
            
 

 

 

 

A P P E N D I X   6 

  

CASE  STUDY  4 

 

N B B J     D E S I G N 

 

http://www.nbbj.com/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                
NBBJ  DESIGN  566 

CASE  STUDY  4 

N B B J     D E S I G N 

http://www.nbbj.com/ 

 

In 1943, four Seattle architects - Naramore, Bain, Brady and Johanson - 

collaborated to design a total support community for a major U.S. naval shipyard. 

By pooling skills and resources they created the consummate architectural 

practice, NBBJ1 - a multi-specialty firm dedicated to providing the highest quality 

of design and superior client  service. Today NBBJ is the world's fifth largest 

architecture practice and the recipient of more than 300 national and international 

design awards. During the past 56 years, NBBJ has grown to become a global 

practice committed to design excellence. The vision and values of the founding 

partners continue to drive the success of NBBJ.  

 

NBBJ provides services in the following areas:  Architecture,  Planning and 

Urban Design,  Interior Design and Space Planning, Graphic and Environmental 

Design, Economics and Financial Feasibility. Projects are located throughout 

North America, South America, Central Asia, Middle East and Europe.  The firm 

consists primarily of professional architects, with 20 Interior Designers, 12 

Graphic Designers, and the normal mix of professional support staff for total 

personnel of approximately 950. The firm has no in-house engineers or CAD 

                                                                 
1 Harvard Design School - Advanced Studies Program - Candidate for Doctor of Design Larry R. Barrow - AIA, 
prepared this case under the supervision of Professor Spiro Pollalis as the basis for class discussion rather than to 
illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of information technology and professional practice development. 

 
Copyright © 2000 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. To order copies, call (617) 495-4784 or write the 
publishing Division, Harvard Design School, Boston, MA 02138. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, used in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or otherwise - without the permission of Harvard Design School. 
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Technicians (draftsman), thus the firm is design focused with specialty studios for 

specific project types. NBBJ has offices in six U.S. cities: Seattle, Columbus, Los 

Angeles, San Francisco, New York, and Research Triangle Park (NC); and 

international offices in Tokyo, Japan, Taipei, Taiwan, and Oslo, Norway.  The 

Seattle office serves as the West Coast Main office and the Columbus, Ohio 

office serves as the East coast Main office.  

 

In 1999 NBBJ was recognized by the Puget Sound Area Best Practices Awards 

in Washington State. The Best Practices Awards is a local and international 

awards program that recognizes the best business practices among companies. 

NBBJ was a winner in the  Motivating and Retaining employees category; the 

firm's work environment emphasizes personal and professional growth. 

 

NBBJ clients enjoy the benefits associated with both large and small design 

firms; these are a result of specialized individual studios working together within 

a common firm support matrix. NBBJ design process does not impose the 

architectural firm's own self-defining style; rather,  every NBBJ design is 

distinctive, each project satisfies a common set of performance criteria 

established with the client during the design process. Design expression 

emerges from, and is created for the people, culture and ethos unique to each 

client's design criteria. Expression of individual viewpoints, diverse skills, and 

critical thinking are strongly encouraged within the firm. No building or interior 

designed by NBBJ reflects a single firm-defining style, but rather, every project is 
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informed by inclusive design principles. NBBJ promotes each studio's identity, 

each with its' own character, thus allowing diversity within the framework of a 

commonly held firm vision. Each studio focuses on its clients while drawing upon 

NBBJ's broad range of resources, extensive knowledge and experience. Studio 

groups are small enough to ensure everyone is involved with each of their 

studio's projects and large enough to offer a complete balance of design skills. 

The richness of NBBJ's practice is a product of these interdependent studios 

whose members share a collective philosophy and fundamental approach to the 

design process. Studios regularly critique each other's work to share new 

insights, lend expertise and above all, maintain the consistent application of 

NBBJ's collaborative design philosophy.  The firm has just launched a new 

branding campaign ; the central theme is Artists of Change driven by three 

fundamental principles:  Fearless design, collaborative development and 

intelligent realization. 

 

INFORMATION  TECHNOLOGY 

NBBJ began major use of  computers for drafting (CAD) in 1992 as a competitive 

tool.  Computer usage has since evolved from a 2D-drafting tool to a 3D-

representational modeling marketing and design tool.  The firm makes extensive 

use of IT for  communications via Local-Area-Networks (LAN), intranets, and the 

internet. NBBJ perceives the use of IT as critical to their business and design 

objectives. Currently, extranets are being evaluated and are envisioned to 

become an integral component of the design process and project delivery. The 
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firm market base is predominately private sector with 20% public and 80% 

private sector work.  Each design studio uses IT strategies differently; in isolated 

instances, IT usage is dictated by a specific project or client request. IT has 

expanded dramatically in the firm's corporate plan and continues to offer new 

challenges and  opportunities.  

 

IT / IS personnel were brought into the firm 8 years ago for  CAD support; 

currently there are 24 IT staff, most are located in the  West Coast offices. The IS 

division consists of  three departments: Infrastructure, Design technologies and 

Service / Support.  During the course of research for this case study, the 

following NBBJ staff was gracious enough to be interviewed and provided 

invaluable information to our research endeavors. Patrick Mays - Chief-

Information-Officer (CIO), is an architect who joined the firm two years ago.  Alex 

Maxim - Design Technology Manager for the West Coast  offices, is an architect 

and has been with the firm 18 months.  Volker Mueller -Design Technology  

Manager for the  East Coast, is a software developer and designer.  Marty 

Doscher - CAD Manager for the Los Angeles, Ca office is an architect. Carl Tully 

- is an architect in the Seattle office.  IT / IS staff experience includes managing 

the transition from 2D paper drafting to 2D digital software (i.e. AutoCAD) in 

production department environments. The NBBJ  IS  management staff 

encompasses a broad range of experience and provides a bridge between 

technology, the design process and long-term corporate strategies.  
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The annual IT budget is approximately $2,100,000 that includes IT staff, software 

and hardware upgrades, outside training and consultants. The US national 

average for architectural firm IT annual expenditure for large firms is $3,4702;  

NBBJ annually expends approximately $2,333 per staff person. The US national 

average for architectural firm IT/IS staff is 3%; NBBJ has an IT staff  ratio of 

approximately 2.6%.    

 

Alex Maxim expressed: 

The firm has just launched a new branding campaign; the central theme is 
Artists of Change driven by three fundamental principles:  Fearless 
design, collaborative development and intelligent realization. NBBJ’s 
major goals – a) to be the best DESIGN firm in the world and b) to 
become a prominent "Collaborative Team Design-Build firm." 
 

Typically, the client brings in a Construction Manager ; but we are trying to 

change that in many of our latest projects.”  He added:  "We are growing our 

Design Build capability. To ensure this, our Process Leads are committing 

themselves to apply new collaborative, interactive visualization and 4D design 

tools to their projects.” 

 
Currently NBBJ firm IT / IS strategy is characterized  as de-centralized.  Volker 

Mueller - East Coast Design Technology Manager clarified:  

 
NBBJ is a large firm with several offices and studio cultures.  
Consequently, NBBJ's offices use information technologies in different 
ways.  The larger offices utilize a variety of IT approaches based on partial 
autonomy in the business and technology management of the individual 
design studios."   

 

                                                                 
2 Source: Kermit Baker, PhD - Chief Economist.  AIARCHITECT, November, 1997.  
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A description of the structure of information technology responsibilities within 

NBBJ explains the variety of approaches within the firm's offices and studios.  An 

underlying firm management strategy promotes technology initiatives at the 

grassroots level; i.e. the project teams decide what they need in order to work 

productively, efficiently, and profitably on their projects. The "overhead" of the 

firm services the project teams by providing the organization and resources 

necessary for the project teams to perform their tasks in a superior manner. 

 

Alex Maxim - West Coast Technology Manager concurs: "Global standards do 

not exist.  Coastal guidelines are the base to each Studio’s independent 

adaptation.  We are trying constantly to standardize hardware and software 

platforms. Currently, the East Coast offices use Compaq h/w and Bentley s/w; 

the West Coast uses HP/Dell h/w and Auto-desk s/w in the majority of cases. 

Within each coast IS is centralized principally in the main offices. We have a long 

way to go to achieve our corporate goals." 

 

The "overhead" on the information technology side is structured as follows: 

NBBJ's Chief Information Officer,  Patrick Mays is a Principal in the Seattle office.  

The Director of Information Services, Connie Ricer, is in the Columbus office.  

The Seattle IS department services the Seattle, San Francisco, and Los Angeles 

offices of NBBJ (West Coast offices), as well as the Telenor project in Oslo, 

Norway. The Columbus IS department services the Columbus, Raleigh, New 

York City, and Des Moines offices of NBBJ (East Coast offices).  In some of 
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these offices there is IS staff on location, i.e. Dan Gonzales in the San Francisco 

office, Marty Doscher in the Los Angeles office, and Brooks Barrett in the RTP 

office with each office having  varying degrees of responsibilities for all or some 

areas of information technology.  Marty Doscher stated: "We are a very diverse 

practice, and I feel, at the forefront of applications of technology in our practice.  I 

manage the Los Angeles office, which consists of a Sports & Entertainment 

studio and also a Healthcare studio." Within the IS departments there are groups 

responsible for various areas of information technology; specifically, networking, 

desktop support (hardware and office software), and design technology (CAD) 

support.  These IS departments provide services directly to the project teams. 

  

Originally NBBJ's IT / IS strategy sought centralization and uniformity of 

standards; however, it is now thought this may never occur. However,  NBBJ 

continues to experiment with East and West coast cross-pollination of web 

development and CAD implementation in an effort to migrate toward broader IT 

standards and project delivery consistency. Volker Mueller reiterated: "There are 

a variety of task groups and committees dealing with practice and technology 

issues in an attempt to chart NBBJ's course into the future." 

 

The major advantage of 2D digital construction documents is now ubiquitously 

recognized in the firm. Alex Maxim emphasized,  " We are way beyond proving 

the advantages of technology.  Advantages of 3D digital design models and the 

associated design process / studio implications are not as easy to define."  Alex 
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explains, "Most acknowledge the advantages of 3D modeling without a question.  

But there is a strong contingency that does not see any advantage to 3D – the 

400 small projects/year studio or other studios that can complete very successful 

projects in mere 2D without getting stuck in the 3D mire." The digital design 

process varies per studio.  In LA, and several other studios, it is typically used at 

the out set of the design process. Other studios enter the digital environment only 

after production of schematic design drawings and renderings.   Use of laptop 

computers is left to the discretion of each designer. Currently, NBBJ is not using 

voice recognition software. The ultimate goal is adaptation of 3D and 4D 

modeling in the design studios. To emphasize the  firm's commitment to digital 

infusion into the studio, Alex Maxim added:  "NBBJ has  started a national semi-

annual Object Based Design (OBD) summit to discuss options and  design 

process implications and strategies.  We have been talking about OBD under 

other terms, for example component based design, for over three years, hence 

our choice of the TriForma platform.  A leadership contingency is truly ready to 

implement OBD and we are now taking small but definite steps in that direction.”  

 

Hardware and software is updated regularly, however NBBJ is not typically at the 

"bleeding" edge.  Generally, they are one major version behind the latest 

available software and have service and s/w upgrade coverage on most major 

titles. Alex Maxim described the role of  NBBJ's  Local-Area-Network (LAN) as 

"indispensable".  Computer training is implemented in the firm via internal 

training, external trainers and consultants. TriForma and Micro-Station training is 
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provided by MVARs (AEC Cadcon in the East, ESSNxtphase in Seattle and Los 

Angeles, Cordax in San Francisco).  AutoCAD training is also offered by MVARs 

(Ketiv in the West Coast) and by CDs, external or books, while IS / IT system 

training is usually outsourced.  NBBJ experiences some "intrusive" computing 

because of switching among single-purpose programs. Carl Tully explains,  

"Currently we are encountering some problems with different software being 

used in various studios, at times, 3D and 2D drawing files are not inter-

changeable." NBBJ has been a beta site for Revit software during startup 

research and development in an effort to remain at the forefront of new software 

evolution. Alex Maxim indicated current motivators for the effort to introduce 3D 

modeling software into the "design studio" are inherent. Perceived advantages of 

3D Modeling are design representation as well as client interactive designing via 

the internet, a link to the construction / manufacturing CNC environment, and a 

critical link to the ultimate goals of 4D database models and performance 

simulation.  

 

Alex Maxim indicated current barriers to entry for introduction of 3D modeling in 

the "design studio" are as follows: 

• Hardware Deficiencies (i.e. - mouse point and click vs. sketch pad, speed, 
and monitor size) 

• Software deficiencies (i.e. - complexity, loss of user production, 3D to 2D 
conversion) 

• Staff Perceptions (i.e. - design thinking / creativity - value conflicts, 
philosophic barriers) 
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Alex emphasized, "Especially difficult graphics user interface.  Modeling software 

has become excessively complex." Within this context, the strategy for the 

introduction of modeling software has varied. Alex Maxim expanded:  

Auto-CAD was introduced corporate wide with relative success 6 years 
ago.  We tried to do the same with TriForma but there were several issues 
that hindered the widespread implementation.  On the West Coast 
TriForma was not perceived to be advantageous, this is attributed to 
complexity of the software and the designers not being ready to embrace 
global 4D.  We were successful in the implementation with a few teams 
within certain studios but failed in a couple of studios.  Studios in the West 
were given the option to select their software, most continue to use 
AutoCAD.  That is now changing due to a need to consolidate our support, 
build on our global experience, and the need to build a strong pool of 
digital modeling users. 

 

Alex Maxim was asked, "Do you generally find an inherent 'attitude' variation 

between the more experienced design staff and the recent graduates toward the 

computer and technology?"  Alex responded:  

 

Generalizations are dangerous but for the most part we get some students 
that are shocked that we are not entirely digital model driven; but at the 
same time, a few “old-timers” wish they had greater exposure to 
computers also.  The latter group feels cheated that their projects never 
give them the opportunity to break old habits and design in 3D.  A strong 
statement by our partners to break with tradition and try new methodology 
can only break this chicken and egg situation. 

 

NBBJ prefers new design staff have 3D digital modeling and computer media 

ability, but it is not their primary selection criteria. The internet and 

teleconferencing is used sparsely in the current design process, however, NBBJ 

is  building that capability and intends to merge this into their design process and 
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project delivery over the next two years. Some clients are requesting more 

collaboration and interactivity during the design process.  

 

The modification to AIA Document B141, making the architect responsible for 

compliance with the owner's budget, has affected the design process.  Most 

project teams include a Construction Management firm, usually brought in by the 

client.  Alex Maxim reiterated:  

We have modified and added language to the new B141 to encompass 
many design technology services, including but not limited to collaborative 
tools, utilization of CAD, renderings, modeling, ownership and usage of 
data and the clarification and definition of very basic terms as drawings.  
We have lawyers and paralegal staff to help us sort through, simplify and 
clarify the language.  We want to grow our responsibility and are taking 
back more of what used to be our responsibilities – we are trying to copy 
the European Renaissance man model again.  At a time when our 
profession is shying away from responsibility, and therefore control, NBBJ 
is taking the opposite tack.  Typically, the client brings in a Construction 
Manager; but we are trying to change that in many of our latest projects. 
We are growing our Design Build capability. To ensure this, our Process 
Leads are committing themselves to apply new collaborative, interactive 
visualization and 4D design tools to their projects. 

 

For the projects where an owner doesn't require a CM, NBBJ protects itself from 

cost overrun exposure via in-house estimators.  IS believes the need for a "team" 

(external players) approach to design puts more pressure on the design studio to 

enter the digital environment as soon as possible,  but the firm, in general, does 

not perceive this as an issue.  NBBJ's management's interest toward "extranet" 

sites is growing due to long distance needs, speed of communication,  more 

sophisticated contractors, and most importantly, demands by clients. The design 
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staff's "trendsetters", a firm minority,  feel NBBJ is way behind regarding the use 

of  "extranet" sites.   

 

Alex Maxim expressed firm motivators for the digital design studio as:  high-end  

presentations for impressing clients,  database quantification and automated 

schedules. Alex further emphasized:  "For the truly enlightened, it is a cohesive 

tool that binds all disciplines and all phases closing the perpetual loop of 

programming, designing, production, construction, facility management and 

programming again in the life-cycle of a building." 

 

Software currently used in NBBJ's design studio are  mainly 

TriForma/MicroStation and AutoCAD.  They also use Alias Wavefront Designer, 

Form-Z and Rhino, 3D Studio Max and Viz. IS staff  are constantly evaluating 

software considered to have the strongest potential of future dominance and 

impact such as Revit, StudioDesk.com and BricsNet.   

 

Alex Maxim expressed: "Critical factors for successful software adaptation is 

great training, a very strong seed person (technological lead), and a firm 

commitment to use any software to its greatest potential.  Impedances to 

software adaptation is  staff  negative attitudes  and 3D complex translations 

from any platform to any other platform.  Disadvantages to the use of the 

computer in the design process is the  “lego syndrome” – the designer becomes 

an extension of the software and no longer designs creatively." 



                
NBBJ  DESIGN  578 

 

NBBJ is experiencing the "S" curve factor (initial reduction in production) in the 

design studio as a result of introducing 3D modeling, and other technologies, as 

an integral part of the design process, the period varies enormously with each 

persons' individual attitude and the studio environment.  

 

Figure 1 

NBBJ employs outside consultants to advise in-house IT/ IS staff and strategies, 

both directly and indirectly.  They hire experts in all related fields,  not just 3D 

CAD experts or consultants, but also work very closely with educational 

institutions, many congresses and roundtables, and are always seeking 

methodologies to improve their design processes.  A specific example is their 

interaction with IDEO, an  avant-garde industrial design firm in California.  

Training of staff for implementation of  IT / IS strategies requires an array of 

approaches.   In the case of Bentley (TriForma) they practically rewrote the 

 

Existing Mature Technology 

Introduced New Technology 

USER  PRODUCTION - "S" CURVE  FACTOR 
Figure  
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training program; for Autodesk products, they  get “off-the-shelf” training 

generally.  They also hire training consultants and have a Training Manager on 

the West Coast.  Current obstacles to accomplishing their IT / IS corporate goals 

are East / West discrepancies and entrenched interests for the status quo. 

 

IT / IS expenditure is quantified as an overhead cost of sales and is computed as 

a flat dollar amount per hour as overhead for all projects.  The firm perception of 

IT/ IS currently is, depending on who you talk to - including the Partners, IT costs 

are either too high or are not being properly distributed among projects. Where 

possible, NBBJ line itemizes IT cost directly to the client; otherwise it is built into 

the project’s budget.  Others are more creative and add the amount to the billable 

base rate of each designer and project manager.  NBBJ currently amortizes IT 

expenditures as an operational capital expenses over 5 years and are planning 

to reduce it to 3 years in the near future.   Alex stated: "This obviously increases 

the hourly O/H rate but we are trimming our overhead in other ways." NBBJ 

management is very excited about new e-commerce and virtual-architecture 

potentials and IT / IS strategy is an integral part of the firm's 3-5 year corporate 

business plan. 

   

Alex Maxim was presented with the following scenario and questions: British 

architects nearly lost the   statutory protection of the title of "architect";  removal 

of  professional ranking was considered by  parliament  as a result of public 

perception that British architects are no longer preeminent in the building team.  
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The Royal Institute of British Architects were ultimately able to overturn this 

legislation, however, no licensed architect is required to obtain a building permit 

in Britain.  Often, the "signature" or celebrated architect, is a preeminent example 

of the retreat of some highly visible architects from the traditional project 

leadership role as they focus only on the "aesthetic" aspect of the project. Their 

choice of practice and priority modes supports those who argue that architects 

lack interest in the "public welfare" (i.e. - cost control, scheduling, energy, 

environmental quality, etc.). How do you perceive your firm's role in the current 

context of the expanding use of "construction management" firms? Do you 

foresee your long-term role as the project comprehensive "integrator" or the 

"design - aesthetic " specialist for the client. How does your current IT / IS 

strategy react to this premise?  Alex responded as follows: 

Great topic for discussion.  I hope we are building a varied enough IS 
offering to be able not only to cater to the artists in our profession but at 
the same time enable the globally interactive potential of the plethora of 
tools now available.  It’s about enabling the co-evolution, Harvard new 
term, of our society.  I believe IS has a good shot at satisfying two of 
NBBJ’s major goals:  
 

• to be the best DESIGN firm in the world.  

• to become a prominent Collaborative Team Design-Build firm. 

 

We recognize the importance of collaboration with the construction 
manager and contractors during the early design phases; to this end, we 
wish to build long-term relations with quality CM's and contractors. We 
value the informal network of knowledge exchange found in the 
collaborative design-build process, at the same time, we wish to remain 
the owner's project leader.     
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Currently, NBBJ project managers manage each team per project in a traditional 

manner and use a minimal amount of software.  Generally, it is perceived that 

management conversion to the digital environment lags behind due to two major 

factors. First, an inherent focus on design in the architecture firm verses 

management, and secondly, most experienced management level architects do 

not have the necessary IT skills to implement comprehensive digital 

management strategies.  When asked "Who is the client's project leader and how 

does this interface with the design studio?" Alex Maxim responded, "It depends 

on the client and contract. Sometimes the leader is the client, other times an 

independent construction manager is hired."   Most design review meetings take 

place at the NBBJ's  office unless the project is in another city. Alex Maxim 

indicates NBBJ would like to evolve the use of IT considerably over the next two 

years for comprehensive digital design and comprehensive digital project 

management  using a "collaborative design-build team" project delivery model. 

 

NBBJ perceives the adoption of technology (telecommunications) has changed 

their way of working, both intra-organizationally and inter-organizationally. Alex 

emphasized: "We are starting to see the strength of collaborative tools, especially 

in large projects, an example being the Staples Arena in Los Angeles, where we 

are using  extranet construction administration tools.  Another example is our use 

of sophisticated models for the Telenor project in Oslo, Norway where we have 

seen positive national repercussions.  This is changing  the way Norwegians 

interact with architecture." 
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Areas of NBBJ firm empowerment relative to Information Technology are as 

follows: 

 

CURRENTLY: 

• Business accounting (excel spreadsheets, data management, etc) 

• Word processing (contracts, correspondence, specifications) 

• Drawing Production (2D digital drafting)   

• Communication (fax, email, LAN, Intranets, Internet) 

• Marketing (firm web site, 3D Models, animations) 

• Design (representation - 3d models, animations, programming software, 

component libraries)  

• Management (extranet sites) 

• Interactivity (telecommunications, owner input, user / public observation)   

• Staff flextime and connectivity - VPN (Virtual Private Network) for home use 

and– and RAS    

o (Remote Access Service) for our  road warriors. 

 

PROJECTED:    

• Interactivity-use of extranet sites for interactivity- owner/user input - design 

team - ASAP   

• Promotion of interactivity of multi-disciplinary team players - within 1 year  
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• Staff Flextime  - subsidy of equipment - laptops, fast internet connections - 

within 1 year 

• Management - Develop a hybrid web site of off the shelf extranet options 

with in house  

o construction administration web/database backend - within 1-2 

years 

• In-house cost estimating - early phases of design via cost databases - within 

2-3 years  

• Extensive use of intelligent 4D models (w/ database) - within  3-5 years 
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STAPLES ARENA  
Los Angeles, CA    
Design Methodology - The Product 

The Staples Center is the largest 

indoor sports and entertainment 

venue in the world’s entertainment 

capitol, incorporating the latest 

technological advancements and 

contributing to Los Angeles’ trend setting architecture.  Not only does it bear the 

distinction of being the only arena in the U.S. to serve as home to three major 

professional sports franchises – the NBA Lakers and Clippers and the NHL Kings 

– but of combining the synergistic energies of the sports and entertainment 

industries into an entirely new building type.  A year-round, continuously active 

facility, Staples stands as a catalyst for redevelopment of the south edge of 

downtown Los Angeles. 

 

Arenas have long been considered artistically irrelevant -- akin to large indoor 

sheds – because, unlike stadiums, they lack the traditional connection to the 

earth and open skies.  Today, however, these indoor sports venues are expected 

to generate the revenue to cover financing costs, complement the city skyline, 

and offer an “iconic” quality to help revive flagging urban neighborhoods. 

 

The challenge for Staples was to evince a design identity while, at the same time, 

addressing strict functional requirements, as industry standards determine the 

• 

Staples Center - Los Angeles, CA 
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number and organization of seats, viewing angles, number of concourses, stairs 

and ramps, playing surfaces and delivery access, as well as safety and 

circulation issues.  Revenue generating features were also needed, such as 

premium seats, 160 luxury suites, 23 refreshment stands, a broadcasting studio 

and a team store.   

 

Staples’ response, within a 954,000 square foot, seven-story structure, is an 

unusual configuration that departs from the traditional arena box shape.  With a 

sloping roof and a prow (devoted to office space) defining an elliptical volume, 

and a pale gray aluminum finish, the aesthetic reaches into the future, conveying 

a sense of lightness, speed and flight.  The low, wide shape, intended to reduce 

the visual impact of such a large building, harmonizes with the neighboring 

Convention Center and echoes the sculptural quality of the proposed Walt 

Disney Concert Hall at the north end of downtown.  

 

By enveloping the inside oval bowl in a circular plaza, the entertainment aspects 

of the project are expressed in an unprecedented scheme.  The extra space that 

this arrangement provides accommodates expansive concourses (two public, 

three private), as well as restaurants, food stands, balconies and dining spaces.  

It also allows for the large entrance lobbies, incorporating soaring five-story 

atriums, that are essential to the multiplicity of public uses envisioned for Staples.  

Pulled out from the building, they are highlighted by sloped, curved glazing that 

results in a theater quality, realized after dark as the backlit movement of visitors 
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within. Also, the effect wraps the seating bowl with the entertainment oriented 

club, restaurants and lobby elements. 

 

Taking the arena’s more pragmatic requirements into consideration, the design 

gives the suites a an innovative three-tier organization, incorporates 55 

restrooms, places the seats to enhance sight lines for basketball without 

compromising sight lines for hockey, and provides broad views over the interior 

bowl and of downtown for the private Arena Club. 

 

This plan creates dynamic layers of interior space that also fuel a high-energy 

sense of interplay between interior and exterior activities.  All five of the building’s 

concourses open, as terraces, to the full eighty-five feet height of the public 

lobbies and help to define the public zones.  Some of the terraces look back on 

the city’s skyline and, at night, place the center firmly in its brightly lit context.  

Long dramatic escalators transport visitors to their respective tiers and 

experiences, adding further intrigue to the building’s varied geometry. 

 

Staples, furthermore, strives to connect with the street, an ambitious goal for a 

facility whose purpose is to accommodate indoor activities.  A large public plaza, 

where visitors gather before and after events, opens onto 11th and Figueroa 

streets, with landscaping designed to integrate with the existing greenery.  The 

center also provides an outside terrace and a sports themed-restaurant on the 

Upper Concourse that again offers amazing views of the city.  Finally, as one of 
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the center’s most striking features, the circular roof faces the downtown area and 

drops 40 feet in elevation from south to north.  Serving both as a signature 

skyline element and as a means to reduce the scale of the building, it terminates 

vividly above the outdoor plaza.   

 

Designed not just for the games inside, but also for the surrounding area, 

Staples’ circular form glimpsed from the freeway sends out a tangential spur to 

the corner of its huge site, enlivening the street front with electronic scoreboards 

and TV monitors.  Basketball and hockey aside, the arena will host large events 

such as concerts and the Grammy Awards.  By night the complex is luminous 

under dramatic lighting and, gathering as if going to the theater, visitors have the 

chance to see and be seen by attending and enjoying events at Staples. 

 

DESIGN   and   CONSTRUCTION   METHODOLOGY  -  The Process3 

The Players 

The team was tri-partite, the key players and their roles are as follows: 

1 ) Owner/Operator:  LA Arena Co. 

2 ) Design Prime:  NBBJ 

3 ) Contractor:  PCL 

 

                                                                 
3 Submitted by Marty Doscher - CAD Manager  - NBBJ - LA office (mdoscher@nbbj.com) 
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There were various people acting as the owner's representative during various 

stages, but they were all part of LA Arena Co. There was no project management 

consultant. 

 

NBBJ was prime design consultant, to which most specialty consultants were 

subcontracted. There were a few exceptions, including the Civil Engineer, Food 

Service consultant, and Concessions/Retail Interiors, all of whom were 

contracted directly by the owner. 

 

There were numerous contractors on board early in the design phase, but the 

end of Design Development had selected PCL selected as the only contractor 

who could complete the project for the specified Guaranteed maximum Price 

(GMP) within a very short time frame. So, during the CD phase, PCL also acted 

as a construction manager, providing estimating services (the term is somewhat 

loose, as PCL is the one contracted to build the project - here lies one of the key 

conflicts of our current practice). Finally, PCL, as General Contractor, also self-

performed the concrete work, including, as noted in the referenced articles, 

manufacturing the precast work. In  stadium  and arenas, the bowls are generally 

precast. In Staples, almost all structure, with the exception of the roof, was 

precast. The precast was being manufactured long before the end of the design 

process [fast-track]. 
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COMMUNICATION   and  TECHNOLOGY   

Project participants used technology to interface. RFI's and Submittals were 

circulated and logged via a project extranet site. Most of the design and 

construction team was onsite during construction, but they tracked documents 

via the website. The innovative use of technology included  a very high-end 

Alias/Wavefront rendering and animation, followed by in-house video production 

for promotional purposes. Also, an "Ebuilder" project website was used for 

Construction Administration, this technology was led by the Contractor. 

 

The innovative design-construct process in this project was  a very fast-track, 

and Guaranteed Maximum Price (GMP).  The design and documentation process 

had to respond to a very tight schedule, deal with issues related to GMP, and still 

maintain high integrity of the design. 

 

The project leader was PCL who acted as Construction Manager during the 

contract document phase, and General Contractor during construction. Also, the 

lead person for the use of Ebuilder was Bob Hayes (rdhayes@pcl.ca).  Bob is an 

excellent example of a major contractor adopting extranets and using them to 

improve their process. 

 

Additional links for Staples Center: 

April's Metropolis calls Staples Center, the "Urban Animator: The Staples Center 

arena puts downtown Los Angeles back in the ball game."   
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http://www.metropolismag.com/new/april_content/review.htm 

(Be patient.  The article is the second of two at this site.) 

 

March's Building Design & Construction calls Staples the "Fast-Track Arena: 

Staples Center's dynamic design befits its 'entertainment capital' location in L.A." 

http://www.bdcmag.com/archives/0300staples.html     

<l'Arca - Staples Center.doc>   

 

STAPLES  CENTER  PROJECT  FACTS 
 

Completion Date - October 1, 1999 
Budget - $220 million ($350 million development cost) 
Services - Full Architectural Design Services 
Client - LA Arena Company 

Tim Leiweke 
865 South Figueroa, Suite 3340 
Los Angeles, California 90017 
213.624.3100 

Project Size - 954,474 sq. ft.  
Cost / SF - $ 230 / SF 
Event Level -- 202,912 sq. ft. 
Main Concourse -- 189,364 sq. ft. 
Suite Level 1 -- 160,590 sq. ft.  
Suite Level 2 -- 97,163 sq. ft. 
Suite Level 3 -- 88,407 sq. ft. 
Upper Concourse -- 100,836 sq. ft. 
Upper Level -- 65,994 sq. ft.  
Total Retail -- 28,471 sq. ft. 
Total Arena -- 220,526 sq. ft. 
Seating & Suites - 21,000 for non-basketball or hockey venues 
Basketball -- 20,000 
Hockey -- 19,000 
Suites -- 160 + 32 event suites 
 Level 1 – 56 
 Level 2 – 60 
 Level 3 – 44 + 32 event suites 
Club Seats -- 2,500 
Club Restaurant – 500 seats 
Team stores for the Kings, Lakers and Clippers 
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STAPLES  CENTER  DESIGN  TEAM  
 
Architect: NBBJ Sports and Entertainment – Los Angeles, CA 
Dan Meis, Design Principal 
Michael Hallmark, Principal  
Ron Turner, Principal 
Jim Morton, Principal 
James Matson, Project Manager 
Vernon Pounds, Project Architect 
Derek McCallum, Senior Project Designer 
Heidi Painchaud, Senior Interior Designer 
Rania Alomar, Project Designer 
Patrick Fejer, Project Designer  
Pavel Getov, Project Designer 
Hadar Aizenman, Designer 
Eve Anderson, Secretary 
Ken Chon, Designer 
Steve Chung, Designer 
Keith Collins, Designer 
Rob Dittes, Designer 
Jonathan Emmet, Designer 
Paul Gonzales, Designer 
June Kang, Interior Designer 
David Kim, Designer 
Joohee Kim, Designer 
Fred Kimotsuki, Architect 
John Lodge, Designer/models/photography 
Seung Lee, Architect 
Olivia Ocampo, Architect 
Peter Samarin, Designer 
Ed Storer, Spec. Writer 
David Sweet, Designer 
Laszlo Vito, Architect 
Todd Yamanouchi, Architect 
 
CONSULTANTS 
 

Contractor:   PCL Construction Services, Inc.  
Structural Engineer:  John A. Martin Associates 
MEP:   M.E./Hayakawa Associates 
    M.E./Hayakawa Engineers, Inc. 
Acoustic/AV/Broadcast/TV: WJHW 
ADA:   McGuire Associates 
Landscape Architect:  Melendrez Babalas Associates 
Civil Engineers:   Albert C. Martin & Associates 
Utility Relocation:  Montgomery Watson 
Geotechnical:   Law Crandall 
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Surveyors:   Psomas Engineering 
Vertical Transportation:  Lerch Bates North America, Inc. 
Code:   Engineering Economics, Inc. 
    Robert Pielow Associates 
    Rolf Jensen & Associates, Inc. 
Advertisement/Signage:  Communication Arts, Inc. 
Ice:    Cimco Refrigeration 
Art:    Michelle Isenberg & Associates, Inc. 
Traffic:   Korve Engineering 
Hardware:   The Schatz Consulting Group, Inc. 
Wind Tunnel:   Rowan Williams Davies & Irwin, Inc. 
Lighting:   Horton Lees 
Rigging:   Auerbach Associates 
Food Service:   Ogden Entertainment 
    Levy Restaurants 
    The Bigelow Companies, Inc. 
    Lawrence B. Berkley & Associates 
    Sweers Toben 
 

RELATED INFORMATION 

• Metropolis, April 2000, “Urban Animator: The Staples Center arena puts 

downtown Los Angeles back in the ball game” 

• Building Design & Construction, March 2000, “Fast-track Arena: Staples 

Center’s dynamic design befits its ‘entertainment capital’ location in L.A.” 

• Where Los Angeles, November 1999, “Arena of Dreams: Staples’ new high-

tech indoor stadium collates huge package of sports and entertainment” 

• ENR, October 25, 1999, “Team Nails the Lid on Staples in Only 18 Months of 

Construction” 

• Amusement Business, October 11, 1999, “Staples to ‘Boss’ Way into L.A.” 

• Project plates featuring selected Staples images and brief project summary 
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TELENOR  - Oslo, Norway 

The client, Telenor AS , at the start 

of the project was 100 per cent 

owned by  the Norwegian State, 

was undergoing the process of 

partial privatization. The Norwegian 

government submitted a bill to 

Parliament in  mid-May, 2000, recommending the privatization of up to 49 

percent of the company. The proposal was accepted in mid-June and the Initial 

Public Offering (IPO) was expected to take place in Fall, 2000.  

 

The project use is for the Telenor - Corporate headquarters. The client hired a 

Project Management  team that eventually became employees of Telenor.  

Under the PM's supervision, the Architect (HUS / PKA & NBBJ), Mechanical-

Electrical-Plumbing (MEP), Structural, Interiors,  etc. all had separate contracts.  

Landscape was contracted by the Architect.   

 

The innovative design-construct process in Telenor - Design-build was used in a  

few instances (i.e. curtain wall)  and the project is on a fast-track project delivery. 

The project leader  ultimately was the owner's  Project Manager.  

 

 

Telenor - Oslo, Norway 
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The project participants interfaced using "Proarch"  technology. The innovative 

use of technology in this project was the use of TriForma software and Telenor's 

Visionarium - an 18'x18'x12' space seating 25 persons in front of a contiguous 

triple video screen.  SGI machines beamed real-time VR streams depicting the 

design progress, the government to maintain a line of open communication with 

the general public used this technology.  In fact, the local news media began 

broadcasting daily video clips on the daily evening news. Hence, technology is 

enabling  the project design and construction process to be a collaborative 

inclusive element of Norwegian society.  

 

Telenor  
Oslo, Norway 

http://www.telenor.no/byggeplassen/fornebu/bilder.shtml 

http://www.telenor.no/byggeplassen/fornebu/ 

 

 

Telenor - Digital Model - Exterior 
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Telenor - Onsite - Web camera 

http://www.telenor.no/byggeplassen/fornebu/english/webcamera_english.shtml 

 

 

Telenor - Digital Model - Interior    
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CONCLUSION  

Alex maxim summarized:  

IT / IS is now seen as a critical integrated component of the corporate 
business plan and long-range vision for NBBJ.   Two years ago IT / IS 
credibility was non-existent in the firm;  design staff were leaving the firm, 
staff  technologist  were unable to communicate with the design staff and 
meet broader IT needs of the firm.  NBBJ management  realized they  
must bring in architects,  with  technology experience, to act as a bridge 
between technology and the design studio.    Patrick Mays was hired as 
the CIO, over the last two years, the IT / IS division has gained respect 
and are considered increasingly as an integral component of NBBJ's  
business strategy.   But we still have a long way to go. NBBJ has a 3-5 
year vision of being an information-based practice with  a much more 
seamless effort (digital integration) in the design and construction process.  

 

I wish to acknowledge and thank the following persons for their time and 

assistance: 

 

 Patrick Mays - Chief Information Officer - (PMays@nbbj.com) 

Alex Maxim - Design Technology Manager - West Coast  (amaxim@nbbj.com) 

Volker Mueller  - Design Technology Manager - East coast  (vmueller@nbbj.com) 

Marty Doscher - CAD Manager  (mdoscher@nbbj.com) 

Carl Tully - Architect - Seattle Office  (ctully@nbbj.com) 

 

NBBJ web site: Examples of internet marketing / client contacts: 

http://209.203.247.8/0nbbj/corpdes/shocked/ncorp02c.htm 

http://209.203.247.8/0nbbj/corpdes/shocked/ncorp02d.htm 
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NBBJ Design  Case Study 4  - SUMMATION 

Keywords: Architectural Practice -  Information Technology  
Project Delivery Methodology 

Protagonist: 
 

Alex Maxim (Design Technology Manager) and the Firm-at-Large   

 
Objectives:  

Use of IT to empower the architectural practice - 
fiduciary agent-professionalism - role of project managers - CM 

Decisions: How to apply IT to fit value systems and professional objectives 

Time period:  1992-2000  

Revisions:  

Summary: Large firm (900 persons) - second largest in US 

Projects reviewed: Federal Courthouse, Seattle - integrated modeling and database 
implementation 
Telenor in Oslo, Norway - use of multiple sophisticated 3D tools-   
collaboration with client and public 
 

Main Issues:     
 

1 ) Large design firm – specialist studios – 900 staff 
 
2 ) Incorporation of IT in architectural practice (migration into design) 
 
3 ) Intra-organizational changes (20% production department-use of 

MicroStation / autoCAD software) 
 
4 ) Focus on design -- want to take back some management - CM's usually - 

NBBJ wants to lead - Design  vs. Professionalism (fiduciary agent?) 
 
5 ) Inter-organizational – construction management - cost control – AIA 

B141. 
 
6 ) Each studio / designer uses whatever technique they prefer – sketch 

paper, formZ, 3D Studio - problems with moving from 3D environment to 
2D output. 

 
7 ) Barriers to entry in studio - some designers "negative" attitude toward 

technology -- complexity of  3D modeling software.   
 

Innovations: 1 ) They are a beta site for Revit - seamless environment for 3D design and 
construction documents. 

 
2 ) Use of use of multiple sophisticated 3D tools / collaboration with client 

and public in Oslo, Norway for major development. 
 
3 ) Use of digitation and CNC routing for production of 3D physical models in 

the design process ( 2D à 3D and 3D à2D). 

 


