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M a r c  G o l d m o n

How to Hire an Architect
H istoric preservation  projects should  not be en tered  in to  lightly. Perhaps the  m ost 
critical decisions a p rop erty  ow ner will m ake in a p reservation  project are w hether 
to em ploy the  services o f an  arch itect an d  w hich arch itect to choose. Any a rch i­
tect being considered for th is  k ind  o f u n d ertak in g  should  be som eone w ho knows 
and un d erstan ds  preservation  goals an d  m ethods. A rch itects, in general, are not 
specifically tra in ed  in  h istoric preservation  unless they have earned  a post-g radu ate  
degree. M ost arch itects  have developed th e ir  know ledge and experience after w ork­
ing w ith  several projects over tim e.

In choosing an arch itect, you should  “ask aro u n d ,” s ta r tin g  w ith  th e  local p reserva­
tion  organ ization . T hen  ask neighbors o r o th e r h is to ric -p ro p e rty  ow ners for the ir 
opin ions. I t’s best to get tw o o r th ree  reco m m en dations. Ask the arch itect for refer­
ences an d  verify the  in fo rm atio n  w ith  his previous clients. It’s also a good idea to  
request a to u r o f a couple o f the  a rch itec t’s projects to  see w hat was done and why. 
Seeing a previous project o f his tha t is s im ilar to  the  scope (size, scale an d  com plex­
ity) o f your p lans m igh t offer an excellent o p p o rtu n ity  to  learn  how the  arch itect 
responds an d  to  give you an  idea o f his vision.

M ost arch itects are chosen for th e ir  experience an d  a professional connec tion  th a t 
is m ade w ith  the  client. D iscuss your project w ith  each prospective arch itect and 
get a clear un d erstan d in g  o f w hat d irec tion  he m igh t take. You m ight need a second 
m eeting  before you can m ake a final decision.

A rch itects’ fees vary, bu t they are usually  based on tw o schedules. O ne is a fee based 
upon  “percentage o f co n stru c tio n  co st” ranging  from  5 percen t to  15 percent, w hich 
is d e te rm in ed  by the size, scale and  com plexity o f the  project. A n o ther fee sched ­
ule is hou rly  based, usually betw een $50 and $150 per hour. O nce the  scope o f the
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project has been de term ined , the  arch itect should be able to  give you an  ap p ro x i­
m ate fee and  cost for the project. Since fees can vary  dram atically , the estim ated  fee 
should  no t be the  sole factor for a decision on selecting an  arch itect. A high o r low 
fee m ay o r m ay no t indicate an  arch itec t’s level o f know l­
edge o r experience.

T here are five phases o f basic services an  arch itect may 
provide to  a client: schem atic design; design develop­
m ent; co n stru c tio n  docum en ts; b idd ing and  negotiation; 
an d  co n stru c tio n  adm in istra tio n .

Schematic design is the  p re lim inary  design solution 
show ing overall concept, size and  scale o f the  project and 
usually  show n w ith  floor plans and elevation draw ings.

A fter th e  schem atic design phase has been approved, 
the  second phase, design development, involves a m ore 
detailed  review o f the p re lim inary  design.

The th ird — and  m ost expensive— phase is construction 
documents, w hich provides the  necessary construc tion  
draw ings and  specifications for the  co n trac to r to bu ild  by. These docum ents  m ay 
include detailed  floor plans, elevations, in te rio r and  ex terior details, wall sections, 
finish schedules, specifications, and possibly also m echanical, plum bing, and 
electrical draw ings. Specifications consists o f a w ritten  descrip tion  o f m aterials and 
how  they are installed. The specifications m ay be in book form  or p a rt o f the  d raw ­
ings.

The bidding and negotiation phase uses the  co nstruc tion  docum ents for bidd ing 
by po ten tia l co n tracto rs  o r builders. A good set o f co nstruc tion  docum ents is neces­
sary  to  get the  benefit o f the  b idd ing  process. The arch itect can act as an agent to 
provide a fair, im p artia l review o f a p roposed bid, and can guide the client if value 
engineering (co st-cu ttin g ) is required. It’s im p o rtan t to have an  agent to review

A successful historic 
preservation project, 
whether a restoration, 
rehabilitation 
or renovation, 
requires an effective 
partnership between 
the homeowners and 
the professionals they 
employ.
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in fo rm ation  provided by the contractor, especially any co st-cu ttin g  m easures, to 
verify th a t they  are econom ically  fair and  do not affect the functio n  o r aesthetics o f 
the project.

The final phase o f service is construction adm inistration, w hich coord inates 
and  reviews period ically  the  co n stru c tion  o f the  project. T he arch itect reviews the 
project for acceptable co n struc tio n  techniques and  verifies th a t the  client is getting  

“w hat he paid  for.” In  ad d ition , regu lar site visits can help lim it 
ad d itiona l costs w hen changes o r unforeseen problem s occur.

A successful h isto ric  preservation  project, w h ether a restoration , 
rehab ilita tion  o r renovation , requires an  effective p a rtn e rsh ip  
betw een the hom eow ners an d  the  professionals they employ.
An arch itect w ho is know ledgeable abou t h istoric preservation 
issues and  techniques can be a vita l resource for p roperty  ow ners 
u n d ertak in g  a preservation  project.
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