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BY KAYLA PRASEK
When a developer envisions a new residential 

community or business park or a company starts 
planning for a new building, eventually an architect 
and an engineer will be brought on to the project 
to bring those visions to life. From designing the 
building itself to figuring out where plumbing and 
electrical wiring will go and planning the site the 
building will sit on, architects and engineers are part 
of each step of the process. 

They’re also the people on the frontline of design 
trends. While some clients want the bare minimum 
for the lowest price possible, many want the details to 
be beautiful, comfortable or useful, depending on the 
building type. Many also want to incorporate the latest 
trends both in the interior and on the exterior.

Site Planning
Civil engineer Brian Pattengale leads site develop-

ment and municipal efforts for Houston Engineering 
Inc. in Fargo. When a client has a building he or she 
wants built on a specific site, it’s Pattengale’s job to cre-
ate a site layout that meets all the zoning codes. “It’s a 
very client-centric approach, but we’re always working 
within those regulating codes,” Pattengale says.

Commercial sites usually include a “big, square 
building and a truck dock on a functional site,” 
Pattengale says. Residential apartment sites “are 
sometimes more utilitarian, but others want more 
unique showpieces and go above and beyond on 
landscaping.” The same is true for residential subdivi-
sions, Pattengale says. “More and more, clients are not 
wanting to do just the bare minimum. Some do just a 
little extra or put more planning in for the site to make 

ON TOP OF THE TRENDS
Architects and engineers don’t just draw 
up blueprints and hand them off to 
construction crews. Today’s projects 
require involvement from start to finish
and incorporate multiple trends as 
they evolve

DESIGN

Workers from AJ Construction of Horace, N.D., lay concrete in a 
parking lot at North Dakota State University in Fargo, a project 
that Brian Pattengale of Houston Engineering helped design. 
IMAGE: HOUSTON ENGINEERING 
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it look a little nicer. Developers are realizing people 
want to live or work somewhere nicer.”

While site designs “tend to be a little more basic 
due to city zoning codes,” Pattengale says they 
can push the codes to meet what the developer 
wants as long as it still falls within the codes and 
Pattengale has seen some trends emerge. “We’re 
fitting more buildings onto smaller sites. More 
people are going with buried stormwater systems 
versus a stormwater pond, which can be ugly, so 
they’re burying their system and landscaping the 
resulting green space.”

Pattengale has also seen Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED)-certified build-
ings become more popular. “It’s not new but it’s an 
expensive process, so you have to go into it saying 
you want to be LEED certified. We’ve done a few 
LEED projects recently.”

Overall, Pattengale doesn’t seek out trends to 
incorporate in site designs. “We’re very dependent 
on the clients and their wants and needs,” he says. 
“Our site designs run the gamut from utilitarian to 
image conscious, but those are the designs that 
have higher rent and tend to draw in more renters. 
Our driving force is an owner with a vision. We 
ask what they really want out of the building and 
sketch out their grandiose plan into something that 
is workable and fits their budget without compro-
mising their vision too much.”

Interior Trends
When it comes to the design of commercial 

buildings, more architects and building own-

ers are incorporating glass into the designs, says Andy 
Bartsch, principal and director of electrical engineering for 
Obermiller Nelson Engineering in Fargo. “We’re seeing glass 
being used a lot more, so there’s a lot more natural light in 
these buildings.”

The increase of the use of glass affects the layout of elec-
trical and heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems 
in a building. “We have to make sure we’re designing light-
ing systems that work with all the natural light,” Bartsch says.

Energy-conscious lighting designs have also become 
more prevalent, Bartsch says. “The lighting industry has real-
ly focused on that. LED lights are becoming the main source 
of illumination in many buildings.”

Mortenson employees smooth out a 
concrete floor in the Sanford Fargo 
Medical Center. IMAGE: MORTENSON

Obermiller Nelson Engineering of 
Fargo led the solar panel installation 
at the University of North Dakota’s 
Gorecki Alumni Center in Grand Forks. 
IMAGE: OBERMILLER NELSON 
ENGINEERING
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Health Care Trends
As the health care industry has evolved, so have health 

care facilities. Stan Schimke, director of health care services 
for EAPC Architects Engineers in Bismarck, N.D., says the 
industry has focused on wellness and holistic care and 
patients are self-directing their own wellness. “They’re rede-
signing the whole care model based on the collaborative care 
approach,” Schimke says. “They want their facilities to be more 
flexible to reutilize spaces if their needs change.”

Evidence-based design and LEED concepts have also 
become more popular. “They want to make their buildings as 
efficient and adaptable as possible,” Schimke says. 

With the evolution, traditional outpatient clinics are going 
away, Schimke says. “The focus is on collaborative care. 
Inpatient hospitals are removing ambulatory care and put-
ting that aspect into more of a retail setting. They’re also 
focused on putting health care more where people live.”

Technology is also important when it comes to designing 
health care facilities, Schimke says. “We always plan for future 
changes in the infrastructure so health care organizations can 
stay on top of the latest trends. We try to make the design as 
adaptable and modular as possible. For example, a procedure 
room might be the size of two exam rooms so things can be 
adapted and moved as needed.”

Kayla Prasek
Staff Writer, Prairie Business

701.780.1187
kprasek@prairiebusinessmagazine.com

Other trends Bartsch has started incorporating into 
designs include smaller lighting fixtures, more creative 
lighting fixtures and being able to better hide the 
less-attractive aspects of lighting. 

Most states have energy codes that encourage 
energy efficiency, Bartsch says. “Some trends are driv-
en by the codes but the industry is just evolving. We’re 
learning more about how people use the buildings 
we design and making them more conducive to using 
the space.”

DESIGN

Integrating more glass into 
buildings is one of the top 
design trends right now, as can 
be seen at Watford City High 
School in Watford City, N.D. 
IMAGE: OBERMILLER 
NELSON ENGINEERING

Joanna Slominski, construction 
executive for the Sanford Fargo 
Medical Center and leader of 
the Mortenson Fargo office, 
walks through the project to 
check on its progress. 
IMAGE: MORTENSON
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