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Designer Profile
During her time as chair of the ASID National Board of Directors, Charrisse Johnston 
was known for writing monthly letters to members. She valued those connections and 
wanted people to know about what stressed her out and what pumped her up. So, she 
gave the notes a friendly touch that helped designers relate to her on a more personal 
level. “I know I’m the only chair who’s ever written a letter using Bitmojis of myself 
freaking out,” Charrisse said. And that anecdote is Charrisse in a nutshell. Warm, 
genuine, and expressive. 

On Her Favorite Project Ever 
While working for Gensler, Charrisse was part of a team that designed new 
offices for the Los Angeles Department of Health Services’ Housing for 
Health Division. The department works to end homelessness in the county. 

Never destined to be in a downtown skyscraper, the Housing for Health 
office was meant to be near the people it was designed to help. Which is 
why its office resides on the first floor of an apartment complex developed 
by Skid Row Housing Trust, a charity that provides housing for people in 
need. Skid Row Housing Trust originally was going to rent out the ground 
floor of its new housing complex to retailers. Instead, they partnered with 
Housing for Health to use the space for the division’s new office and 
county-run medical clinic. 

“The space itself is very modest, concrete floors, just simple surfaces,” 
Charrisse said. “We wanted it to be welcoming and transparent to the 
people who are living on the street,” Charrisse said of the clinic. “To let 
them know, that guess what, there are people there who care about you. 
And they care enough to come to you.” For Charrisse, projects like this 
are what interior design is all about. “Interior designers, what they’re 
really teaching you, and the best interior designers have this, is empathy,” 
she said. In Charrisse’s experience, empathy in design means putting 
yourself in someone else’s shoes and creating something to help them. 

CIDQ has an ongoing series about certificate holders whose 
personal and professional path inspire us. In the first piece for 
this series, CIDQ spoke with Charrisse Johnston about her life, 
her career, and her take on the interior design industry. 

Charrisse Johnston
NCIDQ Certificate
No. 23101, ASID, LEED AP, 
Assoc. AIA 

Former Wall Streeter-turned-
designer at the world’s 
largest architecture and 
design firm

Built new firm-wide interior 
design practice for a mid-
size regional competitor

Chair, ASID Board of 
Directors

Inductee, ASID 2018 
College of Fellows

Creator of spaces that 
aim to make a difference 
(and not just look pretty on 
Instagram)

Now an American expat 
living in Cape Town, South 
Africa, Charrisse has  
co-founded a new design 
and architecture firm, 
StudioSALT.  
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On Her Journey to Interior Design 
Charrisse’s journey to interior design was a winding road. She never became 
a doctor, like her parents planned, but she always followed her passion for 
figuring out what makes people tick. Along the way, Charrisse tried a few 
different career paths. She was a pre-med student. An MBA graduate. A 
marketing researcher. A Wall Street executive. A wedding planner. 

Finding interior design was a happy accident. While still adjusting to her 
cross-country move from New Jersey to Los Angeles, and feeling lost and 
miserable, a postcard from UCLA Extension caught her eye, amid the 
chaos of a new city. Curious, Charrisse decided to see what their interior 
design program was like. After taking only a few classes, she knew she 
had found her true calling. “Finally, like Goldilocks, it felt just right, and I 
knew this is what I’m meant to do!” Charrisse said. 

She fell in love with the possibilities of the profession and how it could 
impact everyday life for companies and individuals. “Design can exemplify 
in built space what your brand is,” she said. “Design can augment and 
support your organizational structure. Design can affect your behavior 
from a physical and biological level.” 

On Why Interior Designers Need the NCIDQ Certification 
Charrisse advises all interior designers to take the NCIDQ Examination. 
She sat for the exam as soon as she was eligible and has always felt 
grateful for that decision. “Taking the NCIDQ Exam, and passing it not 
only gave me a certain level of confidence, but what I had to study to 
pass that exam made sure that I had a really good basis for any kind of 
interior design,” Charrisse said. 

She also encourages designers to earn their NCIDQ Certificate 
because it opens up job opportunities. When working in a design 
firm, professionals can become competitive candidates for promotion 
with their NCIDQ Certificate. As a hiring manager, Charrisse 
remembers how certified designers stood out from other applicants.  
“Having the NCIDQ appellation gives an applicant a huge leg up 
in credibility,” according to Charrisse. 

“Why wouldn’t you want to give yourself every advantage that you could 
in your profession?” Charrisse asked. 
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