of incarceration, domestic abuse, and increased
high-school dropout and teen-pregnancy rates.

Democratizing Design vii



In the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans,
boys play in front of a house designed by
Trahan Architects as part of the Make It
Right Homes project.

viii

Our built environment is our environment, and we have some control over it as

a society. The design projects in this book and the people behind them show how
a select group of people chose to collaborate and improve our world. I hope that
this pro bono phase is just the proving ground needed to demonstrate the true value
of good design and its implementation. These projects are valuable for the people
who plan and execute them and for those who experience the finished products in
their daily lives.

We can achieve an America that is as good as its promise—but not by accident.

I hope The Power of Pro Bono helps you dream bigger about where you are and talk
about it with your friends, family, and others. That’s how all great things start.

The Power of Pro Bono
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Why Pro Bono?

Preface by John Peterson

Because we should? Because it’s good? Many would argue that all of us have

a responsibility to “give back,” and, moreover, that architects have a professional
responsibility to provide services to those who can’t otherwise afford them.
This is a reasonable argument, and I generally agree with it. Yet this idea has
done little to motivate me, and [ don’t believe it will do much to mobilize

most designers.

Pro bono service is a good thing to do—although my definition of “good” may
not be what you expect. While I don’t want to undermine the importance of
charitable intention, I do want to fuel the fire of charity by exploring other reasons
why people might engage in this work.

“Greed Is Good”

I don’t fully support Gordon Gekko’s argument in the 1987 film Wall Street, but it
can help expand the concept of good intentions. For instance, several times a
week I run in the Golden Gate National Recreation Area, just across the Golden
Gate Bridge from San Francisco. My friend Tom and I frequently end our run

by walking a short section of beach, picking up debris along the way. Frankly, Tom
began this tradition and he does most of the work. We don’t get any recognition
for our efforts, but one of our national parks is a little cleaner, and maybe there are
fewer shore birds with bellies full of plastic.

Pretty selfless, right? Not really: I get a lot from this activity. I assuage the guilty
feelings I have when I just watch Tom eagerly go at the task. I reinforce the sense
of ownership I have for a place that has become like my backyard. And I simply
feel a little better about myself. I don’t imagine that many people would fault

me for these selfish motivations, because the outcome is positive and there is a
responsible balance between selfish and altruistic intentions.

The Power of Pro Bono



Rodeo Beach,
Marin Headlands, California

All generous acts involve similarly self-serving motives. At the very least, they
make us feel good. If we are going to get profit-oriented businesses, like architec-
ture and design firms, to undertake the most pro bono service that they possibly
can, then healthy, self-centered motivations are imperative.

Lesser Stepchild

To date, architecture firms and the profession at large haven’t made very good
use of pro bono service. There are, of course, exceptions, and this book is full of
them. But pro bono projects remain the lesser-loved stepchildren of architectural
practice. These are the projects that we typically fit in between our paying jobs,
that don’t make the portfolio, or that we hand off to the less experienced staff. We
simply expect less from these projects. But we are being compensated for them,
even if not in monetary terms. This is a core message of Public Architecture, the
nonprofit organization that I founded in 2002, as we encourage architecture and
design firms nationwide to formalize their commitment to the public good. We
show firms that pro bono service is good for business, and we help the nonprofit
and philanthropic sectors understand the valuable role that design can play in
advancing their causes.

Over the years, just as we have faced reluctance from some leaders in the archi-
tecture profession about the need to formalize their commitment, we have found
that nonprofit and philanthropic leaders are often so focused on the urgency of
their day-to-day work that they can be slow to take advantage of opportunities
that seem tangential to their primary task. For instance, they may find it difficult
to invest in their own work environment when doing so would divert resources
from causes like overcoming illiteracy or reducing domestic violence. Organiza-
tions shouldn’t, of course, invest in facilities if doing so doesn’t ultimately improve
their bottom line: advancing their mission. But good design can do exactly that.

Why Pro Bono? Xi
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Not for Nothing

Pro bono service is an investment of architects’ time and expertise. When we
make an investment in a client, we bring something to the relationship that goes
beyond the quality of service. This puts the architect and client in a relationship
that is anchored by a shared goal or mission, as opposed to one that is structured
by the exchange of fees for services. The architect comes to the table as more of
an equal. As we are bringing an investment of in-kind service, we should, within
reason, expect to have more influence over the selection and development of

a pro bono project. Just as financial donors select and work with nonprofits to
identify the best use of their money, architects can similarly guide the focus

and use of their gift. This flies in the face of how architects typically approach
pro bono projects.

Additionally, we often lower our design expectations under the misguided notion
that the highest level of design is inappropriate for the populations that most
nonprofits serve. Architects have had a troubled history serving these populations,
and poorly conceived projects are often blamed on the arrogance of the architect.
But our arrogance is not in elevating the design expectations; it is in our unwilling-
ness to understand and embrace the desires of the people we serve. If the design
does not respond to the particular needs of a community, it isn’t good design.

Pro bono projects routinely generate deeper client/architect relationships than con-
ventional fee-generating work. Often pro bono clients come to rely on their archi-
tects for a broader set of services, so that the architects find themselves in the role
of a trusted advisor. One might think that this is about money: pro bono clients
will ask for more services because they cost little or nothing. Cost likely has some
influence, but the gift of the architects’ time and talents conveys to their client
that they are dedicated to the same goals. Pro bono or not, the trust of the client is
the most significant component of realizing good architecture.

The Power of Pro Bono



