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After the storm
As architecture and interior design recover, 
firms focus on efficiency, branded environments and community

The last two years haven’t been easy for architects and 
interior designers. The recession began with the col-
lapse of an overheated housing market, and it ended 
with a growing crisis in commercial real estate. 

During the course of the last year, new construction 
stopped in many sectors, and while the residential market 
may enjoy an uptick soon, forecasts for the commercial sector 

remain gloomy. 
So what’s hot in commercial architecture?  Forget about 

new high-tech devices and revolutionary breakthroughs. “The 
dominant trend now is survival,” says John W. Braymer, execu-
tive vice president/CEO of the Virginia Society of the Ameri-
can Institute of Architects (AIA). The paucity of new projects 
makes it hard to see emerging trends, even if they’re there, he 

by Doug Childers

A recent survey 
suggests the health-
care sector likely will 
lead the construction 
industry into recovery 
next year.
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adds.
Nonetheless, sustainability — the 

last hot trend — has weathered the 
recessionary storm and emerged as an 
increasingly standard component of the 
building process, even though sustain-
able practices often have higher upfront 
costs. “It signifies that green awareness 
really hit its tipping point ahead of the 
recession,” Braymer says. “If it hadn’t 
had that opportunity two or three years 
ago, it could have taken 10 years if it had 

to undergo its infancy in a recession.”
Likewise, health-care architecture 

has suffered less than other areas, and 
the pattern is forecast to hold this year. 
In fact, among commercial sectors, only 
public-safety architecture will fare better 
in 2010, according to the AIA’s consen-
sus construction forecast. It calls for pub-
lic safety construction to increase by 0.8 
percent, compared with a decline of 0.3 
percent in health-care construction.

By comparison, the forecast predicts 

office construction will decline by 18.6 
percent, and retail construction will drop 
by 17.2 percent. “The consensus forecast 
says the health-care market will prob-
ably lead the construction industry into 
recovery in 2011,” Braymer says.

A few factors drove health-care 
architecture through the recession:

Funding for many of the big projects 
built in the last year were secured 
before the recession hit;
Caring for aging baby boomers 
— the oldest of whom reach 64 this 
year — has increased the demand for 
new health-care facilities;
And at least early in the recession, 
some experts say, the bonds that pay 
for many new hospitals proved easier 
to secure than conventional bank 
loans during the past 18 months. 
With credit freezing up, the money 
that drives many commercial proj-
ects simply went away. 

“Even the option to 
use bond financing started 
to dry up after hospitals’ 
bond ratings sank when 
the falling stock market 
negatively impacted the 
financial reserves upon 
which ratings are based,” 
says Ray Pentecost, director of health-
care architecture for Clark Nexsen 
Architecture & Engineering in Norfolk 
and president of the AIA’s Academy of 
Architecture for Health.  “When your 
bond rating declines, those projects that 
make perfect sense under normal market 
conditions can suddenly become not 
viable because the cost of capital has 
gone so high.”

In the wake of tighter budgets, hos-
pital administrators are asking architects 
to create designs that minimize space 
requirements, says Laura Dyer Hild, 
director of interior design at HKS Inc. in 
Richmond. “Finding ways to create more 
efficient operations can create savings 
that will last the life of the building.”

The commonwealth has authorized 
six new inpatient hospitals in Virginia 
in the last two years, says Erik Bodin, 
director of the Virginia Department of 
Health’s Division of Certificate of Public 
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Need. All but one of those facilities — the 
West Creek Medical Center in Gooch-
land County — are replacements for 
existing hospitals. (West Creek is a partial 
replacement/relocation of Retreat Hospi-
tal in Richmond.)  Four other hospitals 
approved more than two years ago will 
be open by 2014.  Of those, Spotsylvania 
Medical Center is the only new hospital; 
the other four — Rockingham Memorial 
Hospital, Martha Jefferson Hospital and 
Giles Memorial Hospital — are replace-
ments for existing hospitals.

While long-range forecasts for health-
care architecture are relatively sunny, 
Pentecost predicts the industry will see 
several mergers and acquisitions among 
health-care providers, “driven by their 
search for attractive economies of scale 
in a market experiencing downward pres-
sures in reimbursement for care.”  The 
timing, scale and geographies of these 
mergers and acquisitions will influence 
which projects eventually get built, he 
adds.  “The demand for health care is 
largely recession-proof, but the ability to 
respond to demand is not.”

The news is a little better for interior 
design, which focuses on improving inte-
rior spaces from aesthetic as well as practi-
cal perspectives. Forecasts predict “a slow, 
erratic recovery in design activity,” says 
Sharran Parkinson, professor and chair of 
the interior design department at Virginia 
Commonwealth University. “Firms report 
steady gains in inquiries for new work, 
but they are reporting more competition 
for these projects,” which drives profits 
down.

Still, interior designers are “lucky 
because in a recession people will do inte-
rior work rather than do a new building,” 
says Kristi Pipes Lane, an interior designer 
and a founder of 3north, a Richmond-
based architectural and design firm. “And 
coming out of a recession, interiors typi-
cally pick up before construction does.”

The recession shaped the sort of work 
interior designers undertook during the 
downturn, and the concepts behind those 
projects are now defining emerging and 
growing trends. The recession’s plum-
meting stock market and hard-hit 401(k) 
plans postponed many workers’ retirement 
plans, for example, and that has brought a 
greater age range into the workplace. 

“We’re seeing maybe four genera-
tions in the workplace at one time,” Lane 
says. “How do you make them happy at 
the same time?”  The biggest design chal-
lenge:  noise. “We have found that differ-
ent generations tolerate background noise 
in different ways. Generation Y actually 
likes the noise. Baby boomers find it to be 
a distraction.”

One solution is to design quasi-private 
spaces such as small conference rooms and 
work cubicles. Giving everyone a private 
office would be too expensive and would 
undercut companies’ growing interest 
in collaboration. Employee interaction 
relies on open spaces where informal 
conversations can lead to profit-building 
innovations.

Consider 3north’s ongoing project for 
the Richmond-based Martin Agency. The 
ad agency wanted a master plan that would 
allow it to stay in its current building for 
another five to 10 years while improving it 
in ways that would help retain staff. Add-
ing meeting spaces and teaming spaces, to 
boost collaboration and innovation, was 

especially important. The interior design 
firm’s first step:  Redesign the company’s 
coffee bars. “They’re the crossroads for 
informal collaboration,” Lane says.

The design makeover entailed remov-
ing walls that closed off and isolated the 
rooms and installing energy-efficient 
appliances. The new coffee bars are attrac-
tive and encourage informal interaction at 
a relatively low cost to the agency.

In addition, many companies are 
asking design firms to focus on branded 
environments in new projects. “The inte-
rior space helps corporations define and 
project their unique identities to their col-
leagues,” Parkinson says. 

3north has focused on branding envi-
ronments for years, even if many of their 
clients didn’t. But Lane says the recession 
has created one new trend, a drive for nos-
talgia and authenticity. 

“At one time, people were looking for 
an escape,” she says. “Now they’re want-
ing their interiors to have more history, 
context and a sense of place. People are 
asking, ‘What’s really important?’”  

The architectural and interior 
design firm 3north prepared 

a master plan for The Martin 
Agency.

Photo courtesy 3north
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Odell Associates looks at its architects and engineers as stew-
ards of the building environment. “We know that both the 
construction and operation of a facility must be designed to 
complement and work in harmony with the surroundings,” 
says Roger Soto, company president and director of design.

One of the company’s major initiatives is health care, 
an industry that is constantly changing its design concepts. 
“There is great concern for how to improve the way patients 
experience health care,” Soto explains. “There is also an 
emphasis on safety.”

Odell takes great care to design patient rooms that focus 
on safety as well as comfort and efficiency. “We try to cre-
ate an environment to improve health,” Soto says. “We 
make sure the 
environment 
doesn’t cause 
any errors in 
treatment.” 

During the 
design process, 
Odell relies 
on behavioral 
research to cre-
ate spaces that 
help health-
care work-
ers go about 
their workday 
more produc-
tively.  “We 
design a build-
ing in a way 
that contrib-
utes to healing 
patients,” explains Soto. 

Berkeleigh Combs, a registered nurse who is a princi-
pal associate with the company, works with the design team 
during the initial phase of the project. “She looks at the 
design from a nursing perspective,” says Jim Snyder, Odell’s 
chairman and CEO. “She helps our people understand what 
makes the design better for nurses.”

When Combs was consulting with designers on in-
patient unit expansion at Bon Secours St. Francis Medical 
Center, she shadowed nurses to determine how the design 
could best meet their needs in regard to space utilization 
and lessening travel time. “We wanted to increase the time 
nurses spend at the bedside,” Soto says.

Odell additionally addresses the growing trend toward 
integrating nature and spirituality into health-care designs. 

“We try to create an environment that relaxes patients, 
families and visitors,” Soto says. “Our designs take a more 
holistic approach by weaving hospitals into the commu-
nity so they can be part of the urban fabric.”

Company designers use building information model-
ing (BIM) software to virtually design buildings. “The tra-
ditional way architects deliver products is changing,” Soto 
says. “We are able to do things with 3-D modeling that we 
couldn’t do before.”

Some of the productivity-related designs, such as a col-
laborative environment, that are popular in health care carry 
over to the corporate world. “There have been a lot of envi-
ronmental studies that say a collaborative environment can 

help foster creativ-
ity,” Soto says. 

Sustainable 
designs are yet 
another focus for 
the business com-
munity. “Corpo-
rate clients are 
starting to want 
their facilities to 
be LEED certi-
fied,” Soto says. 
“That makes the 
buildings not 
only more energy 
efficient but also 
healthier.”

LEED (Lead-
ership in Energy 
and Environmen-
tal Design) is a 

certification program developed by the U.S. Green Build-
ing Council. Odell has created an educational program that 
trains employees in the basics of sustainability, the tech-
nical strategies of green building and the different rating 
tools such as LEED, Green Globes, SPiRiT and the Green 
Guide for Health Care. “We’re seeing a lot of interesting 
and creative ideas about how buildings can do their jobs 
better,” Soto says.

In talking with employees, Soto finds that many would 
like to work for companies that care about the environ-
ment. “They want the companies they work for to save 
energy,” he says. “Additionally, some companies want to 
deliver the message to customers that they are environ-
mentally conscious. They want the buildings they build to 
reflect that corporate mission.” 

Odell Associates designs health-care buildings to promote healing

Halifax Regional 
Hospital in South 

Boston reflects Odell 
Associates’ emphasis 
on safety and healing 

in health-care 
architecture.
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by Joan Tupponce



Virginia Society of 

Certified Public

Accountants

will be given to fi nancial professionals in Virginia, recognizing outstanding performance in their 
role as corporate stewards. This program provides many benefi ts to the commonwealth’s business 

community by highlighting the importance of fi nancial executives.

ELIGIBILITY - Nominee must be a chief fi nancial offi cer or hold an equivalent position in a public 
or private company based in Virginia. Nominations are due by May 14, 2010.

AWARDS - The Virginia CFO Awards will be given in fi ve categories:

•  Public company CFO
•  Private company CFO (Small company - fewer than 100 employees)
•  Private company CFO (Large company - 100 employees or more)
•  Nonprofi t/foundation CFO (Small company - fewer than 100 employees)
•  Nonprofi t/foundation CFO (Large company - 100 employees or more)

The fi ve winners will be announced at an awards banquet.

AWARDS HONORS - All nominees will be recognized at the awards program. Winners and nominees 
will also be recognized in our August issue.

SELECTION PROCESS - An independent judging panel will select winners based on information 
provided by nominating fi rms, including a brief narrative and any supporting documents.

SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS - Request a nomination form from: Bernie Niemeier, Publisher of 
Virginia Business, 1207 East Main Street, #100, Richmond, Virginia 23219.  Or you can complete
and submit your nomination form online at our Web site - www.VirginiaBusiness.com.

VIRGINIA

AWARDS
CFO
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by Joan Tupponce

LaDifférence is seeing a major trend toward green, more sus-
tainable office furnishings as businesses focus on bettering 
the environment.

“Europe has been the lead on green issues,” says Andy 
Thornton, president of the downtown Richmond store. “As 
a store that specializes in international furnishings, we are 
very conscientious about sustainability and going green.”

For example, two of the company’s major Danish 
vendors, Tvilum and Jesper, which specialize in mass-
produced, flat-packed office systems, have made massive 
changes in order to receive the highest levels of environ-
mental certification. Tvilum and Jesper have certifications 
from third-party organizations such as the Programme 
for the Endorsement of Forest Certification 
and California Air Resources Board.

“In the work envi-
ronment you have gas 

that is emitted from glues 
and finishes in veneers 

and products made up of 
particle boards,” Thornton 

explains. “You have to pay 

attention to what type of glues and lacquer finishes are 
being used.”

The goal is for companies to produce products with 
nominal amounts of formaldehyde so there will be no gas 
emissions. “We survey all of our manufacturers to rate them 
on the level of green,” Thornton says. “We try to get as 
much information as possible so we know which vendors 
are practicing the highest level of sustainability.”

Green issues are just one of the growing trends at 
LaDifférence. Many corporate customers are switching to 
ergonomically designed office furniture. “In Europe, fur-
niture designers have really stepped things up,” Thornton 
says. “They understand that if you are uncomfortable, it 
can affect productivity and overall job satisfaction.”

People often relate office ergonomics to seating, but 
it doesn’t stop there.  “Height-adjustable desks such as the 
7000 series by Jesper, allow a complete range of motion 
from sitting to standing, which has been proven to min-
imize your static load and increase productivity,” Thorn-
ton says. “People have different body types and they work 
differently. Many are more comfortable and pro-

ductive standing.”  

Jesper’s 7000 series 
sit-stand desk allows 
users a complete 
range of motion.


