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It’s a proven fact: interior design transforms lives. Not just 

ZLWKLQ�OX[XU\�KRPHV�DQG�KLJK�HQG�ṘFH�FRPSOH[HV��EXW�LQ�
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A History of Service
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The 1% Program, launched by Public Architecture in 2005 with the support of a grant 
from the National Endowment for the Arts, has brought even greater visibility to such 
service. A first-of-its-kind effort to encourage pro bono work within the architecture and 
design professions, the 1% Program connects nonprofit organizations in need of design 
assistance with firms willing to donate their time on a pro bono basis. 

Through this initiative, members of the American Society of Interior Designers put social 
responsibility in action by contributing over $9 million in services annually to some of 
the most vulnerable communities. As a partner in the Program, the ASID Foundation 
encourages members to make pro bono service an integral part of their practice. 

Designers register their firm and pledge to dedicate a minimum of 1% of their working 
hours to pro bono service. They complete their profile, undertake assignments and post 
their projects.  Often, such work is the result of a local request. Participating firms also 
have the ability to see the listings of nonprofits in their area that are in need, download 
helpful guides and publications, and connect with other designers.

For many interior designers, undertaking pro bono work represents the ideal intersection 
between talent and service.



Helping ‘Daily Work’ Work
An example of a  firm long committed to creating environments to help communities 
flourish is Meyer, Scherer & Rockcastle (MSR), award-winning architecture, interior 
design, and urban designers located in Minneapolis and Maryland According to Rachelle 
Schlosser-Lynn, FASID, CID, LEED AP BD+C and a senior associate at MSR, pro bono 
has been both a management and team initiative. “Providing our design services on a 
volunteer basis gives us another avenue for nurturing and sustaining those communities,” 
she comments. 

A recent example of MSR’s contribution in the nonprofit sector is Daily Work, a Twin Cities-
based organization that provides one-to-one coaching and technical support to struggling 
jobseekers. 

The organization approached MSR to help transition its 420 square-foot space in a church 
basement to an adjacent area much in need of design. The officers were home to several 
staff members and a daily flow of clientele. MSR designers Nick Wallin and Thomas Haller 
took on the challenge, advised by Schlosser-Lynn. 

The decision had been made by Daily Work’s management to more than double the size 
of the operation and better serve organizational needs. With significant space restrictions 
and a nearly non-existent budget for materials, the team designed a cube hub in the 
heart of the office for reception, administrative storage and the director’s office. Computer 
stations, counselor spaces and a small conference area were created along the exterior.

Simple materials were chosen to keep the investment as low as possible, yet application of 
such features as donated original artwork and a subtle stencil pattern on the walls added 
interest. In the end, MSR created a space in which the staff is proud to work, jobseekers 
feel inspired and the organization’s overall ‘brand’ is now one of strength and vibrancy. 
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Lee, Job Seeker, Daily Work Client
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Restoring a Treasure
Los Angeles, Sarah Barnard, ASID, LEED AP, of Sarah Barnard Design is making an 
impact as well. Professionally, the interior designer has produced a diverse body of work 
including upscale private residences, chic restaurants, luxurious spas and corporate 
headquarters. Lending her time and talent to the nonprofit sector, however, has also 
been a notable accomplishment including for such organizations as for a subsidiary of 
the Christopher and Dana Reeves Foundation. 

Always having had interest in historic preservation, Barnard recently also applied her 
skill to the Heritage Square, a living history museum that explores the settlement and 
development of Southern California during its first 100 years of statehood. The eight 
historic structures located at the Museum were constructed during the Victorian Era - 
including the largest house that had been badly neglected, vandalized, stuccoed and 
threatened with being demolished when the Colonial Dames Society of America donated 
it to the Museum.

Barnard incorporated mauve, butter cream and olive green hues in the décor to set the 
stage for dramatic, finely carved furnishings and American artwork.  Other features of 
the final design included a grand Italianate ballroom separated by pairs of Corinthian 
columns.

SARAH BARNARD
SARAH BARNARD DESIGN
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Sarah Barnard, Sarah Barnard Design
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Aging in Place: A Design Success Story
Another outstanding example of an interior designer helping others is Ellen Farber, ASID, 
who combines her passion, education and experience to create spaces for commercial, 
institutional and residential clients. 

“Community involvement and non-profit support is an important component of the work 
that we do,” explains Farber, who also serves as Chief Strategy Officer for Commintz, an 
innovative new commercial architecture and interiors platform. “Integrating inspiring and 
innovative design with business, marketing and fundraising strategies is our strength.” 

This commitment has also manifested itself in numerous nonprofit-focused initiatives 
including the Abramson Center Medical Adult Day Care Center, a 138-year old long-
term institutional care center serving for the elderly Jewish community in Philadelphia. A 
unique aging in place project, Farber designed the Center’s interior to provide a familiar 
and calming environment that promotes interaction and wellness. 

Farber utilized a simple yet sophisticated style for the residential floor plan that 
incorporates a central hall, kitchen and lounge with fireplace. Colors, lighting and finishes 
were selected with both emotional impact and consideration of the effects of light and 
color to the aging eye. The design is further enhanced by sunlight and outdoor views.

A particularly innovative feature of the project was the integration of technology that, says 
Farber, creates a new standard in design for senior care environments.  Interactive white 
board technology with computer based learning approaches were incorporated into 
activity areas. Seniors are able to perform physical exercise with “Wii” technology, while 
improving cognitive health through the use of computer assisted brain exercise programs 
that have been shown to delay onset or decrease effects of dementia.

ELLEN FARBER
ELLEN FARBER STRATEGIC DESIGN



Ellen Farber, Ellen Farber Strategic Design
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Ease your way in. If you’re limited on the volunteer time you can 
provide, or unsure whether such work is something you’ll enjoy, 
Sarah Barnard suggests collaboration. “Organizations such as 
NestFeathers.org give you the opportunity to work together with other 
designers,” she suggests. 

Rachelle Schlosser-Lynn says that when pro bono projects come in to 
her firm, download meetings are held. Whoever shows up to express 
interest can help evaluate the opportunity and decide if they want 
to participate on the team. It’s a great way to gain experience and to 
build relationships with other designers, she explains.

Ellen Farber agrees, adding that serving on a local nonprofit board or 
committee is another way to contribute your knowledge while gaining 
exposure for your firm and its skills. “My best learning experiences 
have been on nonprofit boards where we all are coming from a 
selfless place. It’s ultimately about creating community which is a joy 
I deeply appreciate.”

Only give what you truly have time to give. No matter how 
passionately you feel about a project, shares Ellen Farber, “there’s no 
extra credit for getting drained. Only step up to give what you are in a 
position to give. And know your limits.”  It is useful to establish clear 
boundaries at the beginning of a project, she suggests, to help keep 
the time investment on track. As Farber advises, “If it’s not joyful, 
you probably shouldn’t be doing it.”

Help them do their work. Oftentimes, a pro bono project starts from 
a functional need such as remodeling or expanding a space. But, as 
Sarah Barnard points out, the benefit a nonprofit receives is often 
far greater. “Done well, our work as interior designers helps these 
organizations do their work more effectively and with greater impact 
to all who use these spaces,” she says. 

Ellen Farber agrees, adding that the design process itself can be an 
asset the nonprofit uses in fundraising. “Our visuals and plans can 
be tools to help raise the organization’s profile in the community and 
also earn the much needed funding they rely upon,” she observes.

Don’t forget the protocol. Even though a designer may not be 
charging for all – or any – of his or her services, it’s still advisable 
to approach the assignment in much the same way as a traditional 
client relationship.  “You need to remember that the regular contract 
language is still important so that the relationship remains positive,” 
says Barnard.  

“Perhaps you are not charging for your time, but will they be 
reimbursing you for parking or other out of pocket costs? If so, what? 
And when the project is complete, who pays for the photography 
and owns the rights to project images? It’s important to have those 
discussions at the onset,” she suggests.

Tips for Making It Work
$V�IXO¿OOLQJ�DV�SUR�ERQR�ZRUN�FDQ�EH��PDQDJLQJ�WKH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�is an art and science in itself. Here are a 
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Be sure you’re working with the decision maker. Many nonprofits, 
especially smaller organizations, often are time-stretched and share 
multiple responsibilities. That can be advantageous to collaboration, 
but it is critical to understand at the beginning who will be making 
the ultimate design decisions and make certain they are involved in 
all of the key meetings. 

Without this, Schlosser-Lynn points out, your time – and work – can 
be compromised.  “You need to know how they work and what the 
bandwidth is of the person or persons making the decisions to keep 
things on track,” she advises.  

It’s also important, according to MSR’s Nick Wallin, to gain their trust 
so that you can help them align their vision with budgetary reality.

Be patient, but be careful. The pace of pro bono projects can be 
much slower than a traditional client engagement due to the design 
firm’s regular client workload, and the fact that this may be a new 
experience for the nonprofit you’re working with. It is important to 
understand this, according to Schlosser-Lynn, but it’s still essential to 
counsel everyone involved on the need to keep the project moving. 

Farber agrees, adding that part of the opportunity of working with 
nonprofits is often teaching them how to use a designer effectively. 
“Not only can they benefit from gaining our design expertise, there 
are strategic business implications. Ultimately, interior design is also 
marketing – it’s their brand. The love, care and hundreds of hours we 
provide within these projects can result in a significant connection 
between these organizations and their communities,” she says.

Keep your standards. Even though projects of this nature are often 
on a tight budget, it’s essential, says Tom Haller, MSR, to adhere to 
professional standards such as obtaining appropriate permits and 
considering the long-term ramifications of design decisions versus 
simply solving the immediate problem. Shortcutting process should 
be no more acceptable, he says, than doing so with a paying client.

Embrace the opportunity. Managed well, pro bono work can be 
personally and professionally fulfilling. “We need to keep in mind, 
however, that designers have personal lives that may require 
some pro bono responsibilities take place during the work day,” 
says Schlosser-Lynn. “Obviously client work has to come first, but 
it is important to provide support and encouragement for these 
opportunities.” Especially for younger designers, the learning that 
comes from such projects will come full circle to benefit the firm.” 

Give yourself credit.  While the intent is philanthropic, interior 
designers can benefit from their contributions reputation-wise 
by registering projects with the 1% Program, entering work in 
competitions and featuring it within their own communications 
outreach. This recognition is often not the driver behind whether 
to perform such work, but positive visibility can help the team 
members, design firm and industry as a whole.

Rachelle Schlosser-Lynn, MSR

“It’s important to provide support

and encouragement for these 

opportunities.”

Ellen Farber, Ellen Farber Strategic Design
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