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How do I find the right architect? 
What can an architect do for me? 
Do I really need to hire an architect? 
How do architects charge? 

For first timers, the process of building your dream can feel like a 
complex and frightening proposition. The purpose of this book is to 
guide you through the steps of beginning a project and to set a course 
for its successful fruition. Here, you will learn how to analyze their 
qualifications, design strengths, and communication skills. 

Hire your architect FIRST!  Why? 

- An architect is a highly trained creative professional who can  
envision what does not yet exist.

- An architect will create the design that the builders will later price.  
- Without a full design, a price quote is meaningless.

- An architect has many years of specialized education, training,  
experience, and certifications.

- An architect will be your guide from beginning to end.

- An architect is a professional with a wide breadth of knowledge.
 
- They are the conductor who orchestrates harmony between   
all the project specialists; “speaking the language” of all   
the builders, engineers, and city officials involved in a project.

An architect is the mastermind of the entire project. They are uniquely 
qualified to listen, translate your dreams into reality, turn them into plans 
for builders, lead the city approvals process, and be your advisor from 
day one. Working with an architect from the beginning will maximize your 
building investment and ensure a successful project. 

We hope this book will help you to find the right architect!

Why Hire 
an Architect?
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What is an 
Architect?

The word ARCHITECT is 
derived from the Greek 

word arkitetkon, meaning 
chief builder.1 An architect is a licensed professional trained in the art and science of 

building design and construction.  The length of education, training, and 
qualifications for an architect is comparable to that of a surgeon.  Just 
as one must pass the Bar Exam to become a lawyer or the Series 7 to 
become a stockbroker, one must pass the Architect Registration Exams 
(ARE) to become an architect. 

To qualify to take the ARE’s, architects must first hold an accredited 
architecture degree and complete the Intern Development Program (IDP) 
training. The ARE’s consist of seven different rigorous exams.  It takes 
an average of fifteen years to complete all of the above and to become a 
licensed architect. 1

Want an architect who is a green design expert? 

Look for an architect who is a LEED AP (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design Accredited Professional).2 Architects with this 
certification have advanced knowledge of green design. The world is 
transitioning from green design as an optional luxury to the standard 
building code. An architect who is already a LEED AP is ahead of the 
game.

1 National Council of Architectural Boards: “By The Numbers 2015”  Read more at 
   http://www.ncarb.org/About-NCARB/NCARB-by-the-Numbers.aspx

2 Read more about LEED at: http://www.usgbc.org/leed

BEWARE!

A designer or draftsperson is NOT a licensed architect. They have not 
completed all the training outlined above. They may know a lot about 
designing buildings, but it is illegal for them to provide architectural 
services. Hiring a designer to design your house is equivalent to 
hiring an intern to perform your surgery. 
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the kind of architecture 

you love. Find examples.

Searching for an 
Architect

Word of Mouth 

This is the most common way to look for an architect. Ask family, friends, 
neighbors and/or professional colleagues for referrals. 

Online

Review websites like Houzz and Franklin Report allow you to refine 
search results by style or geographic location. Web searches using 
keywords can also yield results (ex. “modern vacation house” or 
“apartment combination”).

AIA (American Institute of Architects) 

All AIA members are licensed architects. Your local AIA Chapter is a 
great source for finding licensed architects. 

Architects’ Websites

Investigate your candidates’ websites. Look at their previous projects. 

Does their work inspire you? 

Do you have similar design interests? Think twice about hiring an 
architect with a traditional style to build your modern home. 

Spend time thinking about the kind of architecture you love. 

Having visual examples facilitates the creative process. Websites like 
Pinterest and Houzz are great for collecting images.
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your thoughts and key information about your project. Give them a call 
and start a conversation.

Things you should know before you call:

What are your aspirations for the project? Aesthetic and emotional as 
well as practical?

Do you have specific ideas about how you want to live? What are your 
priorities?

 - Entertaining friends and family? 
 - Displaying your art collection? 
 - Accommodating a change in family dynamic? 

How much money is available for this project?

When do you want or need the project completed?

Look for a great listener, 
and you will find a great 

architect.

Do your
Homework

A great architect will listen to your answers, help solidify your goals and 
desires, and manifest them into real spaces. Look for a great listener 
and you will find a great architect.
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office or at the site. You are entering into an important relationship. A 
face-to-face meeting will help you decide if you will have a productive 
rapport. Free and open communication is vital to the success of your 
project. Find out if your primary contact will be with the owner, a partner, 
or an architect working under them.

Meet your 
Architect

You are entering into an 
important relationship. A 

productive rapport with your 
architect is vital.
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Are they imaginative? Do you like their design point of view? Does their 
work excite you? Your architect should have the vision to create a place 
unique to your personality and lifestyle.

How will the architect approach your project?

Have them walk you through the steps your project needs from design 
to construction. Ask questions about anything you don’t understand. Do 
not be shy! Clarification now will save confusion later.

Do they back up their creative vision with clear and detailed drawings?

Construction drawings are the “blueprints” that builders price the job 
and build from. An architect’s construction drawings are their tangible 
deliverable product. Better drawings mean less surprises during 
construction, saving you time and money.

Check their references.

Make sure you check their references. An attractive portfolio is just the 
start. You want to make sure their design process and approach are the 
right fit for you.

Understanding the 
Architect’s Process

Does the architect’s vision 
appeal to you?
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I.  Needs Analysis
II.  Problem Solving
III.  Solution Development
IV.  Implementation

I.  Needs Analysis: Define The Problem

This important step creates a roadmap that will guide you through the 
entire project. You and your architect will work together to determine your 
goals, priorities, points of opportunity, budget and project feasibility. This 
is an essential step for any project, be it a custom house, restaurant, or 
art museum. Your Needs Analysis will enable you to move forward on 
the project with clarity and confidence. 

II. Problem Solving: The Creative Process

This is an exciting phase where you see an architect’s creativity! With 
the Needs Analysis painting a clear picture of your goals, your architect 
will get to work designing different concepts to bring your project to life. 
Ideas are flowing. This is when your architect will show you the different 
paths a project may take. You will be presented with many sketches and 
3D renderings to help you visualize your options. 

It is essential to communicate clearly and directly with your architect. Be 
sure to stay open to their creative vision and give honest feedback. You 
may be pleasantly surprised by some of their more cutting edge and 
novel ideas.

An architect will guide you 
through a Needs Analysis 

to determine your goals and 
priorities.

Defining
Architect Services
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Want to know when your architect will be showing you all the plumbing 
fixtures and tiles for your master bathroom? It is here in the Solution 
Development phase. Your architect is refining and developing concepts; 
creating custom details unique to your project. Your choices will be 
incorporated into the construction drawings and specifications. They 
will also create “fixture schedules”, which are charts of all the fixtures, 
fittings, finishes, hardware and products you have chosen. The 
construction drawings are the product of the creative process. Once 
complete, the architect will organize a competitive bidding to select a 
suitable builder. All bidders will be presented with the same construction 
drawings to price the job.

IV. Implementation: Now we’re building! 

Watch as your architect’s vision finally comes to life! The builder you 
have selected is at work using the construction drawings and schedules. 
Your architect is observing the work to assure that it is constructed 
according to plan will keep you updated on the progress and quality. 
Stay involved and visit the construction site periodically with your 
architect.

The product of an architect’s 
creative process is their 
construction drawings, 

a.k.a. “blueprints”.

Defining
Architect Services

BEWARE! 
Not all architects provide all of these services. Be clear which services 
will be provided when evaluating different proposals. 
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challenging to visualize the end result. Fortunately, digital modeling takes 
much of the fear and risk out of the design and construction process. 
It is a powerful tool for designing and visualizing spaces from both the 
inside and outside. 

Sophisticated 3D modeling software allows the architect to build virtually 
before any construction begins. This enables you the opportunity to 
visualize every room FIRST! It is essential for your peace of mind to find 
an architect who uses digital modeling throughout the design process.

Digital Modeling:
The New Standard

The best architects utilize 
3D modeling 

to visualize and share their 
designs with you.
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most popular ways architects typically charge clients for their services:  
flat rate, percentage, and hourly. 

Flat Rate

The architect charges a flat rate which accounts for a set number of 
hours of work. Flat rates typically come with restrictions to the amount of 
design revisions. This is why each client-requested design change may 
come with extra charges. If you choose an architect who charges a flat 
rate, it is important to clarify what extra design revisions and changes will 
cost before signing a contract.  

Percentage  

The architect is paid a percentage of the total construction cost of 
a project, usually between 12% and 20%. If the construction cost is 
$1,000,000 and your architect charges a fee of 18%, you will pay them 
$180,000. A challenge with this method of billing is that the architect’s 
fee is connected to construction cost whether their efforts are great or 
small. The benefit is knowing how design changes will affect the fee. 

Figuring
the Fees

There are three ways that 
architects typically charge 
clients for their services: 

Flat Rate,
Percentage,
and Hourly.
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Architects who bill by the hour only charge their clients for the time 
they actually spend working on the project. Regardless of the amount 
of design iterations, the hourly rate does not change. Changes in the 
project scope will impact the fee without needing to negotiate. Hourly 
billing is advantageous not only for the architect, but also for the client. 

For All Billing Methods

An architect may ask for an up front retainer to begin work. Total project 
cost is the sum of hard costs (construction) and soft costs (fees and 
inspections). For budgeting purposes, assume that soft costs are an 
additional 25 percent of the total hard costs.

Figuring 
the Fees

Consider what is right for 
you and the care needed for 
a successful project when 

making this decision.

BEWARE!
Consider what is right for you and your project. Architects who charge 
low fees only provide minimal drawings and little to no support. Taking 
the lowest bidder is not always the best idea. The cheapest option 
often has the most expensive consequences.
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architect should be able to recommend suitable builders for your project. 

The best builders will act as a partner with the architect and client. 
During the design phase it is helpful to hire a builder for pre-construction 
services. They can provide detailed cost estimates to be sure your 
choices align with your budget.

Remember when hiring a builder to always get multiple bids on the 
construction of your project – even if you already have a builder in 
mind. This is an industry standard and gives you better leverage at the 
bargaining table. A well organized architect will provide your builder with 
detailed drawings and specifications. This will make it easy for different 
builders to bid on the same work. 

Who Hires the 
Builder?

The best builders will act as 
a partner with the architect 

and client.
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You will be working closely with your architect on what may be the 
biggest investment of your life. While the creative process is exciting, 
it can be intimidating. Choosing the right team can make it a fun and 
enjoyable process. A productive and dynamic team always starts with 
choosing the right architect.

There will always be unique and important issues to address for your 
particular project. With the steps in this guide, you now have the 
critical information you will need to hire the architect that will ensure a 
successful project. If you are looking for an architect for your project, 
let’s talk. We’ll help you wade through the necessary requirements and 
make sure you aren’t overlooking a crucial factor that could hurt your 
project.

We offer a stand-alone Needs Analysis through which we will identify the 
specific requirements of your project. We will develop a project brief that 
you can take to any architect to begin design. The Needs Analysis saves 
our clients thousands of dollars and weeks of lost time, not to mention 
the stress and headache of getting something wrong. To read more 
about the Needs Analysis and why it is critical to your project’s success 
visit our website.

If you are ready to talk now, please give us a call.

Best wishes for the success of your project!

You will be working very 
closely with your architect 

on what may be the biggest 
investment of your life. 

The Next Step 

 Andrew Mikhael, AIA, LEED AP
253-444-6912
am@andrewmikhael.com



Visit our website for other resources including:

Guide to Renovating in NYC

Modern House Cost Guide

What to Expect when Combining Apartments 

http://andrewmikhael.com/what-to-expect-when-combining-apartments

