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Latent Design is an architecture + urban design social impact practice whose projects 
range from small-scale tactical interventions to neighborhood master plans and design 
systems.

The mission of the firm was not an antidote or answer to the profession, but rather a 
giant rhetorical question of “if design matters, how can we make it work?” After four 
years, the firm’s mission is realistically only [click] what we think we do.  We are working 
to shift an ideology into a practice.

WHAT WE THINK WE DO

GO FOR BROKE
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LEAN + LEAN IN

URBANISM + 
CONSULTANCY

ARCHITECTURE +
INTERIORS

CONSTRUCTION + 
ADVOCACY

DEFINE 
THE CONTEXT

Programming
Vision Development
Organizational Strategy
User Research + Analysis
Education + Advocacy
Community Workshops
Urban Planning

DESIGN
THE CONTENT

Conceptual Design
Schematic Design
Design Development
Construction Documents
Bidding + Negotiation
Construction Admin
Construction Management

DEPLOY
THE COMMISSION

Post-Occupancy Metrics
Sustainability Certification
Placemaking
Prototyping
User Toolkits
Lectures + Publications
Strategic Design Planning

DEFINE DESIGN DEPLOY

SCOPE CREEP

At the beginning of the first day, at a makeshift desk in my future son’s room, I wrote two 
post it notes of inspiration.

On the left, “Make the thing that makes the things.” And on the right, “Don’t go broke.” 
That post it note on the right was modified by the end of the first day to [click] “Go for 
broke” because in less than 8 hours, I had my first failure.

With $10,000 and a laptop, I embraced “lean” startup principals and diligently spent all 
the money on the bare necessities, $500 for LLC and Design Firm License, $4,500 for 
AutoCAD, and so forth, leaving on $1,500 to make architecture.  It was also by the end 
of the day that I realized [click] “leaning in” often causes you to fall on your face.

The trend at the time was clever three word mission statements. The first three word 
statement was a string of prepositions, WITH BY FOR. These were selected to indicate 
being involved, an action for a specific purpose, and the use of some thing.  Year two it 
was edited it to ARCHITECTURE URBANISM OTHER to reflect the project typologies 
in the firm, with other being the most popular category.  This year we have refined our 
scope and services 

I have a bias for action and couldn’t wait for work. 
We started small.
Our amateur tactics and informal projects have lead to larger, formal commissions. I 
feel the future of design in our profession is not only the design of buildings and places, 
but systems. [click] Scope creep of other professionals have infringed on what should 
be our area of work, from IDEO to today Theaster Gates and we will do the same into 
their disciplines.  I naively but boldly think, “If it is in or impacts the built environment, we 
have to be there” That has shaped our involvement from not only architecture to policy 
and education. This is where we as a profession can start to regain power, influence and 
relevancy.
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The firm continually experiments with project process outside the traditional billable 
scope of work for architects. We found out [click] collaboration is not a panacea.  It is an 
action and it is HARD. From three years we have partnered with a large graphic design 
firm which grants one nonprofit a complete makeover from brand to organizational 
structure to space probono. This has allowed us to scale the impact of the work, learn 
best business practices from other social entrepreneurs, create partnerships that could 
be transferred to other projects as well as explore new market sectors that have lead to 
new work.

Mapping half of the projects to date, because any more and I would be depressed, we 
have probono projects in red, contracted projects in blue, pursued but lost projects in 
purple.  The ones with the stroke only are still open proposal.  The size of the dot is the 
project budget ranging from $10k on the small side to over $500k on the large, including 
two outliers at $26M and $75M where the firm was invited as part of a team. This 
outlined the relational nature of our work, the side projects that led to new projects and 
the ROI of our probono work. 

One of the long standing jokes in the profession that our ‘clients don’t know what they 
want.’  So we have to tell them. We have taken that further to have candid conversations 
on [click] wants versus needs for our clients.  We show them pathways to pay for our 
work via grants if compensation is less than ideal, we craft fundraising appeals, we share 
networks and connect.

So where do these clients come from? 
Once, I took out an advertisement for Latent Design in a fancy design magazine.  The 
only response I received was an email that said “went to your website and the text 
is so small I can’t read anything.” Rather than continue to pay thousands of dollars to 
be insulted, I shifted the meager marketing budget to be project slush fund for [click] 
tactical leverage.  

And I leverage everything.
The firm was originally an LLC and is now a Benefit Corporation.  We are for profit firm 
with a legal responsibility to show impact, both financial and social, of our projects to 
our shareholders.  In a play on the concept of a corporation being an individual and the 
shareholders being the public, the firm is developing a business structure for the social 
and design entrepreneur. [click] Risk and failure are part of the process, not options to 
be avoided. As architects we always run the risk of creating something bold that no one 
will care about, like the guy on the bench.

The biggest risk I have taken is believing in a meritocracy.
The truth is the firm’s work will never be good enough to overcome the quiet racism, 
sexism and ageism that exists in our society. Keeping track of my favorite compliments 
received this year, which the ones in red are from esteemed AIA and FAIA members, it 
becomes clear this is structural.

It all boils down to [click] who’s watching the kids. Not only referencing the mythical 
work/life balance, but also a reference the emerging and millennial generation, which is 
feared by an industry that demands consecutive advancement and everyone to wait their 
turn. 

COLLABORATION

WANTS + NEEDS

TACTICAL LEVERAGE

RISK + FAILURE

You won an award? Guess the AIA doesn’t 
celebrate design anymore

Are you sure? You don’t look 
like an architect

Wait your turn

Hispanics are not really minorities
Dónde está el jefe?

Does your husband run the firm?

But, who designs the buildings?

Aren’t you a little young?

How did you get so many pretty women 
to work for you?

WATCHING THE KIDS
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The firm is now operating new areas; design, advocacy, strategy and in the next few 
months, building as we transition into a design/build firm with the acquisition of a GC 
license. This is how the ‘master builders’ our collective memory is enamored with 
worked and because I am a citizen IN and a designer OF cities, this is [click] not a job 
but simply what we will do because we have to do it. 

Firms are called practices.
A practice is something you do to get good, not because you are good.
The success and scale of this should not be atypical and integral to our process 
is creating pathways for other design professionals to showcase work.  Building a 
supportive design community allows us to advocate more effectively for the impact of 
the profession and share best practices and efficacy. I want more competition because 
it makes us better. I hope those in the audience are inspired to take this path as well, 
whether as entrepreneurs or intrapreneurs in their own firms.  

And I hope you do it in half the time.

Thank you.
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THIS IS NOT A JOB

REMIXING PRACTICE


