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The big idea behind 

the project—and how 

the approach toward 

sustainability informed 

the design concept.

Conserving energy 

while improving building 

performance, function, 

comfort, and enjoyment.

How the project repairs 

harm and addresses the 

diversity of individual and 

community wants and 

needs (physical, social, 

cultural, and economic).

The ways in which the 

design responds to the 

ecology of its place.

Attention to conserving 

and improving the quality 

of water as a precious 

resource. 

Design for reuse, 

adaptability, and resilience 

to maintain and enhance 

usability, functionality, and 

value over time.

Providing abundance 

while adhering to financial 

constraints.

The design promotes 

learning for the project 

team and a sense of 

discovery and delight 

for occupants.

Informed selection of 

materials and products 

to reduce environmental 

impacts while enhancing 

building performance.

Supporting comfort, 

health, and wellness for 

the people who inhabit or 

visit buildings.

Pragmatic Ideals

THIRTY YEARS OF WORKING IN 

COMMUNITIES ACROSS THE UPPER 

MIDWEST has taught our fi rm that 
successful design is measured on a 
scale of community engagement. 
Expansive design dialogues that 
gather and integrate multiple 
stakeholder perspectives always 
elevate design results.

The design director at JLG Architects speaks to the 

usefulness of the AIA Framework for Design Excellence 

in the design process for community projects

The Canadian philosopher Charles 
Taylor speaks often about how we 
each “uncover our identity in dialogue 
with others.” This idea teases out the 
parallel that every design project’s 
identity should be found in dialogue 
with its diverse community. In a 
similar vein, educational psychologist 
Lev Vygotsky writes that “we learn 

best in social environments, where 
we construct meaning through 
interaction with others.” This insight 
reinforces the need in community 
projects for engagement tools that are 
robustly interactive.

The AIA Framework for Design 
Excellence is such a tool. As a 
learning scaff old, it breaks complex, 
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interconnected social, economic, 
and environmental concepts into 
digestible parts that inspire curiosity, 
foster conversation, and encourage 
collaborative decision-making. The 
Framework outlines 10 guiding 
measures (listed below) supported 
by design-informing questions that 
empower every project’s stakeholder 
community. It’s a tool for generating 
pragmatic solutions that ideally yield 
“zero-carbon, healthy, just, resilient, 
and equitably built environments.”

With Framework prompts, our 

fi rm has seen stakeholders in a 
new community center advocate 
for culturally and generationally 
inclusive design, including all-gender 
restrooms, private places to wash 
before prayer, and wall murals by 
local artists. We’ve seen a community 
leverage a half-century-old sports 
facility for another 40 years of use 
with an adaptation that improves 
air quality, thermal comfort, and 
programming fl exibility while 
reducing annual operating costs. We’ve 
worked with an art house to balance 

fi rst costs with lifecycle costs when 
spending limited resources, leading to 
a holistic mapping of building systems 
for cost inputs, performance data, and 
applicable tax incentives.

Design is a receptacle for good ideas. 
It distills the visions and passions of 
many participants into a cohesive, 
collective, and constructable story—
a narrative unique to a region, the 
diverse communities that assemble 
in that place, and the day-to-day 
occupants who thrive as they bring a 
new design solution to life. 

David Dimond in 

conversation with JLG 

Architects colleagues. 

JLG’s Minneapolis offi  ce 

sits atop the Mill City 

Museum building on the 

city’s central riverfront. 

Photos by Andrea Rugg 

Photography. 
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