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7.	 EXPERIENCE DESIGN
Experience Design Selection

Experience Design  
Selection 

“We are very excited about the potential of the Desert Discovery Center to  

inspire people to consider how they can become stewards of our environment  

through a deep connection with and understanding of the McDowell Sonoran  

Preserve and the desert’s ecological systems. This is a local story that also is  

critically important on a global scale. Our signature process ensures that all  

perspectives are brought into a collaborative working environment and  

our design responds to the concepts that emerge from that collaboration.”  

– Thinc Design

Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale, Inc., selected Thinc Design as its experience designer  
for the Desert Discovery Center project. After interviewing five of the 17 firms that applied,  
Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale chose Thinc Design because of its sustainability ethic and 
expertise in community collaboration. Thinc Design has developed world-class projects of  
national and international significance — most notably the National September 11 Memorial  
Museum and the Sustainability 2020 Pavilion in Dubai, the exhibit’s only permanent installation. 
The firm’s projects focus upon history, natural history, culture and the environment. Each is 
unique and sensitive to its cultural and natural context and begins with a process of stakeholder 
engagement. With each project, Thinc’s goal is to produce conceptual solutions that  
demonstrate respect for all groups for whom the site is meaningful.

Thinc Design worked with Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale, Inc. and the architect,  
Swaback Partners, PLLC, to design the Desert Discovery Center’s exhibits and educational  
programs. The Thinc Design team spent nearly a year, learning everything possible about the 
project, the community and most importantly, the Sonoran Desert. Special thanks to all involved, 
especially Arizona State University, which has shared its deep content knowledge base.

	 Click Here to Read Thinc Design’s Exhibition Concept Design Report
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8.	 ARCHITECTURE
Architect Selection

Architect  
Selection

Other than possibly the choice for experience designer, the selection of the Desert Discovery  

Center architect was paramount. The important characteristics of the selected architect were:

•	 Knowledge and love of the Sonoran Desert

•	 Extensive experience with municipal projects

•	 A strong team leader

•	 Excellent design skills

•	 Creative and resourceful

Under the terms of the Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale contract, a board member  
and consultant were involved with the City staff developing the Desert Discovery Center  
architectural request for statement of qualifications. The City of Scottsdale solicited statements  
of qualifications on Feb. 9, 2016 from qualified architectural firms to provide design phase services 
for the Desert Discovery Center and associated improvements at the Gateway Trailhead in the 
McDowell Sonoran Preserve. Solicitations were sent out through the city’s standard process and 
through the American Institute of Architects. Eleven submittals were received on March 22, 2016.  

The request for proposals briefly described the history of the Preserve and stated the following: 

The goal of the Desert Discovery Center is to be the focal point for  

local and global experiences and to present dialogues about human interaction  

with the Sonoran Desert and other arid environments.

It was the desire of the City of Scottsdale that the Desert Discovery Center would become  
a world-class exhibit/educational center providing a high-quality experience to guests.  
This could include such features as exhibition pavilions, an exhibit and programming space,  
a multimedia theater, a restaurant, a gift shop and group meeting facilities. 

Features of the Desert Discovery Center were to support the following goals: 

1.		 Showcase the Sonoran Desert and why it matters to a global audience

2.		 Respond to visitors seeking to “Experience the Sonoran Desert”

3.		 Present the stories and history of the Sonoran Desert and the City of Scottsdale

4.		 Unmask the myths and realities of the Sonoran Desert

5.		 Present exciting encounters with the authentic Sonoran Desert

6.		 Present exhibitions of the Sonoran Desert using artifacts, multimedia, interactive  
	 exhibits, photography, memorabilia and publications

7.		 Provide educational programs for school children that relate directly to the K-12  
	 education standards of the Arizona Department of Education and additional programs  
	 for all age groups presenting an array of experience-based opportunities

8.		 Use a rich palette of exhibition practices drawn from theater, entertainment, modern  
	 technologies, storytelling and media

9.		 Be a welcoming, hospitable place for visitors

10.	 Be a cultural center in Scottsdale and the local community

The abbreviated architectural scope of work for the project included architectural programming 
and schematic design services. It also was stated that if the initial phases of the project were  
accepted, the contract could be extended.

Unmask the Myths  

and Realities of  

the Sonoran Desert

Use a Rich Palette  

of Exhibition Practices  

Drawn from Theatre,  

Storytelling and  

Media
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Architect Selection Two Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale representatives and three city staff members were  
asked to review and score all architectural submittals. The evaluation of the submittals was based 
on the following:

	 General Information				    Max. 100 Points

	 Firm’s Capabilities and Relevant Experience		  Max. 350 Points

	 Approach to Performing Services			   Max. 300 Points

	 Local Knowledge					     Max. 150 Points

	 Overall Evaluation					    Max. 100 Points 

Many of the submittals represented a local architectural team partnering with a national  
architectural firm. Five firms were shortlisted and invited to interviews.

Interview questions were collected from the selection panel. These included questions  
about architectural programming, environmental practice (LEED and Net Zero), working with  

nonprofits such as Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale and proven community outreach skills.  
Interviews were conducted over two days and while the scoring was relatively tight,  

Swaback Partners received the highest majority votes.
Swaback Partners received the highest score and, on June 7, 2016, Swaback Partners  

was awarded contract 2016-053-COS in the amount of $521,090 to provide architectural  
programming and schematic design services for the Desert Discover Center. 

	 Click Here to Read Swaback Partner’s Architect Plan Report
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DDCS Business  
Plan

The Desert Discovery  

Center could become a 

 global leader in  

sustainable living  

education, so it is vitally  

important

9.	 BUSINESS PLAN

Desert Discovery Center Scottsdale, Inc., worked with ConsultEcon, Inc. to develop the  
proposed Desert Discovery Center business plan. ConsultEcon provides economic, feasibility, 
management and planning services to nonprofit organizations, public agencies and private  
businesses. They have been in business since 1991. ConsultEcon, Inc. has been involved with  
the development of the Desert Discovery Center for more than 10 years, working on three  
different iterations. Its perspective has been critical to model the planning for the financial  
health of the Desert Discovery Center.

ConsultEcon’s input, verifying comps and collecting information on similar institutions,  
led to the Desert Discovery Center Draft Business Plan. Its analysis of the proposed experience 
concepts, potential benefits, academic partnership and local and national market trends has  
generated an operations model for the Desert Discovery Center. 

This report presents a business plan for the Desert Discovery Center to be to be located  
in the McDowell Sonoran Preserve, adjacent to the Gateway. The Desert Discovery Center  
business plan reflects the 2017 operating concept, proposed operating partnerships, site and 
architectural plans and concepts, Exhibition Concept Design, project scale and target capital  
cost, as well as the relationship of Desert Discovery Center to its site and the overall  
McDowell Sonoran Preserve.

The business plan includes an analysis, suggestions on appropriate ticket pricing, project  
stabilization recommendations and estimates on operating costs, staffing and salaries. 

	 Click Here to Read ConsultEcon’s Business Plan Report
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