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Steve Karr, AIA has
built a great client
base as he celebrates
the 25th anniversary
of the firm that bears
his name. His resume
of marquee properties
is an impressive one
and it is all because
he consistently raises
the bar each and
every time, making
each new project
more impressive than
the previous one.
“Get it done, give

the people what they
want and sneak a little
design in there when
clients aren’t looking.”
This motto represents
Steve Karr’s first step

for building a solid
base of captivated
repeat clients and its
the corporate philoso-
phy at SJKAIA.
Steven J. Karr, AIA

Inc. was established
by Karr on March 4,
1984. After graduat-
ing from Cornell
University College of

Architecture, Art and
Planning in 1979,
Karr worked for
Cornell University's
Facilities Division for
one year before he
moved to
Washington, D.C. in
1980 to take a posi-
tion at a small archi-
tecture firm where he

focused on learning
the business of archi-
tecture while working
toward licensure.
Once he had a good

amount of challeng-
ing industry experi-
ence, Karr ventured
out on his own to
found the boutique
firm that carries his
name and emulates
his personality. When
you speak to Karr it is
clear that this man
not only has a love of
buildings and all
things architecture,
but it is evident that
he goes to work every
day to do what he
was always meant to
do - build buildings
and construct creative
interior environ-
ments.
Initially when Karr

opened his firm’s
doors he sought out
what ever work he
could find, including

a few design-build
projects, but Karr
became disenchanted
with them quickly
because he often felt
that his ideas and
concepts were getting
lost in the process. It
was at this point that
Karr focused his busi-
ness development

goals on light com-
mercial architecture,
interior architecture
and the construction
management of his
firm's projects. Karr
has such a love of
architecture and feels
so passionately about
all the work that he
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produces, that for
him, it was impossible
to see his creativity
get lost in the process

of design build and
conventional design-
bid-build methods of
project delivery.
Acting as a personal
Project Manager for a
fewer number of
select clients reassured
Karr that he would
always be able to let
his designs speak for
themselves, which in

turn made it possible
for him to raise the
bar, one project at a
time.
In 1986 Karr com-

pleted his first com-
mercial project, the
Wheaton Shopping
Center Façade
Renovations, located
at Georgia Avenue &
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University Boulevard
West, in Wheaton,
Maryland. In Karr’s
mind this shopping
center façade was not
the epitome of a chal-
lenging architectural
project, but it would
be the turning point
for Karr’s firm that
would eventually be
the reason so many
other doors were
opened. While com-
pleting this project,
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Karr was permitted to
place his company's
sign out front of the
shopping plaza facing
a heavily traveled
thoroughfare and dis-
covered the magic for
marketing his work.
“That job site sign

was the best market-
ing move I ever
made,” says Karr.
His love for archi-

tecture and all things
building and con-
struction related, plus
his ability to give
clients exactly what
they want were so
obvious to all that
saw his finished prod-
ucts that he never had
to advertise. By the
1990’s Karr began
expanding upon his
repertoire of skills and

established himself
and his company as
one of the most versa-
tile, impressive archi-
tectural firms in the

business, completing
such well-known
projects as: White
Flint Station shop-
ping center on

Rockville Pike in
North Bethesda,
Maryland; Chuck
Levin's Washington
Music Center Annex

in Wheaton,
Maryland; M&T
Bank and Office
Building, North
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Bethesda, Maryland;
The Conley Building
in Bethesda,
Maryland; Terrapin
Station main street
retail in College
Park, Maryland and
the Charles W.
Gilchrest Center for
Cultural Diversity in
Wheaton, Maryland.
The second key ele-

ment that Karr used
to build his client
base and raise the bar
with each new project
was his hands-on
approach to architec-
ture. When asked
what he believed was
one of the greatest
strengths of his com-
pany, Karr had this to
say: “We are very
hands-on and we
focus on client servic-
es. I don’t leave my
office until my desk is
clear and what needs
to get done today gets
done today-clients
really appreciate that.”
With a passion for

creative design and a
knack for knowing
how to please his
clients and manage
the project delivery
process, Karr was able
to nurture his focus
on the important
details of his design,
making each new

project better than
the last one.
When you look on

Karr’s website,
www.sjkaia.com, and
you click the projects
button, you notice
something right away.
Each year since his
company’s founding,

they have taken on
more and more proj-
ects, and each year
the firm's projects
become more and
more impressive. For
example in the mid-
80’s completed proj-
ects averaged 3-6 per
year, whereas in 2008

the number of com-
pleted projects soared
to 14. Also, there are
a large number of
repeat clients that
keep calling on Karr
year after year, project
after project, relying
on his talent for cost
conscious architecture

and knowing the
work he produces can
only ever be exceeded
by his own efforts.
A prime example of

how Karr is able to
continually challenge
himself and reach
new levels of creativi-
ty is his relationship
with the National
Rehabilitation
Hospital (NRH).
Karr completed his
first project for NRH
in 1995. This small

outpatient facility for
NRH/Suburban
Regional Rehab locat-
ed at 6001 Montrose
Road in Rockville,
Maryland represents
the start of a life-long
relationship between
Karr and NRH. Since
1995, NRH has con-
sistently engaged Karr
to design outpatient
centers in Bethesda,
Wheaton, Oxon Hill,
as well as the
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acclaimed NRH -
Independence Square
inpatient facility, the
Christoph Ruesch
Neuroscience
Research Center and
the National Center
for Children's
Rehabilitation, all at
the National
Rehabilitation
Hospital (NRH) -
Washington, D.C.
Just this year NRH
has awarded Karr two
new projects at the
hospital: a 10,000
square- foot 2nd floor
addition for expanded
inpatient therapy,
conference and staff
facilities as well as the
6,000 square- foot 1st
floor renovation to
accommodate the
hospital's expansion
of its research pro-
grams.
National

Rehabilitation
Hospital is just one of
the many clients that
have repeatedly
engaged Karr for his
hands-on approach,
exceptional design
and unique ability to
satisfy complex pro-
grammatic and con-
struction challenges.
Other featured clients
that have enjoyed the
fruits of Karr’s labor
over the years and
who represent his
most consistent
clients are:
EagleBank, Greenhill
Capital Corporation
and Community
Support Services, Inc.
Karr first began

working with
EagleBank in 1998.
To date he has com-
pleted 5 branch loca-
tions, the bank's state
of the art Operations
Center in Silver
Spring, Maryland and
its 10,000 square -
foot Lending Center
in Bethesda,
Maryland. This year
EagleBank commis-
sioned Karr to design

its newest branch in
Foulger-Pratt's soon
to be completed Park
Potomac Office
Building located in
Potomac, Maryland.

In addition to being
one of EagleBank's
largest branches, this
project will also fea-
ture Karr's creative
design for a cable-

hung drive through
facility.
Another featured

client that has
enjoyed the Karr
experience is

Bethesda's based
Greenhill Capital
Corporation. Since
1990 Karr has com-
pleted 84 projects for
GCC involving every
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aspect of architecture,
land planning and
construction from
shopping plazas, to
mixed-use urban
design studies, to
office buildings and
comprehensive shell
and core renovations.
Key projects include
the Elm Street Office
Building in Bethesda,
The Levin-Greenberg
Building in Wheaton,
Maryland and
Terrapin Station main
street retail in College
Park Maryland.
Working with Sigal
Construction, Karr
most recently com-
pleted Greenhill's
32,000 square –foot,

Georgia Crossing
Retail Complex along
Georgia Avenue and
University Blvd. in
Wheaton, Maryland.
Currently in the
works with Greenhill
Capital Corporation
are: the 48,000
square-foot Beltsville
Business Center on
Route 1 in Beltsville
Maryland, the 9,600
square-foot
GreenBank Building
now under construc-
tion in the main

street retail section of
Woodmont Triangle
in Bethesda,
Maryland and the fire
reconstruction of the
circa 1950's Triangle
Park Shopping Center
in Wheaton,
Maryland. One of the
first projects that Karr
did for Greenhill in
1990 was the 75,000
square-foot Van Dorn
Station. A property so
impressive it was fea-
tured in Tyler
Cowen’s Ethnic

Dining Guide and
called, “One of
Northern Virginia’s
premier strip malls for
food.”
Closest to his heart

is Karr’s featured
client Community
Support Services, Inc.
According to the CSS
website they, “Provide
quality, community-
based services to indi-
viduals with develop-
mental disabilities.
Individuals are sup-
ported in accordance

with their needs in
school, work, home,
and the community.
Services are designed
by the individual, the
individual's family,
and others who know
the individual well.
Services are rendered
in the environments
in which the individ-
ual desires to live,
work, recreate, or
pursue educational
goals, and are
designed to support
each to pursue his or
her own self-directed
life goals.”

Karr’s work with
CSS began with the
design of the organi-
zation's 2002
Program Center and
later went on to
include the design
and construction
management a 10,000
square-foot, 2-story
addition to the CSS
center which opened
this past January.
Susan Ingram,
Director of CSS
recently wrote to
Karr, "On a positive,
Friday afternoon
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note, the guy next
door, construction
company, came over

yesterday and I took
him around. He
walked in the upstairs
addition and said it
was very "hip". He
was impressed, but I
liked his choice of
adjective. I thought
you would like that."
Almost as impres-

sive as his architectur-

al skill is Karr’s drive
to share his love of all
things building with
those less fortunate
than he, and spread
his wealth of knowl-
edge to do some
good. The Business
Gazette wrote a story
about Karr and said:
“No matter how busy

Steven J. Karr gets
while running his
own business, he
never gets too busy to
help a local organiza-
tion.” The proof of
this is as abundant as
his list of clients and
his commitment to
always improving,
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always pushing the
envelope and always
doing better today
than you did yester-
day. Through his vol-
unteer work for such
organizations as
Habitat for Humanity

and the Montgomery
County Workforce
Development
Corporation, Karr has
continued to set the
standards high, show-
ing that architecture
is about more than

just profiting from
your buildings; its
about giving some-
thing back. As a
result, in 2004, Karr
received the Paul H.
Kea, FAIA Medal for
Service to the

Profession from the
AIA Potomac Valley
Chapter.
“His award states,

…for his exemplary
service to the profes-
sion of architecture
through his volun-

teer work with the
Wheaton
Redevelopment
Steering Committee,
Habitat for
Humanity of
Montgomery
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County,
Montgomery College
Advisory Council,
Montgomery County
Workforce
Development
Corporation and as
Director and
President of the AIA
Potomac Valley
Chapter. For all his
volunteer activities,
Steve has set the
standard for service
to the profession and
to his community.”
Anyone who has

met Steve Karr can
attest to this man’s
commitment to the
world of architecture
and his love of build-
ings. If it were not for
the fact that he gets
to do a job that
embodies his passion
in life, Karr would
not be thriving the
way he is nor contin-
uing to push himself
and his company to
the outer limits of
their full potential.
If you ask Karr

what his five- year
plan is, he will tell
you two valuable
things. First, that he
likes where he is now
and second, that he
would like to contin-
ue to focus on high
quality projects. “I

am very happy with
my current position-
I have wonderful
clients, and I get to
craft unique design
solutions to their
most challenging
development programs."
*Regardless of what
Karr does in the
future, it is definite
that his corporate
philosophy (“Get it
done, give the people
what they want and
sneak a little design
in there when clients
aren’t looking”) and
his hands-on
approach are the rea-
sons that his client
base is so impressive,
and why he can out-
do himself on each
new project and
continue to “Raise
the Bar, One Project
at a Time.” With
Karr you never
know what amaz-
ing project he will
work on next, but
you can count on
it being even more
impressive than
his last one.
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