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In 1994, the Office of the Chief Architect [then the Office of Fee Development] initiated the Design Excellence Program in the General Services Administration's (GSA) Public Buildings Service (PBS) to improve the quality of the work environments of its Federal customers and provide Federal buildings that instilled a sense of civic pride and value to their communities, thereby increasing the economic and social value of GSA's real estate portfolio.

 The Design Excellence Program revolutionized (1) the way GSA hires architect/engineering (A/E) teams to design new and to modernize existing GSA facilities and (2) the process for developing the designs for capital projects. The program streamlined and reduced the cost of the A/E selection process, focusing on the key element in producing high quality Federal buildings -- the talent and creativity of the lead designer, the person who is going to design the building and direct the A/E team, and then to hold that individual accountable for the quality of the design and meeting the programmatic requirements.

An innovative component of the Design Excellence Program is the use of distinguished private ​sector design professionals, i.e., national peers -

· to help GSA evaluate the portfolio of the lead designer and his/her time in order to select the best team for the project, and 

· to participate in reviews throughout the process to critique the design concept and its development in order to achieve the best design solution for the given budget.

National peers are appointed biennially by the Commissioner of PBS, on the recommendation of the PBS Chief Architect, to the National Register of Peer Professionals. At the outset of the Design Excellence Program, 23 people were appointed to the register--all were architects. Since then, leading private-sector professionals have grown in number and types of expertise to broaden the scope and depth of expertise of the Design Excellence Program. Today, the National Register is comprised of more than 650 distinguished professionals in every field of design and engineering, in art, and in construction management.

Since the inception of the Design Excellence Program, more than 250 buildings have been designed and constructed. The public profile of the program encompasses a stunning series of contemporary courthouses across the country, a new paradigm for land ports of entry, and leadership in sustainability with innovative buildings like the new Federal Building in San Francisco, CA; and the new U.S. Census Bureau headquarters and the NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration) Satellite Operations Facility, both at the Federal Center in Suitland, MD.

The success of the Design Excellence Program is evidenced by its receipt of numerous awards, including (1) a 2003 National Design Award from the Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum (New York, NY) for using design as a strategic tool of GSA' s mission, (2) the 2004 Keystone Award from the American Architectural Foundation (Washington, DC) for exemplary leadership that increases the value of architecture and design in the nation's culture, and (3) a 2007 Collaborative Achievement Award from the American Institute of Architects (Washington, DC) for the program's beneficial influence on and advancement of the architecture profession.
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