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2025 AIA Fellowship

Candidate       William S Duff Jr

Organization   William Duff Architects, Inc.

Location          San Francisco, California

Chapter           AIA California Council; AIA San Francisco

Category of Nomination 

Object 2 (Practice Management, Technical Advancement) > Practice (Management)

Summary Statement

For over 25 years, William Duff has developed a much admired people-based practice where creativity is

democratized, business management is transparent, and employee growth and well-being are championed.

Education

Colorado State University, 1992-1994, Master of Science in Construction Management

Cornell University, 1987-1992, Bachelor of Architecture

Licensed in:

Arizona, #39199

California, #C31102

Colorado, #00305502

Oregon, #AR4698

Wisconsin, #9460

Employment

William Duff Architects, 1998 - Present

Kanner Architects, 1996 - 1998

Stone Marrraccini Patterson, 1994 - 1996

Colorado State University, 1992 - 1994

 

 

 

 

 

 



415-252-1441 
info@feldmanarch.com 

1648 Pacific Avenue, Suite B 
San Francisco, CA 94109 

October 6, 2024 
Carl D’Silva, FAIA, Chair, 2025 Jury of Fellows 
The American Institute of Architects 
1735 New York Avenue, NW 
Washington, DC 20006-5292 

Dear Jury Chair D’Silva, FAIA and Jury Members, 

It is with great pleasure that I submit this letter of recommendation for my colleague, William Duff, AIA, for the AIA College 
of Fellows for Object 2, Practice Management. William Duff has spent over two decades cultivating a widely admired practice 
that puts people first, encourages open collaboration and creativity, and supports the holistic development and well-being of 
his employees.  He has accomplished this through his focus on and innovations in the following areas: Democratization of 
Design, Transparency of Business Management, Championing Employee Growth.  

William launched his studio shortly before I established mine, and from the beginning, I noticed the intentional, strategic 
approach he took to building his practice. It quickly became clear that William Duff Architects (WDA) was something special, 
garnering attention within the architecture community. I made a point to connect with William and what began as 
spontaneous exchanges at industry events soon evolved into regular, meaningful discussions about building and leading 
exceptional studios.  

From these early conversations, it was evident that William was dedicated not only to personal success but also to fostering a 
workplace where his staff could thrive, engage with the community, and elevate their own practices. Over the past 15 years, 
I’ve witnessed firsthand WDA’s remarkable evolution, driven by William’s innovative leadership.  One of William’s greatest 
strengths is the culture he has cultivated at WDA—a unique blend of engagement, mentorship, and inspiration. His 
approach to mentoring, staff development, and creating a positive work environment is something I greatly admire and often 
try to emulate. Through my professional network, I’ve spoken with many at WDA, and the sentiment is one of deep 
appreciation for the supportive environment William has created, which fosters professional growth and creativity.  This 
strong, engaged team has made WDA a significant presence in the San Francisco Bay Area and beyond. William and his staff 
actively contribute to community and industry events, addressing critical topics like urban design, social justice, and civic 
engagement. Their involvement reinforces the firm’s positive impact on the broader community.  

William believes architects play a crucial role in elevating society, and he leads by example, creating a ripple effect which has 
inspired others, both within the profession and beyond, to create better workplaces, better work, and a better society. For 
these reasons, I am confident that William Duff is an outstanding candidate for Fellowship in the AIA.  

Yours Truly, 

Jonathan Feldman, FAIA 
Founding Parter, Feldman Architecture 

Isabel Verhille
JF
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William pioneered an innovative practice model 
that organizes design and operations around 
people. Understanding the best design work comes 
from talented people who are happy, informed 
and supported, he’s developed three major 
practice management innovations to achieve 
this: democratization of design, transparency of 
business management and championing employee 
growth.

Democratization of Design  /
William’s worldview, shaped from childhood by 
his educator parents is rooted in the belief that 
collective learning—where people grow by sharing 
knowledge—is the most powerful way to learn.

William’s firm, William Duff Architects, Inc (WDA), is 
guided by a belief that people perform better and 
create superior architecture when they participate 
in crafting the vision for a project and their efforts 
are applied in the context of that broader picture.

WDA puts that belief into practice using its own 
democratic instruments: a self-published Design 
Vision guidebook, regular design crits, and monthly 
Town Hall Show-and-Tells where staff members 
present various aspects of their projects. 

William’s Design Vision book forms a common 
vocabulary for the firm and creates space for 
others to make contributions. When combined 
with touchstone design crits, it successfully taps 
into fresh ideas, resulting in better work. This also 
enables staff to feel involved, to learn by doing, and 
to ultimately produce great architecture. 

The Vision book is shared on the firm’s website and 
has been presented on industry panels.  William also 
produced a series of public videos that describe the 
Design Vision process in detail.

Transparency of Business Management  /
The same sharing of design information also 
applies to business management. For William, 
providing individuals with context to understand 
how their efforts fit into the firm’s bigger picture 
is an opportunity to inspire their growth while also 
driving better outcomes through management 
accountability. 

WDA provides a level of transparency into its 
business operations that invites informed questions 
from staff to management which, while challenging, 
makes the firm a healthier business as a result. 

WDA establishes transparency through constant 
and open communication in Annual Business 
Meetings and Monthly Town Halls during which firm 
financial health and strategic efforts to meet its 
goals are presented to employees.

William shares these practice management ideals 
with other firms who seek him out for advice and 
through public presentations and articles he has 
published.

Championing Employee Growth  /
Employee growth is the ultimate aim of William’s 
leadership philosophies. He has built a system 
that identifies an employee’s strengths and finds 
opportunities to enhance them while cultivating 
an environment where they feel safe pushing 
themselves to grow. William promotes this through 
the firm’s Mentor Program, the physical workplace, 
and comprehensive benefits programs.

William’s Mentor Program ensures employee 
growth is consistently nurtured. Monthly one-on-
one meetings form a support structure to staff’s 
Annual Reviews which are forward-focused, involve 
Personal Development goals, and target milestones 

along that path. Feedback is delivered in a clear, 
unambiguous manner and flows in both directions 
to promote a culture where people have a voice and 
feel safe and supported.

WDA’s office environment is a light, airy, biophilic 
space. Bicycle storage, on-site showers and 
community gathering areas paired with sit-
stand desks, quiet and collaborative work zones 
and live plants are health-motivated amenities 
that complement the architecture and promote 
wellness and growth.  

Benefits include catered lunches, weekly yoga 
classes, Health, Dental & Vision Insurance. 
Emotional well-being is nurtured through a hybrid 
home/in-office schedule, Summer Fridays, 
flexibility for parents and caregivers, AIA dues 
reimbursement, happy hours, and firm outings.   

These efforts were recognized when William Duff 
Architects was among the first architecture firms to 
place on the SF Business Times Best Places to Work 
List, a list we’ve been named to multiple times.  

Ripple Effect  /
William’s management innovations have not only 
empowered growth within the firm but also inspired 
over 20 employees to launch their own firms. These 
off-shoot practices, spread throughout the country 
and born of William’s lessons in people-based 
management, represent his philosophy’s influence 
beyond his firm. Their successes are a marker of 
William’s commitment to democratized design, 
transparent management and employee growth in 
support of improving the profession and creating 
great architecture that makes the world a better 
place.

For over 25 years, William Duff has developed a much admired people-based practice where creativity is democratized, business 
management is transparent, and employee growth and well-being are championed. 
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Professional Service

The San Francisco School
Board of Trustees
Executive Committee,  2020 - 2024
Site Committee Chair,  2020 - 2024 
Site Committee,  2019 - 2024

Colorado State University
Nancy Richardson Design Center
Affiliate Faculty,  2019 - Present

Colorado State University
College of Health and Human Sciences Executive 
Leadership Council
Council Member,  2018 - present

Colorado State University
Department of Construction Management
Founder, William Duff Architects Speaker Series

Los Angeles County
Marina Del Rey Design Control Board
Board Member, 2010 - 2014

Community Service

The San Francisco School 
Board Member, 2020 - 2024

di Rosa Center for Contemporary Art
Board Chair,  2015 - 2018
Board Member, 2012 - 2018

Young Audiences National Affiliate Board
Affiliate Board Member, 2010 - 2014 

Young Audiences of Northern California
Board Chair, 2010 - 2014
Board Member, 2008 - 2014

Education

Master of Science in Construction 
Management, 
Colorado State University; 1994

Bachelor of Architecture,  
Cornell University; 1992

Summer Research Fellowship 
Architecture/ Construction Management 
& MBA, Colorado State University; 1993

Work Study Residency with Paolo Soleri 
Arcosanti, Arizona; 1993

Donald Greenberg Computer Aided 
Design Studio, Cornell University; 1990

Professional Experience

William Duff Architects, San Francisco, CA
Founder & Managing Principal, 1998 - Present

Kanner Architects. Los Angeles, CA
Associate, 1996 - 1998

Stone Marrraccini Patterson, Santa Monica, CA
Designer, 1994 - 1996

Colorado State University, Fort Collins, CO
Project Designer, 1992 - 1994

Professional Accreditations & Licenses

Licensed Architect
Arizona	     	     # 39199  	 2003 - present
Oregon	    	     # AR4698  	 2003  - present
Wisconsin   	     # 9460  	 2003 - present
Colorado	     # 00305502  	 1998 - present
California	     # C31102  	 1997 - present

LEED AP
Accredited Professional,   #0000054750,                
2004 - present

National Council of Architectural Registration 
Boards (NCARB)	 #56227,  2003 - present

Professional Organizations

Urban Land Institute		  2019 - present

Vistage International CEO Group	 2013 - present

US Green Building Council	 2003 - present

American Institute of Architects	 1997 - present
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People Focused Practice, Championing Employee Growth & Wellness

Outcome & Impact  /
The Mentor Program has successfully identified and 
bolstered employee strengths, found opportunities 
to enhance those strengths and recognized 
success in those efforts through promotions 
and opportunities for increased responsibility. 
Tiered positions for growth within the firm give 
staff tangible aspirations for success through the 
evolution of their careers. 

This strategy has served the firm through 
employee retention and job satisfaction. William 
Duff Architects was recognized as one of the first 
architecture firms to place on the SF Business 
Times Best Places to Work List. WDA has since 
placed in multiple years, and – crucially for the 
profession – inspired other firms to pursue similar 
employee support efforts.

Several employees have also graduated from WDA 
to found their own firms, which William celebrates 
as a marker of the positive impact his people-
focused approach delivers and something he takes 
special pride in.

William was able to espouse the virtues of a 
People-Based Practiced when he was featured in 
ARCHITECT Magazine where he encouraged others 
in the industry to learn and benefit from his firm’s 
model.

50%+ of 
growth positions filled from within 
the firm via, WDA’s career and 
personal development program.

FEB
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M
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Assigned WDA Mentor 
based on Career Path & 
Sector Focus

Build 
Development 
Plan with 
Mentor

Monthly 
1:1 

Check-ins

Mid- Year Check-in 
Annual Review

William Duff Architects 
Mentoring for Career and 
Personal Development Program

ReviewPlanPlan

William Duff Architects’ Development Plan Documents:  Mentee’s Input Form;  Development Plan Form;  
Mentor/Coach’s 360 and Feedback Annual Review Form
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Diversity, Equity & Inclusion + Impact:  Arch Camp

Arch Camp 2024 Planning Session

Arch Camp’s 4th Year: 2023 Class

Role of Nominee
Founder, Managing Principal
William Duff Architects, Inc.

Citations, Panels and 
Presentations
Architectural Foundation of 
San Francisco Podcast, “How 
to Develop Younger Architects,” 
2021

Declaration of Responsibility
I have personal knowledge of the 
nominee’s responsibility for the 
exhibit listed. That responsibility 
included: Founder, WDA 
Managing Principal  -  Phoebe 
Lam, Director of Operations, 
William Duff Architects 

Challenge  /
Respond to systemic racial inequities with meaningful actions 
through the realm of the profession and craft of architecture.

Role & Action   /
Following the Black Lives Matter protests, William initiated and 
facilitated a series of open conversations within WDA about 
racial inequality with the goal of identifying ways the firm could 
make an impact through the prism of our industry.

The ethos of a firm based on people drove the desire to effect 
improvements in society through the profession and craft of 
architecture.

William felt we needed to respond with more than words; he 
felt it was important to take action and do so in a way that was 
focused on improving diversity, inclusion and equity in the 
profession.

WDA developed ArchCamp with the goal of helping students 
from historically underrepresented groups (HUGs) within our 
local community gain access to the profession and show them 
that they belong in the field of architecture. 

Outcome & Impact  /
Junior members of staff, who were passionate about the 
movement, drove the effort. The open, firm-wide conversations 
led by William created space for discussion and led us to 
establish our DEI+I (Diversity Equity Inclusion + Impact) group. 
This focus group within the firm was encouraged to explore 
ways that the architectural profession could serve efforts 
towards diversity and inclusion. The result of that was the 
creation of Arch Camp.

Arch Camp is a hands-on introduction to architecture and 
design for local high school students. Our goal is to show our 
profession to young people from communities tending to be 
less well represented in the industry. 

Arch Camp is now in its fifth year and has evolved since its 
inception. It’s currently a single day workshop with multiple 

“ Thank you 
for inviting me, 
spending the day 
answering questions 
and showing me 
opportunities within 
architecture that I did 
not think about...I am 
happy that I was part 
of this workshop “

Tatum, Arch Camp 
participant 2023
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Diversity, Equity & Inclusion + Impact:  Arch Camp

components, including hands-on activities, a Q&A panel, an office tour and 
introductions to technology like 3D modeling and VR. The day’s rhythm is 
varied enough to keep high school students actively engaged. By increasing 
engagement and excitement in the profession our Arch Camp workshop 
encourages a more diverse and inclusive group of young people to become 
architects, actions we hope will contribute to increasing the diversity of our 
profession.

79 Students  
from Bay Area historically 
unrepresented school 
districts. Each given 
mentoring connection from 
WDA DEI+I Team members.

5 Continuous years of 
ArchCamp offered via Zoom 
during the pandemic and now      
in-person full day workshops.

Arch Camp’s 2024 ScheduleArch Camp’s 2023 and 2024 activities

Arch Camp’s 2024 Flyer
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Challenge  /
Craft a sustainable, high-end, modern home optimized for 
everyday family living while developing a democratized design 
approach in real-time. 

Role & Action  /
William’s concepts for the Design Vision book were still in their 
formative stages but focused mentorship was innate to his 
design approach and provided the ideal means by which to 
incubate ideas for the book.  

The project created an exciting opportunity for William 
to develop his Democratization of Design concepts while 
mentoring employees as they grew in their own careers, 
earning the skill sets required for managing larger projects.

Outcome & Impact  /
The design success for the Wheeler Residence was borne 
through William’s establishment of guide-rails and mentorship 
of a team to collaborate in the design effort.

As a home, set amongst a natural landscape – William’s 
philosophies on horizontality, which would become an Ordering 
Principle of his Vision book, became a design guide-rail he 
asked the team to articulate. Likewise, in thinking about Design 
Sensitivity, he urged the team to exercise Restraint to reinforce 
the essence of their design concepts. The definitions would 
form later but the idea that they could guide a team were 
already there.

The result, of William’s mentorship and his team’s collaboration, 
is a home that uses geometric forms to interplay with the 
natural landscape which hosts it. Evoking Frank Lloyd Wright 
– and Lego blocks - flat roofs with wide overhangs at varying 
heights were deployed to accentuate horizontality while 
the clerestory windows and a modular configuration in the 
proportions of doors and windows to exude a restraint which 
culminates in the celebration of a sculptural object in the 
landscape.

Details
Design Firm & Firm of Record: 
William Duff Architects
Completion Date: 2008
Location:  Menlo Park, CA
Size: 5,350 sf

Role of Nominee
Principal in Charge, Founder, 
William Duff Architects, Inc.

Books and Publications
CA Home + Design Sourcebook, 
Cover, 2011

AIASF Small Firms, Great 
Projects, 2010

Villa Journal Magazine [Czech 
Republic], 2010

“21st Century Homes,” 2010

“1000x Architecture in 
Americas,” 2009

7x7 Magazine, 2009

Western Interiors Magazine, 
2008

San Francisco Chronicle 
Magazine, Cover, 2007

Declaration of Responsibility
I have personal knowledge of the 
nominee’s responsibility for the 
exhibit listed. That responsibility 
included: Principal in Charge   
-  Jason Wheeler, Owner/Client

Formation of Design Vision Concepts: Wheeler Residence
E X H I B I T  3 . 6

WDA Project Manager, Martine Paquin meeting with Clients
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Formation of Design Vision Concepts: Wheeler Residence

As a direct result of their mentorship, two 
employees earned promotions within the firm 
owing to their growth working on the project while 
the Project Manager used her learning on the 
project as a springboard to launch her own firm, 
Martine Paquin Design in San Francisco.

Press recognition of this project inspired William 
to promote his ideas on practice management at 
speaking events and highlight his people-focused, 
mentorship approach through a highly visible – and 
beautifully designed – project. It also planted seeds 
of inspiration for articulating his Design Vision 
principles in a tangible, sharable form.

“ From the very beginning, every detail WDA designed 
came together to create not just a house but a home. 
A home that nurtured our family ... we found that the 
layout of the house perfectly adapted to each new 
stage of life. It evolved along with us, always meeting 
our needs and making life smoother in ways we couldn’t 
have anticipated.“ 

Jason Wheeler, Client
WDA Project Team and clients
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Challenge  /
Articulate the Democratization of Design approach while 
developing foundational Design Vision principles with the WDA 
team.

Role & Action  /
As firm leader, William’s goal was to implement developing 
Design Vision philosophies into the project process. He also 
wanted to test management transparency concepts by 
sharing financials of projects with the team – even at risk of 
those financials being difficult reading. His faith in mentorship 
bore that risk knowing he was creating a more robust learning 
experiences for his staff.

Butterfly House became the project to meet that goal, and 
it was born of a client brief that called for a desire to create 
a stronger relationship between their home and the natural 
beauty of their land. It needed to be a home that was modern 
but comfortable, while also capable of hosting large parties and 
functioning well for the daily lives of a family of four.

William, in keeping with his people-focused approach, 
identified consultants with a passion for executing good 
design. He understood a collaborative effort between architect, 
structural engineer, and energy consultants were key to the 
success of the design effort.

Outcome & Impact  /
The staff who worked on Butterfly House grew exponentially 
due to their exposure to William’s mentorship and meaningful 
involvement in all aspects of the project, gaining valuable 
insight into both design and business management. 
Per William’s Vision guidebook, this project required a Big Move 
to respond to the Client’s aspirations for their home. The big 
gesture is the courtyard which sets up an architectural Flow 
around which daily family life could occur.

The use of natural materials creates a sense of Warmth 
and provides a tangible connection to the environment and 
appeals to our humanness as creatures of nature. The team 

Details
Design Firm & Firm of Record: 
William Duff Architects
Completion Date: 2015
Location:  Menlo Park, CA
Size: 4,998 sf

Role of Nominee
Principal in Charge, Founder, 
William Duff Architects, Inc.

Select Books & Publications
“150 New Best Houses,”2021

“San Francisco Architects: Top 
Bay Area Studios,” 2019

“Wood Architecture Today,” 2018

Toronto Star [Canada], 2021

Minimal Select [Australia], 2020

Arquitectura Diseno [Spain], 
2020

Luxe Magazine, 2019

Dwell, 2019

Notable Awards
International Design Awards, 
Honorable Mention, 2020

Declaration of Responsibility
I have personal knowledge of 
the nominee’s responsibility 
for the exhibit listed. That 
responsibility included: Principal 
in Charge  -  Lyla Kuriyan and 
Rory McInerney, Owners/Clients

Development of Design Vision with Management Transparency: Butterfly House
E X H I B I T  3 . 9
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Development of Design Vision with Management Transparency: Butterfly House

emphasized the concept of bringing the outdoors 
in, allowing the building to connect to its natural 
environment. On the exterior, wood siding and 
integral color stucco form a natural material palette 
that accentuates the horizon and immerses itself in 
the landscape surrounding it.

The Butterfly House project was a success in 
both design and practice management terms. 
The project had a tight fee budget which made it 
important to manage the team’s time efficiently. 
William chose to address this by sharing the internal 
project financials with the team so they were aware 
of the constraints. This helped them make informed 
decisions about thier use of time, enabling them 
to acheive high quality design and excellent client 
service within the project budget.

As with many of William’s larger projects, Butterfly 
House served as a springboard for an offshoot 
firm when the Project Manager, Michelle Liu, later 
became an owner in Charles Covell Architects in St. 
Helena, CA. The growing list of WDA graduates, with 
the success of their own firms, proved to William 
that his efforts in Championing Employee Growth 
and Wellness were working as well as the end-
product architecture they delivered.

The project also received recognition through 
awards and multiple publications which afforded 
William opportunities to promote his philosophies 
of mentorship in a people-based practice to much 
wider audiences in the interviews associated with 
that recognition.

William Duff and Project Manager, Michelle Liu review materials with the client on site



Pairing Design Vision & Transparency to Foster Employee Growth: Big Ranch Road 034

Details
Design Firm & Firm of Record: 
William Duff Architects
Completion Date: 2017
Location:  Napa, CA
Size: 1,500 sf

Role of Nominee
Principal in Charge, Founder, 
William Duff Architects, Inc.

Awards Received
2020, International Design 
Awards, Honorable Mention

2018, AIASF Merit Award

2018, International Design 
Awards, Bronze Award

Select Books & Publications
“At Home in the Wine Country,” 
2021

Luxe Magazine, 2022

Patron Magazine, 2019

CA Home + Design Magazine, 
2019

Wall Street Journal, 2017
Cultured Magazine, 2015

Declaration of Responsibility
I have personal knowledge of the 
nominee’s responsibility for the 
exhibit listed. That responsibility 
included: Principal in Charge  
-  Cindy & Howard Rachofsky, 
Owners/Clients

Challenge  /
Combine the Democratized Design approach with transparent 
management to foster employee growth through the design 
and construction of creative, artistic structure in Napa, CA.

Role & Action  /
William’s Design Vision book was coming together as he 
mentored teams through the design process. With Big Ranch 
Road, the opportunity for William was to continue to not only 
refine his commitment to the Democratization of Design, but 
also take the full firm on the financial journey of the project as 
it related to WDA as a business. 

William used the project as a case study at a firm-wide 
level. He shared not only the financial costs of delivering the 
project from design through construction, but also the costs 
associated with promoting the project’s success through 
marketing and public relations. 

Exposure to the design process and management decision 
making inspried growth amongst all members of the firm 
through a greater understanding of the context of their efforts.

Outcome & Impact  /
The design challenge called for a piece of architecture that 
would exist as one of many sculptural art pieces on the client’s 
property while also functioning as a new home gym, catering 
kitchen, and entertainment space – all while repurposing an 
existing historic hay barn sited within a Napa vineyard. 

Given the project’s context amongst Napa’s vineyards and 
the client’s sculpture garden, William’s Design Vision Ordering 
Principle of Balance guided the team. WDA’s Design Vision book 
defines Balance as “a pleasing arrangement of elements to 
achieve a state of equilibrium or harmony.” 

Another key principle, Rhythm, informed the use of patterns 
and repetition of light through gaps in the barn’s siding to 
render a Spatial Quality where light is sculpted throughout 
the day, accentuating the interplay between vernacular and 
modern design.

E X H I B I T  3 . 8

AIA National Convention 2023 - Napa Art & Architecture Tour
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Pairing Design Vision & Transparency to Foster Employee Growth: Big Ranch Road

The design-product of William’s mentorship is a 
sculptural and architectural moment of elegance 
and craft that engages the historic, ecological, and 
formal character of its surroundings by integrating 
patterns, textures, light, and views. 

The project was a featured tour in the AIA’s 2023 
national convention which gave William the chance 
to spread his message to attendees from around 
the country. He presented it as an on-site example 
of how the mentorship approach of his firm 
focused on the process of creating architecture – 
and how the process can yield both great work and 
better architects as a result.

William has also facilitated tours and presentations 
to share lessons from this project with the Design 
Leadership Network, an international membership 
organization serving principals of architecture, 
interior design, and landscape architecture firms, as 
well as leaders of related creative fields.

CA Home + Design Article; 2019 (Above) William 
Duff and Project Manager Michelle Liu meeting 
with Clients (Below)

Exploded Axonometric of the building
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Details
Design Firm & Firm of Record: 
William Duff Architects
Completion Date: 2021
Location:  San Francisco, CA
Size: 7,200 sf

Role of Nominee
Owner, Developer Principal in 
Charge, Founder, William Duff 
Architects, Inc.

Awards Received
2024, San Francisco Design 
Week Award, Honorable Mention

Books & Publications
Retrofit Magazine, 2024

Work Design Magazine, 2023

Spaces Magazine, 2023

Declaration of Responsibility
I have personal knowledge of the 
nominee’s responsibility for the 
exhibit listed. That responsibility 
included: Principal in Charge  
-  David Plotkin, Principal, 
William Duff Architects 

Challenge  /
Apply Design Vision principles and management transparency 
to create a sustainable and engaging office environment that 
supports WDA employees’ learning and growth.

Role & Action  /
With the Design Vision book now complete, the challenge for 
1275 Folsom St, the firm’s new office space, was two-fold. 
It gave William an exciting opportunity to use the project 
as a laboratory to fully test and implement his ideals on 
Democratization of Design and Transparency in Business 
Management.

It also provided a chance to create a physical manifestation 
of his ideals on Championing Employee Growth through the 
creation of a workspace specifically designed to support 
collaboration and the health and wellness of the people 
working within it. 

All staff were invited to contribute to the building planning 
process through firm-wide surveys in which the WDA team 
was asked to identify the things important to them in their 
workspace. Design updates were shared and feedback 
welcomed at monthly Town Hall meetings and job-site visits. 

Outcome & Impact  /
The Design Vision book had become a real working tool within 
the firm and was used extensively throughout the design 
process. The Spatial Quality of Articulation guided the creation 
of the feature stairs which are clad in materials exhibiting 
Warmth and Naturalness. 

Walls and roof trusses that had long been covered over by 
decades of paint and industrial residue were sandblasted 
to reveal the inherent beauty of the old space. Existing 
mezzanine framing was reclaimed and reused for cabinetry 
and countertops. 

The resulting space supports a modern, hybrid-style work 
environment which balances places of retreat with communal 
hubs that promote the exchange of ideas and a sense of 

E X H I B I T  3 . 9

WDA’s new office at 1275 Folsom Street, San Francisco, CA
Completed Design Vision 
Book

DESIGN VISION
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community, both for the WDA team and our 
surrounding community. 

The office is a light, airy, biophilic space that 
promotes growth and wellness on many levels. 
Bicycle storage, on-site showers, community 
gathering areas, sit-stand desks, quiet and 
collaborative work zones, a wellness room, and 
live plants, including a full-size living tree, are 
health-motivated amenities that complement the 
architecture.  

William remodeled the building to the Well Building 
Standard™ and specified energy efficient cooling 
and heating equipment, along with state-of-the-art 
MERV 13 mechanical systems with frequent air 
exchanges supporting an optimal .

William shared the project’s pre-construction 
budget, value engineering efforts, and final costs 
in real-time during the firm’s Monthly Town Halls. 
Taking a project all the way from acquisition 
through design, construction, and into occupancy 
was an exciting mentorship opportunity to fully 
expose all levels of staff to the full picture of what 
it takes, and to be involved in the delivery of a real 
project.

Since it’s completion the office has hosted a diverse 
array of events including Arch Camp sessions, 
industry gatherings, and mayoral candidate forums. 
The project has also been published several times 
which allowed William to share it with a broader, 
national audience as a successful example of a 
healthy physical work environment that supports 
employee wellness and growth.

 

WDA’s new office designed by the firm and used as a tool for hands-on learning as both Architect and 
Client/Developer
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WDA Project Architect, Neil Ginty and Job Captain, Glorimar Irizarry Delgado review materials for the 
Irish Consulate: Ireland House (left) Irish Consulate at One Post, San Francisco (center) and Madison 
Square Gardens at Pier One, San Francisco (right)

Details: MSG
Design Firm & Firm of Record: 
William Duff Architects
Completion Date:  2020
Location:  San Francisco, CA
Size:  24,995 sf

Details: Irish Consulate
Design Firm & Firm of Record: 
William Duff Architects
Completion Date:  2022
Location:  San Francisco, CA
Size:  9,755 sf

Role of Nominee
Owner, Developer Principal in 
Charge, Founder, William Duff 
Architects, Inc.

Declaration of Responsibility:
I have personal knowledge of the 
nominee’s responsibility for the 
exhibit listed. That responsibility 
included: Principal in Charge  
-  David Plotkin, Principal, 
William Duff Architects 

Challenge  / 
Expand the reach of William’s Design Vision and People 
Based Practice management principles by mentoring future 
architecture firm founders.

Role & Action  / 
A large part of William’s life work has been to mentor and 
teach. He developed his Design Vision guidebook, incorporated 
transparency into management, and cultivated a growth and 
wellness environment at WDA, but to have a greater impact he 
needed to train people to be mentors themselves so that his 
philosophies could have impact beyond the immediate firm 
environment. 

William has embraced the risk of staff leaving to launch their 
own firms as something to be proud of – and an exciting 
possibility to bring the democratic design principles and 
practice management innovations he’s developed to a wider 
audience. 

He views his role of firm leader as that of the primary mentor. 
That means being consistently democratic about the design 
process and fostering collaboration between all levels of staff. 
It means transparency even when times are tough. It also 
means cultivating a supportive workplace environment in 
which employee growth and wellness are championed. 

Outcome & Impact  /
Over the course of 25 years, more than 20 WDA employees 
have graduated to launch their own firms everywhere from 
California to Boston to Puerto Rico. 

In their time at WDA, these firm founders were integral staff 
members who participated fully in the design process through 
the Design Vision book, learned about the inner workings of the 
firm through its transparency, and flourished in an environment 
that nurtures individual development. 

A key to this result is a process William created whereby 
staff are matched with projects that align with their goals of 
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Ripple Effect: Practice Management Innovations Create Growth Beyond WDA

“What I learned at WDA, from William and the team, 
gave me the confidence to make the ideas I had for my 
own firm a reality. William took the mystery away from 
what it is to run an architectural business by regularly 
showing us what was going on with marketing, business 
development, and the financial realities of the firm.

Several staff members gave supportive advice which 
helped me get started and I, genuinely, still reference the 
themes in the Design Vision book when I am speaking with 
my own clients, in particular the ideas around balance, 
flow, and contextuality. 

In short, WDA made Dwelling Lab possible“ 

Neil Ginty, Dwelling Lab,
former WDA staff member
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Ripple Effect: Practice Management Innovations Create Growth Beyond WDA

CALIFORNIA
Jeff Nokkeo	
Michelle Liu
Chris Telles
Neil Ginty
Brian Pearson
Brenna Pratt
Danny Bittaker
Martine Paquin
Sheldon Eaton
John Schmid
Mariam Nassujian
Heather Wright
Parvathy Nair
Mick Unwin 

NEW YORK
Amelia Dolan	

PUERTO RICO
Glorimar Irizarry-Delgado	

ILLINOIS
Ann Lui	

ARIZONA
Deborah Silva	

MASSACHUSETTS
Tim Pingree	

WDA Staff/Opportunity Matching and Development process

WDA Former Employee Firms by State

Firm 
Opportunities Support

Intentional 
Project

Matching

Staff Goals Challenge Individual 
Growth 

Opportunities

personal and professional growth – goals they begin 
to map out at WDA which serve to guide them in 
their progressing careers. 

As projects become active, WDA uses Staffing Deep 
Dives to identify personnel most interested and 
best suited to project-specific roles that will make 
them, and their project, successful. Crucially, WDA 
also gives them the chance to repeat the process 
over time so they can implement what they learn 
and continue to grow. 

Two project examples bear this out: Madison 
Square Gardens Company and Ireland House.

Staff members Glorimar Irizarry Delgado and Neil 
Ginty worked on those projects and progressed in 
their careers by being given real world opportunities 
to engage meaningfully in a project from inception 
through to completion. 

In the Madison Square Garden project, they worked 
as Designer and Job Captain and helped deliver 
a modern office environment that supported 
creativity and collaboration. 

Such was the project team’s success that by 
the time our Ireland House project came around 
they had progressed to Job Captain and Project 
Architect. 

Those two growing architects have since graduated 
to launch their own firms, Irizarry & Associates in 
Puerto Rico and Dwelling Lab in Walnut Creek, CA.  

Their success and the success of the 20+ graduate 
firms has proven the impact of William’s practice 
model based on people. Their achievements are one 
measure of William’s ripple effect on the profession 
at large and something he takes particular pride in. 


