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Prevailing Inspirations
“The essence of Art is expressing oneself” – As Landscape Architect’s and Pool 
Designer’s we always put ourselves in the shoes of our clients. We identify 
their personality and the essence of their personal tastes to create a design. 
Considering their perspective sparks the art process. This begins the design itself, 
and brings it to life. The landscape becomes our canvas, where we consider all 
the elements we must utilize, and begin to add in the unique layers to grow into 
the outdoor art we are creating. This begins the plan of blending our client’s 
vision, and ours to life.

Within art, there is a wonderful duality of architectural designs- in fact, there is a 
true science. Designing on a creative level isn’t enough to sustain an actual build, 
or plan. This is when we must apply the science of engineering to make the plan 
a reality. Considering the structure, the “how-to” and the science behind the 
design is what allows us to create both a functional and beautiful environment. 

Architecture influences our everyday life. It is the combination of art and science, 
that has shaped our history throughout time. Over the decades, the changes in 
linear forms and geometric patterns have advanced along with the revolution 
of our cultures. The impact of a perpetual transitioning of our civilization has 
created depth and variance to the art, the science and our perceptions of it. The 
defining aspect of the architectural process can be found in the collaboration 
of applying these design elements, along with the step by step process that 
brings the concepts to life. Utilizing multiple layers of education, creativity and 
balancing these contrasting concepts is what makes the work both science and 
art. The key to a successful environment that displays an individual flair, and 
seamless operation is the balanced integration of these as a partnership. 
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I’m sure you’ve seen the funny articles about unfortunate online “shopping fails”.  
The full-sized rug that turns out to be an Oriental-pattern mouse pad.  Or perhaps 
the adult denim jeans that arrive only for you to find out they they’re only suitable 
for a Barbie.  While these are humorous examples, I think it’s safe to say that 
expectations not meeting reality is a real problem in the design world.  Since we 
understand the importance of delivering what we’ve promised our clients, we 
take several steps to make that happen.  By identifying our client’s expectations, 
teaming with the right people and sticking to the plan, we create projects that 
match our intent and leave everybody happy.

Identifying your client’s needs and expectations is part one of creating a successful 
outcome.  It’s rare to have a client equally well-versed in design, construction and 
material selections.  We take our professional knowledge for granted and we don’t 
always recognize their lack of understanding for what it is. That’s the place where 
we can make a fatal error: we assume that we’re on the same page with our client!  
In addition to continued communication, education and refining our protocols, we 
rely heavily on visual graphics to solve this problem.  The old adage that a picture 
is worth a thousand words rings true in our industry.  Using 3d images, 3d video 
fly-through animation and 3d models keep our project on track and put the client 
and the designer on the same page.  We never skip this
step and utilize as many visualization tools as possible to bring clarity to the design 
process.  The images that we create in the final stages of design function as “home 
base”.  As construction progresses and questions arise, we can always come back to 
our original intent as seen in our 3d visuals.  These images are invaluable for pairing 
expectations with the final outcome.

 

Matching Expectations and Reality
KURT KRAISINGER

3D DESIGN VISUALIZATION



COMPLETED PROJECT



In addition to being on the same page with clients, we wholeheartedly believe in teaming 
with like-minded people.  In the same way that we need to be on the same page with our 
clients, it’s a must to be on the same page as our team!  I speak from first-hand experience. 
In one instance, a beautiful pool and spa design crashed and burned when an interior 
designer replaced our exterior-suitable material recommendations with tile that could be 
seen in an outdated kitchen.  We were so disappointed by the changes that we chose to 
pass on photographing this project for our portfolio.  In another instance, our pool design 
was hijacked by the pool builder who, on his own accord, chose to use a different waterline 
tile and added a fountain in the entry reef because he “thought it would be cool.”  While 
these stories were stressful at the time, we count them as learning moments.  They taught 
us to work with like-minded individuals so together, we can implement a cohesive design 
in line with our original intent. 

When the client and the team are on the same page, the only thing still required is to stick 
to the plan.  Inevitably, the client sees a new image on Houzz and wants to introduce a new 
tile on a small area of the reef.  And a fire feature.  And an extra water feature on the other 
side of the pool.  My point is that these small changes add up to a piece-meal design very 
quickly!  We rely on the homeowner for direction but avoiding anxious, impulsive decisions 
mid-construction is important for creating a final product that’s in line with their original 
expectations.  Reminding clients of the initial vision by referencing 3d images keep us from 
deviating off-course.  In our Midcentury Linear Expression project, our client became con-
cerned by the scale of the fireplace.  She was understandably overwhelmed at the scale of 
the fireplace—without the installed pergola to balance the area, all she could see was gray 
concrete.  We reminded her of the original vision and all the materials that we still needed 
to install.  Our reassurance and experience helped our client stay the course until the pro-
ject could become real.

Kurt Kraisinger, PLA, SWD, LEEDAP
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Exterior Focus Of Architecture & 
Design World
JASON BROWNLEE

“I have seen all of this before.  There has to be something more.”  These were 
my prevailing thoughts as I pursued the aisles as the most recent International 
Pool Spa Patio Show this past November.   As a Landscape Architect, designer, 
and just all-around curious person, I tend to crave the new, the special, and 
the unique -- either product or perspective, and I simply did not find it in New 
Orleans.  Everything felt very similar, like a review, or rehash of what I have 
already discovered, experienced, or specified.  I flew home with the unfulfilled 
feeling that I was missing, well, ….. something. “Is there anything that could offer 
a new perspective or opportunity that is just being missed in the pool world?”  
With this question in mind, I researched and found what I hoped to be a new 
show experience.  I attended the International Builder’s Show in Orlando.  This 
event caters to just about everybody else in the design and construction industry 
(Architects, Interior Designers, Landscape Architects, Developers, Contractors, 
Commercial, Institutional, Residential, Hospitality, etc.).  I expected to take home 
some practical applications from the Architecture and Interiors world that I 
could include in my design, as there is certainly some direct crossover between 
the disciplines.  Most of the designs I have been tasked to create over the past 
several years have incorporated a poolhouse, entertainment pavilion, or some 
version of covered exterior patio addition to the home.  What I discovered was so 
much more; a shifting design worldview that simultaneously surprised, excited, 
and distressed me.  On my flight home, I summed up my experience in two 
sentences:  “The Focus of the Entire Design World is now turned to the Outside,” 
and, “Will we be ready for the task?”.



The focus of the entire design world has now turned Outside:
 
This statement is a remarkable shift in the design perspective from what we have 
experienced over the past several generations.  The hierarchy of design has been 
focused on the architectural structure with its stylistic façades, by the interior 
spaces that are created, and by the details, finishes, and furnishings that make 
the space a home.  Historically, and with few notable exceptions, (including 
Frank Lloyd Wright and his disciples), consideration for exterior spaces has not 
been a priority for home design professionals.  Instead it has been viewed as 
a secondary element to address once the interior architecture decisions are in 
place -- relegated to window-dressing or finishing detail project status.  In how 
many projects have you been involved where the landscape budget is laughable, 
or where the builder has only budgeted for a visionless basic pool?  Has anyone 
else experienced a client that desires a crowning backyard creation, but has 
blown her budget on the master bedroom closet cabinetry.  This inevitably leaves 
us to try and design or build our best with the scraps that are left on the table.
 
But that mindset has not only changed, it has been flipped completely around.  
We, as Landscape Architects or Exterior and Watershape Designers are now not 
only invited to the table early in the design processes, but are being asked to lead 
the way.  The definitive hard line between interior and exterior space is not just 
being blurred, it is being erased.  This overarching theme was prevalent in every 
class and conversation that I engaged in during this experience.



Home design is now focused on the outside-in, with an emphasis on “Seamless 
Living”, where one is not certain if the space they are in is inside or outside of 
the home.  Floorplan design is including “Open Concept Outdoor Living” as key 
circulation rooms in the design of the home.  Emphasis is being placed on the 
Natur(escape) experience, or ways to incorporate the calming and restorative 
powers of plant and water elements into the “Zen” of the home.  New floorplan 
room terminology has arisen, including the “deck-den”, the “dining porch”, and 
the “outdoor corridor”. Studies were shown where children and adults learn and 
work better in outdoor settings than indoors, so design is looking to incorporate 
“outdoor offices” or “outdoor homework rooms” into the fabric of the home.  
Entire ventilation and home automation systems are being redesigned from 
their core to provide comfortable and functional exterior spaces in temperate 
climates where multi-season exterior living spaces would not be expected.  
Much data and opinion was provided as to the “why” this noted design trend 
is occurring.  (Overwhelmingly, the noted shift has been attributed to the rise 
of the Millennial Generation and the Green mindset that they overwhelmingly 
possess.   I attended one absolutely fascinating class which offered sociological 
data behind the Millennial mindset and how this has affected and will continue 
to guide design decisions.  I would be happy to discuss what I gleaned on this 
topic at another time).
 
This newfound mainstream status and accepted importance of exterior design 
disciplines among their peers was an unexpected discovery. It was certainly an 
exciting enlightenment, especially considering the depths from which landscape 
and aquatic design relevance has risen.  However, it also left me considering an 
additional distressing thought,  “Will we be ready or prepared for the task?”



Are we, as an industry, ready for the task?
 
Although the course topics that I attended over the week were on this new 
importance of the exterior environment, the insight was provided by others 
(Architects, Interior Designers, etc.), about our field of expertise.  While this all 
feels a bit flattering, it also seems dangerous.  There was a noticeable lack of 
representation, (in both attendance and leadership) from members of the 
watershape or landscape design professions.  And it is from that industry-wide 
point of view where this question causes me concern.  The overall industry 
mindset about Exterior Design is changing, but the Exterior Design Industry 
itself has not begun to adapt to the changing perceptions.  If the custom home 
Architects, designers, and builders are specifically and intentionally moving walls 
and opening doors to focus on the exterior as a focal feature of the entire home, 
don’t we owe it to the team to provide uniquely creative, carefully considered, 
and principally conceived design solutions?  Shouldn’t we inherently understand 
the relationally equal balance between creating aesthetically innovative and 
functionally sound features as focal points on which the home Architect can 
base his design decisions?  Isn’t a working knowledge of the “why” behind each 
design decision made, and the correlation between these decisions as they build 
one on another a key skill necessary to sit at the interdisciplinary 



design table to begin with?  Shouldn’t the “pool designer” be so much more than 
a guy that understands pools -- to be equally able to stand his own in discussions 
with the Architect and Interior Designer as with the pool and landscape contractor?  
 
If the design skills of your company would lead to a negative answer to these 
questions above, then I would encourage you to seek help with your design.  The 
stakes are too important and the missed opportunity cost too great to continue 
with status quo.  Research the Tributary/Revelation and Genesis 3 SWD Certified 
members and find one that specializes in design.  He or she will be able work 
along-side you, no matter what your region or market, to elevate your game 
and provide a new level of product that you have desired but been unable to 
achieve on your own.  That is, in fact, the entire philosophy behind the Tributary 
movement -  that we are exponentially better working together as a team than 
we are when isolated and working alone.  
 
Thankfully, a notable segment of the overall pool industry has dedicated itself to 
a higher standard in design and construction. This group, led by the visionaries in 
Genesis 3, who have been both touting the need and providing the opportunity 
to educate and elevate the pool industry for almost 20 years.  Over the past 7 
years, I have personally seen this transformative movement take hold and grow 
exponentially with discernable strides made in both quality and quantity of 
pool contractors and designers across the globe.  Now as Tributary strives to 
discover and create “Next Level Legends” that define our next generation of the 
pool industry, there is unlimited potential among us to confidently say, “Bring 
On” the new and exciting challenges that are being placed in front of us by our 
Architecture and Home Design peers.  

Jason Brownlee, ASLA, SWD
J.Brownlee Design
jbrownleedesign.com
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Pursuit of Excellence
Kurt Skinner

The pursuit of excellence requires that we understand how people live life. When 
asked why, I defer to the fact that we live, work, and play in a world that has be-
come ever more compartmentalized. Work life is separate from personal life, which 
is separated from spiritual life, and so on. We have grown accustomed to the division 
of work and focus on our own specialties.  Nevertheless, too often I see builders/con-
tractors/designers stop with the client’s laundry list (The List) of desired features. They 
take it for granted that everything should go where the client wants it.  

As their expert, we must look beyond The List and get to know how they live, under-
stand what they are passionate about, evaluate what additional experiences they 
might enjoy, and anticipate how their needs will likely change over time. I like to 
know how they entertain. By becoming students of human behavior we can increase 
our understanding and ability to anticipate the needs and wants that are often not 
expressed. We begin to get in touch with what makes an experience “magical” for 
them. After all, regardless of what we are designing, it’s all about the EXPERIENCE.

One of the most important questions I ask a residential client is whether the project 
is an investment choice or a lifestyle choice: are they adding a pool and outdoor 
kitchen because they think it would be nice, will help resale value because every-
one else in the area has one and its expected, etc. (“I want to be able to recoup the 
investment when I sell in 2-5 years”);  or are they planning to be in the home a long 
time (“This is my castle with my family, our family retreat, etc.”)? The answer will help 
me determine how to go about designing (how much do I need to reign in my out-
of-the-box thinking), and more importantly, the types of finishes, etc., that have sig-
nificant cost impacts. I have had several clients, once they realize they do not intend 
to move and it’s about their lifestyle, become willing to increase their budget to get 
something they want. I do this by telling the client that I will produce 2 to 3 concepts 
that fulfill their requirements (the list) AND have additional features and considera-
tions they may not have thought of - and together we will derive the final solution 
from those first run concepts taking the things they like and discarding the rest. 
Once they have a vision of their personal oasis, they realize the quality of life achieved 
exceeds the expense. I have had clients spend 300-400k on a backyard in a homog-
enous subdivision setting, almost equaling the home’s value. They were raising their 
kids there, self-employed and on-call so travel was difficult, etc, and therefore it was 
worthwhile for them to make their home their personal spa. They live in their back 
yard as much as time permits. 



The Space to work with



Think Outside the Box

The pursuit of excellence requires the ability to think outside the box! For starters, we 
need to have the willingness and awareness to honestly assess our skill sets and short-
comings. Often we are blind to them. Right now I am asking a select few colleagues and 
clients to give me an honest, no-holds-barred assessment of my design skills, business 
skills, construction administration/observation skills, etc.  I’ve never been sued, hear great 
things from appreciative clients and the community, but I want to be better. Our clients 
deserve our best! 

What else can you do to think outside the box? I can only tell you what has shaped me 
into who I am, both as a person and as a designer:

Travel

As a child I grew up in South America and was exposed to the richness of history and 
Spanish colonial architecture, Maya and Inca cultures, and terrain from high Andes to 
the Amazon jungle. I loved the people, the plants and the animals. I appreciate stone, 
wrought iron, and big wood. I learned early that we are the culmination of personal life 
events and experiences, and to value others more highly than myself.  When I was older 
I traveled in Europe and the Middle East. So, TRAVEL with an open heart, feeling the 
places as much as seeing them. Seek to understand what makes that experience special 
and how you can adapt it to your design and construction work. 



Read

The second thing – READ a lot. If you do not yet have a design and construction library, then 
start building one; and if you do have a library, keep growing it. Study the design styles of 
different cultures and periods in time. 

When I was working with Belt Collins in Hawaii, we had a project in China. It was a business 
retreat with several clusters of cabanas. The interesting thing was that the client wanted 
each grouping to reflect a different culture/style. We researched and developed a Hawai-
ian cluster, a Mexican colonial cluster, an English cluster, a Spanish courtyard cluster (with 
Moorish influences), and an Italian cluster.  Seeing these various styles simultaneously, evi-
dent not only in the details but in the layout plans as well, helped me see and appreciate 
that good design comes in many forms. I tend to like and am passionate about Spanish, 
Mediterranean, and tropical styles and the spatial configurations and scales appear in my 
work. I also like the contemporary sculptural styles of design. However if I were asked to in-
tegrate a Miami beach art deco style into my work I would not hesitate to find a colleague 
to team up with because my understanding of the style is currently limited.



Passion

In order to excel we must be pas-
sionate about what we do.  Love 
learning new things. Try to spend a 
little time each day learning some-
thing new about your community, 
something new within your field of 
expertise, and something you can 
apply immediately to strengthen 
your skillset. Develop hobbies – and 
if they feed your creativity it’s a bo-
nus; and they may even feed your 
pocket book. Try woodworking, 
photography, calligraphy, or leath-
erwork. There are so many ways to 
express your creative side with the 
side benefit of being able to bless 
others.



Design Review

Design review is the process whereby I evaluate the design integrity, identify missed op-
portunities, and when possible, get a peer review (very important for one-man shops) 
Once the “final” design is complete and the experience established, I evaluate it for the 
following:

1. KISS – Keep it Simple Stupid: Evaluate the design for “kitchen sink” features – extrane-
ous details or elements that are unnecessary and/or detract from the desired experience.

2. Flexibility: Things often get used differently than anticipated, and sometimes new 
needs/uses are realized. Can the design accommodate expansion, change of use, or 
function? For example: Does the pool deck only allow for table and chairs or a lounge 
at an angle? If the room is available, does it make sense to make the deck a couple feet 
wider so the client can switch where the couch/coffee table seating area is with the 
lounge area if they desired to do so in the future?

3. Infrastructure is an opportunity: Have you accounted for security feeds, audio, lighting, 
power? Depending upon your location, would the client benefit by having some exte-
rior climate control features to extend the season of use, and does the design include 
them or be easily modified to add them? Does anything rely on a specific technology or 
company product to perform – and can it be easily serviced when that technology fails? 
(Everything fails at some point – question is what can we do with our design to limit what 
has to be torn out or changed to service that product/element/feature?) 



4. When maintenance is difficult or a technology failure creates undue service issues 
a great project quickly loses its luster. Evaluating how surfaces, features, and products 
will be maintained can provide you with great insight into beneficial changes and de-
tails that you might not otherwise consider. A recurring issue can reveal a problem that 
needs a permanent solution – and this might yield a marketable solution and potential 
income diversification source. 

5. Lastly, good enough is never good enough. Acceptance of mediocrity in anything, 
however insignificant, will ultimately come back and bite you. If in doubt, mock it up to 
prove the means and methods sound or unsound, then adjust as necessary.

The Pursuit of Excellence means setting your personal standards higher than those of 
your clients. Always perform above client expectations.  Approach everything with the 
attitude that there is something to learn that is as important as what we have to share.  
Humbly accept that we have been given the gift of creating experiences for the benefit 
of others as our chosen professions, and share your passion for your craft wherever the 
opportunities take you.

Kurt Skinner
Skinner Design Studios 
Landscape Architecture, Planning & Urban Design 
http://www.skinnerdesignstudios.com/







“The single greatest advantage any company can 
achieve is organizational health.  Yet it is ignored 

by most leaders even though it is simple, free, and 
available to anyone who wants it.”

-Patrick Lencioni, The Advantage

Becoming a healthy organization is not a linear process 
– it is complex and chaotic.  The Advantage, by Patrick 
Lencioni provides Four Disciplines to follow to make 
attaining organizational health as easy as possible.

Discipline 1:
Build a Cohesive Leadership Team

A Leadership Team should consist of a small group of people (3-
10) that are “behaviorally cohesive”.  Every Leadership Team should 
embrace these five behavioral principals:

1. Trust

2. Conflict

3. Commitment

4. Accountability

5. Results

Organizational Health
DAO Architecture



Trust - This is the foundation for building a cohesive team.  It 
is different than the conventional notion of trust – it’s about 
Vulnerable Trust.  Can the team be clear and truthful and admit 
fault without fear?  Establishing this kind of trust takes time – 
It takes team members getting to know each other.  At DAO 
Architecture, we have recently completed Personality Profiles for 
each employee.  This will allow us to learn more about each other 
– how we are wired, etc.  We continue to learn about each other 
every day, both personally, and professionally.  Some days it’s as 
easy as asking what we all did for fun over the weekend, or what 
plans do we have for the upcoming weekend.  Team building 
exercises are also a big part of our organization – they might 
consist of an afternoon or evening out together, or a “Lunch -n- 
Learn” with a local designer or contractor.  Each of these activities 
help build the level of trust required for a team to be cohesive.
 
Conflict – This is about Healthy Conflict.  It is about allowing 
everyone to express their view and opinions, and being able 
to agree to disagree.  Allowing everyone to weigh in through 
discussion/conflict enables them to buy in.  Are we comfortable 
saying that we might be wrong in a situation?  Can we be honest 
and tell another team member that their idea is better than ours?

Commitment – This is about being able to buy in to the 
organization.  If one cannot weigh in, how can one buy in?  
Establishing trust and creating an arena for healthy conflict will 
allow for people to voice their commitment.

Accountability – Once they have committed, each member 
should be held accountable for their tasks and duties.  Holding 
people accountable is not easy.  This is about caring enough to risk 
being blamed for pointing out a coworker’s mistakes.

Results – Once Trust, Conflict, Commitment, and Accountability 
are in place, real results occur.  The good of the team comes first – 
a team works together to achieve the goals that are shared across 
the entire team.



Discipline 2:
Create Clarity

Answering Six Critical Questions is the start of creating 
Clarity.  At DAO Architecture, we recently created a 
“Company Playbook” which is comprised of the answers to 
these six critical questions to make sure every member of 
our team clearly understands what it means to work with 
DAO Architecture.

 1. Why do we exist? 
 2. How do we behave?
 3. What do we do?
 4. How will we succeed?
 5. What is most important right now?
 6. Who must do what?



Discipline 3:
Over Communicate Clarity

Answering Six Critical Questions is the start of creating 
Clarity.  At DAO Architecture, we recently created a 
“Company Playbook” which is comprised of the answers to 
these six critical questions to make sure every member of 
our team clearly understands what it means to work with 
DAO Architecture.

 1. Why do we exist? 
 2. How do we behave?
 3. What do we do?
 4. How will we succeed?
 5. What is most important right now?
 6. Who must do what?



Discipline 4:
Reinforce Clarity

Reinforcing clarity in every process that involves 
people is intended to answer the six critical questions 
– this means that processes for hiring, training, people 
management and compensation, for example, should 
be designed around the six critical questions.a HEALTHY 
ORGANIZATION if we continue working together per the 
Four Discipline Model outlined herein.

“Human systems give an organization a structure for tying 
its operations, culture, and management together, even 
when leaders aren’t around to remind people.”  Patrick 
Lencioni, The Advantage

 A good example of this is developing an approach to 
hiring, wherein the primary purpose is to put just enough 
structure in place to ensure a measure of consistency and 
adherence to the company’s core values.  After all, the real 
goal to any effective hiring process is to find people who 
fit the culture, agree with the core values, and have the 
best chance at success.

At DAO Architecture, we are striving to make 
Organizational Health OUR top priority.  The points



outlined above are not our words or ideas – the sole 
credit for this goes to Patrick Lencioni and his book, The 
Advantage.  At DAO, we are just beginning this process, 
however, we strongly believe in this strategy and we are 
excited where it will lead us.

The Leadership Team is now behaviorally cohesive.  We 
have created our “Company Playbook” to Create Clarity, 
and we are working to Communicate Clarity to our 
team.    We are Reinforcing Clarity every day – what are we 
working on?  What are our goals? How do we hire? How 
do we train new hires?   We are becoming and will remain 
a HEALTHY ORGANIZATION if we continue working 
together per the Four Discipline Model outlined herein.

Pictured From Left:  Dan Orecchio, Jaime Polonowski, Patrick McTavish, Taylor Parrott, Tara 
Gilmore, Joseph Huber, and Ingrid Torales
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Spring Quarter  

APRIL- Las Vegas 

A huge THANK YOU to our Sponsors; Structure Studios & Fire by Design for hosting us in 
Las Vegas, NV 

A special THANKS to Acrylic Tank Manufacturing for hosting an exclusive event for 
Tributary! 

Stay Tuned for Photos from our 1st Tour! 

MAY- Webinar Launch! Details coming soon 

JUNE - Carlsbad, CA & Mexico 

Oceanside Glass Tile Tour has VERY LIMITED spots available! Please contact us ASAP if 
you wish to be included! A Passport is REQUIRED! 

Summer Quarter 
Webinar Episodes 

Summer Sales Event

Splash Party  

UPCOMING EVENTS
REGISTER AT WWW.TRIBUTARYREVELATION.COM/

Fall Quarter 
Arizona Tour 

Southern California Tour

Florida Event

Winter Quarter 
Tributary Revelation Annual Event 

Texas Tour 
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