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7 Design Excellence in the 
Concept Development Pro c e s s 

7 . 0 I n t ro d u c t i o n 

It is well known that quality outcomes are determined in the early stages of design. 

Decisions made during concept development and design development are ultimately the 

choices that not only determine the formal and pro g rammatic dimensions of a project but 

also such issues as comfort, flexibility, construction challenges, budget, and schedule. 

Long-term success, then, is dependent on making the wisest choices during the earliest 

stages of design. 

It is in this context that the Design Excellence Process includes seve ral concept 

d e velopment reviews. The broad objective is to have discussions among pro f e s s i o n a l s 

that focus on design not only as it impacts issues of form and detail but also as it effects 

on-time/on-budget delive r y. These conversations can address general design stra t e g i e s 

and urban context to more specific topics such as materials and building systems. 

The chart offers an ove rview of the steps and options in this phase of Design Exc e l l e n c e . 

A more detailed explanation follow s . 

1 59 section 7.0 



DesExcDG.Chpt7.pp159-168.qxp  2/2/05  7:18 AM  Page 160

Concept Development: The Se ve ral Types of Concept Re v i e w s 

D E S I GN E XC E L LE N C E D E S I G N E XC E L LE NC E 

S TE P S O B J E C T I V E S 

Hold Initial Concept Peer Re v i e w 

C o o rdinating with OCA on Schedule 

and National Peer Pa rt i c i p a t i o n 

Confirm Viable Project Dire c t i o n s 3 Hold Informal Concept Pre v i e w 

with the Chief Arc h i t e c t 

Concept and Peer Re v i e w s 3 

Lead Designer-A/E Te a m 

D e velop T h ree Concept Options 

Lead Designer-A/E Te a m 

D e velop Best Concept Option 

Hold Concept Development 

Peer Review Coordinating 

with OCA on Schedule 

and National Peer Pa rt i c i p a t i o n 

Continue Refining Concept 

Hold Additional Concept 

D e velopment Peer Reviews 

as Needed Coordinating 

with OCA on Schedule 

and National Peer Pa rt i c i p a t i o n 

Continue Refining Concept 

Determine Best Project Concept 

Use National Peers 

as Objective Critics 

3 

Refine Design Concept 

Use National Peers 

as Objective Critics 

3 

Hold Commisioner’s 

Concept Review Coordinating 

Schedule with OCA 

Endorse Final Design Concept 

Confirm Project is On-Ti m e 

and On-Budget 

3 

1 6 0 chapter 7 ove rv i e w 
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Design Excellence in the Concept Development Pro c e s s 

7 . 1 The T h ree Types of Concept Development Re v i e w s 

Project Managers must convene a minimum of three concept development re v i e w s , 

including two with national peers: 

I N F O R M A L O F F I C E O F T H E C H I E F A R C H I T E C T “ C O N C E P T P R E V I E W ” 

This is a re l a xed conversation among the lead designer, key re p re s e n t a t i ves of the GSA 

p roject management team, and the Chief Architect. It should occur as the three re q u i re d 

concept options are being finalized. The purpose of this “p review” is to make sure that 

all three concept options are compelling and viable from a siting, design, pro g ra m m i n g , 

budget, and schedule perspective. The goal is to know that concepts, as they will be 

p resented to the peers and customer, are realistic Design Excellence stra t e g i e s — t h a t 

they are arc h i t e c t u rally outstanding, do not contain budget-busting features, and meet 

the customer’s needs and re q u i rements. 

Depending on what is most convenient, the OCA concept preview can be held in the 

Office of the Chief Architect or in the re g i o n . 

Those attending this re v i e w, as already noted, are the individuals responsible for prov i d i n g 

and managing the design services—the lead designers, the Chief Architect, and key 

members of the GSA project management team. Peers and the customer are not invo l ve d . 

As is the case for all design concept reviews, the schedule should be handled through the 

O CA Center for Design Excellence and the Arts with as much advance notice as possible. 

I N I T I A L P E E R R E V I E W O F C O N C E P T O P T I O N S 

This occurs with the benefit of the input from the OCA concept preview as the design 

team finalizes three distinctive and viable conceptual design alternatives. The purpose 

of this review is to have distinguished private-sector peers from the GSA Public Buildings 

S e rvice Commissioner’s National Register of Peer Professionals help GSA critique the 

1 6 1 section 7.1 
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concept options and ze ro-in on the best concept stra t e g y. The discussion can include an 

assessment of the fit between the pro g ram and various design approaches, siting and 

urban design issues, major spatial and arc h i t e c t u ral features, and an evaluation of special 

concerns related to such topics as structure or sustainability. The goal is not to genera t e 

a final endorsement or re s o l ve specific problems but to have a candid professional 

c o n versation identifying design directions that will best meet GSA’s objectives and the 

needs of the customer. 

For new construction, the venue for this review is usually the lead designer’s office. Fo r 

major R&A, modernization, and pre s e rvation projects, this review should be held in the 

community where the existing facility is located so that peers have the option of visiting 

the site and the building. 

This review is convened by the Chief Architect and invo l ves three national peers—including 

the peer that participated in the A/E Selection process. Observers, if any, should be kept 

to an absolute minimum. The meeting is intended as a constructive discussion among 

p rofessional stakeholders and not a presentation. The presence of observers discoura g e s 

candid dialogue. In this context, there should be time for the national peers to meet 

p r i vately to flesh out and org a n i ze their comments. 

As is the case for all design reviews, the schedule should be handled through the OCA 

Center for Design Excellence and the Arts with six weeks advance notice in order to confirm 

the participation of the national peer invo l ved in the A/E selection and allow the Center 

to appoint and confirm the participation of two other highly qualified national peers. 

F I N A L C O N C E P T P E E R R E V I E W S 

This review should be scheduled as the final design concept is well developed in terms of 

form, structure, major systems, and materials. At the same time, these decisions should 

1 6 2 section 7.1 
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Design Excellence in the Concept Development Pro c e s s 

not be set in concrete. The timing should allow for further changes and re f i n e m e n t s 

based on peer input. The goal, here, is to understand how the chosen concept has evo l ve d 

and identify areas and pathways for making additional improvements. These might deal 

with urban design, security and entrance issues, arc h i t e c t u ral forms and spatial sequence, 

the fabric and materiality of the design, and insights re g a rding engineering, sustainability, 

efficiency and workplace design. Like the three-concept re v i e w, the purpose of the re v i e w 

is not to mandate solutions but to highlight opport u n i t i e s to strengthen the design and 

fulfill project re q u i rements. If significant changes are needed, the Chief Architect can 

recommend additional peer reviews to provide continued feedback in the concept 

d e velopment pro c e s s . 

For new construction, the venue for this review is usually the lead designer’s office. 

For major R&A, modernization, and pre s e rvation projects, this review can be held in 

regional headquarters or in the community where the existing facility is located to 

accommodate a site visit. 

All concept development peer reviews are convened by the Chief Architect with the same 

t h ree national peers that critiqued the concept options. To assure candid discussion, 

o b s e rvers, if any, should be kept to an absolute minimum, and the meeting should allow 

time for the national peers to meet privately to flesh out and org a n i ze their comments. 

Re i t e rating a general rule of thumb, the schedule should be handled through the OCA 

Center for Design Excellence and the Arts with six weeks advance notice in order to 

confirm the participation of the national peers. 

1 63 section 7.1 
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7 . 2 

7 . 3 

Peer Review Agenda 

Peer reviews generally last three to four hours (not including site visits). The agenda 

should have these elements: 

• Site Visit (for major R&A, modernization, and pre s e rvation pro j e c t s ) 

• Project and Team Intro d u c t i o n s 

• Design Pre s e n t a t i o n 

• Peer Questions 

• Pr i vate Discussion among the Pe e r s 

• Peer Recommendations and Fu rther Discussion 

• Summary of Conclusions 

The Commissioner’s Concept Pre s e n t a t i o n 

This is a presentation to GSA’s Commissioner of the Public Buildings Service. It is the 

final review before moving into the design development phase of a project. By the time 

this meeting is org a n i zed, the general design, spatial qualities, materials, systems, and, 

if possible, the works of art for the project must be clearly defined. Independent estimates 

must confirm that costs are within budget, and a timeline must indicate how the building 

can be delive red on schedule. Ideally, the customer should feel its needs and priorities have 

been addressed. While there are always questions and comments at this meeting, the 

n a t u re of this gathering is an affirmation that a project meets the high standards of the 

Design Excellence Pro g ram. 

Those present include the Commissioner, Chief Architect, the design team, GSA pro j e c t 

m a n a g e r, re p re s e n t a t i ves from the region, the OCA project coord i n a t o r, key GSA managers, 

and a cross section of customer re p re s e n t a t i ves. The artists should attend to share 

that contribution. The peers are not there since, at this juncture, their insights have 

a l ready been incorporated. At the conclusion of the meeting, the expectation is that the 

1 6 4 sections 7.2–7.3 
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Design Excellence in the Concept Development Pro c e s s 

7 . 4 

Commissioner will officially endorse the concept design so the project can move 

f o r w a rd. If any of the Commissioner’s comments re q u i re further development, these will 

be sent to the region in writing. 

Peer Roles in Concept Re v i e w s 

Peers from the Commissioner’s National Register of Peer Professionals are objective, 

outside voices in the concept development discussion. They are challenged to addre s s 

G S A’s projects with a fresh vision and critiques that maintain the emphasis on Design 

Excellence. T h ree peers—rather than just a single peer—are invited at this stage in ord e r 

to broaden the spectrum of expertise and bring new perspectives to the project. Depending 

on the project, peers can re p resent arc h i t e c t u re, urban design, pre s e rvation, interior 

design, engineering, and other design expertise. The Center for Design Excellence and the 

A rts makes every effort to choose peers whose insights best contribute to the success 

of each pro j e c t . 

As they participate in the initial and final concept reviews, peers act in these capacities: 

• As a Colleague among Pro f e s s i o n a l s 

They should offer their advice and critiques with respect. Their interaction with the 

design team and customer should emphasize being helpful and not just critical. They are 

not there to second-guess ove rall design strategies but to identify collegially the best 

pathway for each project. 

• As a Sounding Board 

They should confirm promising directions. They should point out missed opport u n i t i e s . 

They should engage the design team in a conversation about options and ways to 

i m p rove each project. They should suggest scenarios for further deve l o p m e n t . 

1 6 5 sections 7.3–7.4 
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• As Ex p e rts on a Broad Range of Issues 

As they review projects, the peers should feel free to comment on such issues as urban 

design and siting, design and spatial strategies, materials and systems, as well as on 

special topics such as pre s e rvation, sustainability, and interior and workplace design. 

1 6 6 section 7.4 
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•

Re s o u rces and Sample Documents 

Sample Documents 

Many sample documents are available as on-line Wo rd files—go to: 

h t t p : / / i n s i t e . p b s . g s a . g ov / PM / PMB / D e s i g n _ Exc e l l e n c e _ a n d _ t h e _ A rt s 

These Wo rd documents can be used as templates by entering the re q u e s t e d i n f o r m a t i o n , 

s h own as C O LORED BOLD TEXT IN CAPS, and/or selecting and deleting o t h e r 

a p p ropriate text, which generally have instructions in C O LORED BOLD CAPS, 

with narra t i ve options noted in non-bold colored text. Once the appropriate edits are 

complete, final documents can be high-lighted and reformatted entirely in black text. 

Sample Peer Review Agenda 

1 67 chapter 7 re s o u rc e s 
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Sample Peer Review Agenda 

PROJECT NAME Peer Review 

DATE 

Agenda 

10:00 

10:10 

Introductions 

Project Tour 

(INCLUDE FOR MAJOR R:A, MODERNIZATION, AND 

PRESERVATION PROJECTS. IF A TOUR IS NOT NECESSARY, 

ADJUST AGENDA AND SCHEDULE TO COMPLETE THE PEER 

REVIEW IN EITHER THE MORNING OR THE AFTERNOON) 

12:00 Lunch Break (on your own) 

1:00 

1:30 

2:00 

2:30 

3:30 

Design Presentation 

Peer Questions 

Private Discussion among Peers 

Peer Recommendations and Continued Discussion 

Adjourn 

1 68 chapter 7 re s o u rc e s 


