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Most of our clients have never hired an architect before and are only vaguely aware of the scope of
services that an architect can provide for their project. As architects specializing in residential design,
a good portion of our early contact with a new client involves client education as to what they should
be expecting from us and how the design process will unfold over time, resulting in the successful
realization of their project. Several years ago we found an article in Sunset Magazine that covered

many of the basic questions that are common to many of our new or potential clients. We have reprinted most of the article
below, although we have adapted a portion of the article, “The Johnson Partnership”, to reflect our particular professional
practice an to bring the article up to date regarding the implementation of advanced computer technology.

How much does an architect cost and what do you get for
your money? These questions may seem simple, but they have
many answers, depending on the nature and circumstances
of your project.

What are you paying for?

A good architect brings imagination and expertise to the
task at hand and can provide for both short and long range
objectives. He or she can offer approaches or solutions
you might never think of on your own. In addition to sup-
plying the design, your architect can also give you profes-
sional guidance through the construction phase of your
project.

In the words of one architect, “We provide a service, not a
product.” Thinking of architectural plans, as a commod-
ity is a common misconception. As the client, you do re-
ceive copies of drawings and plans, but the architect holds
a copyright on the originals (and also bears responsibil-
ity for their accuracy).

You are paying for the time that the architect must take to
analyze your requirements, define what you need and
want, develop and revise the design, coordinate the per-
mit process and ascertain that the project is built accord-
ing to the plans and specifications. You are also paying
for something less quantifiable: the skill to create func-
tional but unique living spaces that are responsive to you,
the client; to the site; and to the climate in which the
project is built.

From the outset, it is important to ask about fees and have
some sense of price range. It’s equally important to feel
that you and your architect can establish good communi-
cation and a sense of trust and mutual respect; this part
of your hiring decision is personal and subjective, some-
thing you might come to only after interviews with sev-
eral architects.

These four homeowners’ comments about the client  ar-
chitect relationship are revealing:

“The process of designing and building magnifies
characteristics and personality traits of the indi-
viduals involved.”

“You can’t treat an architect like a bartender who
just listens; you’ve got to give him or her some free-
dom.”

“We thought it was important to work with some-
one who was creative, who could do more than just
give us a solid structure.”

“We needed an architect who could understand our
own ideas for dealing with our sloping site and then
expand upon them.”

Like a doctor or lawyer, an architect is a professional quali-
fied by rigorous training. To receive a license, he or she has
to pass a series of examinations and complete years of in-
ternship. Part of what an architect learns is how to identify
when consultants or other specialists are needed and how
to coordinate their input.

Getting the most from the relationship

“House design is a personal adventure. It requires mu-
tual enthusiasm on the part of client and architect.”

House design is also an exceptionally detail-oriented pro-
cess, with great potential for getting bogged down in the
myriad decisions that must be made. It is very tempting
to focus on tangible elements such as paint color, say, or
appliance choices, but you shouldn’t lose sight of the origi-
nal reasons for undertaking the project or of the concept
you and your architect have agreed upon.

The Archi tec tura l  Process
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Working With an Architect*
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Remember that though an architect is trained to be able to
translate your hopes and dreams into built form, he or she
can do so only if you have taken the time to analyze what it
is you really need or want.

You and the architect must work as a team to come up with a
plan that directs the construction process in an orderly fash-
ion. With planning and permit rules becoming increasingly
complicated, such teamwork is more important than ever.

As one AIA official puts it, “Working closely with the archi-
tect and being careful to communicate needs before construc-
tion, is how to avoid last minute design changes.” Those
changes can be very costly in terms of both money and time;
they can require new drawings, possibly invalidate permits
and agency approvals and send you back to begin the pro-
cess all over again.

How are fees calculated?

There is no single method for computing architects’ fees. Rep-
resentative architect-owner agreements drafted by the Ameri-
can Institute of Architects (a 56,000 member association
which “promotes a high level of professionalism,” though
not all architects choose to belong to it) specify that pay-
ments for basic services should be made monthly, but leave
the method of calculating the fee entirely up to the architect.

Fees are usually structured in one of three basic ways: as an
hourly rate for time and materials, as a stipulated sum, or

as a percentage of the construction cost. Many architects use
a combination of approaches such as an hourly rate for one
phase of the project and a fixed fee for another, all to add up
to a spelled-out maximum percentage of the construction cost.
This usually ranges from 10 to 17 percent (or more) of con-
struction costs, depending upon the architect and the size
and complexity of the project.

Some architects ask for an initial retainer or advance pay-
ment to establish the client’s commitment to the project. Such
a payment might be a set sum or one percent or more of the
construction budget and is usually considered part of the over-
all fee. Generally, architects use a fixed fee for the phase of
the work that they have the most control over, such as the
preparation of working drawings and use hourly rates for
phases that are less predictable, like the early schematic de-
sign phase. Reimbursable expenses, such as long distance
telephone calls, printing and photography, are often billed
at 1.15 to 1.25 (or more) times the invoice cost.

According to the AIA, “The basis for the fee, the amount and
payment schedule are issues for you and your architect to
work out together.” One of the best ways to do this is to ask
for an outline of the stages of work to be performed and the
approximate percentage of the fixed fee or hourly rate that
will cover each stage. Then ask what is not included in the
fee so you won’t be surprised later.
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A Final Word from Sunset Magazine
Remember that no two building projects are exactly alike.
Two variables are the nature of the site (building in a seis-
mic zone might require consultation with an engineer) and
the cost of doing business in a particular area (in different
communities, building and planning code regulations, de-
sign-review procedures and permit requirements may demand
different processing times). How much of the architect’s time
the job will take also depends on the project’s size and com-
plexity, the distance to be traveled and the number of client
meetings needed. Inevitably, there will be unforeseen devel-
opments, some of which may delay the project and/or add to
its overall cost.

Estimating construction costs

Even architects admit it: construction is expensive, just how
expensive depends on your own priorities. If space efficiency
is important, the architect can help you achieve it. For ex-
ample, your architect might be able to show you how to avoid
adding costly new space by instead simply opening up a wall

between two existing rooms for a more spacious feel. Con-
versely, if budget is not so important, your architect can
show you a wider range of choices in terms of square-foot-
age, materials and fixtures.

“Architects design expensive homes and inexpensive

ones. It depends on what the client wants.”

To get a rough idea of current local building costs, talk to

several contractors and architects in your area and com-
pare the figures they give you. When you ask them what
they generally calculate the per square-foot cost of residen-
tial construction to be, make sure to characterize the type
of construction you have in mind. Are you assuming the use
of good quality materials and some (but not lavish) custom
detailing? Are you assuming the inclusion of masonry fire-
places and restaurant-grade appliances? Such estimates do
not usually include the cost of land, special site work, utili-
ties, elaborate window or floor treatments, or landscaping.
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sure the house and any significant site
features that may affect the  project. We
will also observe existing structural and
mechanical systems as necessary. Since
we generally use three-dimensional
modeling software, our end product
will be a three-dimensional electronic
model of the existing house which we
will use as a basis for our new design.

Site Visit

If your project is a new residence, we
will want to visit your site now, unless
we have seen it earlier. We want to as-
sess potential views and site features
that can possibly affect the design. In-
formation about utilities and access can
also be gathered on this visit. We will
want to hear your thoughts about sit-
ing and orientation.

Program & Building Restrictions

We will review and determine any ap-
plicable zoning restrictions that could
potentially affect the design. We will
also meet with you to develop and re-
fine your  project program—the infor-
mation we need to define your project
objectives and priorities.

We welcome all input that you can give
us that will help us design your project.
Magazine clippings and articles are a
common way that our clients show us
ideas and preferences. We have also
developed a project questionnaire that
some clients find useful.

Preparing Rough Sketches

This is known as the schematic design
phase. The Johnson Partnership will

The Interview

At our first meeting we will to want
learn about you, the scope of your
project,  your desired timeline, and
your proposed budget. We will also fa-
miliarize you with some samples of our
work, drawing from recent examples
that are similar to your proposed
project. We will take into account how
your budget compares with a rough es-
timate of current per-square-foot build-
ing costs from our experience with
other similar projects.

If you have a remodeling project, we
will usually want to visit the site before
proceeding further.

For new construction, a site visit is very
useful, although not essential initially
if sufficient photos, a site topographic
map, and information on basic site de-
velopment restrictions are available.

With this information in hand we will
prepare a written proposal for architec-
tural services. This proposal, with your
written consent, becomes a letter agree-
ment that defines the first phase of our
services and provides a professional fee
estimate and tentative schedule.

After your authorization to proceed
with the project, we begin assembling
the information we will need to begin
the design process.

Prepare Measured Set

If your project involves a remodel, we
will review and verify any existing “As-
Built” drawings you may have, or have
developed on your own. If a drawing
set is not available, will need to mea-

develop floor plans and elevations
based on client discussions and consult
with a structural engineer if necessary.
We will usually prepare at least two al-
ternative design schemes, although we
may explore as many alternatives as
seems appropriate for your project. We
use quick sketches and our basic com-
puter model to communicate these
alternatives to you.

During this phase, we will meet with
you to review the design concepts. Af-
ter we arrive at an appropriate design
direction we will begin revising the
electronic model if your project is a
remodel, or begin building a new
model if it is a new residential project.

At the end of this phase we will pro-
vide you with a set of drawings illus-
trating the preferred design alternative.
We may provide you with either com-
puter-generated perspectives of the de-
sign or a computer file that will allow
you to view the design from appropri-
ate view points from the exterior and
within the interior of the house.

A rough project cost estimate will also
be compared to the original project
budget. We may suggest that  you hire
a professional cost estimator to prepare
a more accurate and detailed prelimi-
nary cost estimate.

Implementing the Design

At this point in the process, you have
decided what to build and have a gen-
eral idea of the project cost. However,
there are many things that need to be
decided and developed before your

The Johnson Partnership
Our Approach to the Process

Over the last several years we have worked out a professional methodology and fee structure that allows us to tailor our
services to reflect the difficulty of the project, while defining a scope of professional services required to successfully
implement the project. We usually complete all professional services based on a “time and materials” basis utilizing a
detailed professional fee estimate reflecting the anticipated scope of services. As an advisory fee guideline architectural
service usually amount to 8-12% for new homes and 10-15% for home remodels. We begin with a simple letter agreement
that covers approximately 25% of our estimated fee, and finish with a standard AIA professional fee contract that addresses
more complicated issues such as procedures and liability. A brief discussion of the various phases of the project follows.
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elevations, building sections, door and
window schedules, and  pertinent
structural or required details. We usu-
ally apply for your building permit and
coordinate with the permitting agency
until a permit is issued.

For some projects our scope of services
is complete at this point, although cli-
ents usually retain our services on an
on-call hourly basis to assist them with
construction phase issues. In most
cases, our clients retain our services
throughout the remainder of the
project. We assist them with project
detailing, and the selection of materi-
als, equipment, finishes, and colors by
preparing project schedules and speci-
fications. More detail in the construc-
tion documents provides the home-
owner more control over the final prod-
uct and its cost. Because of our famil-
iarity with the project, we can provide
valuable assistance to our clients dur-
ing this phase .

Finding a Contractor

The project architect does not select or
hire the contractor; the homeowner
does. However, we may act as an advi-
sor in helping to select the contractor.
We will assist you with the bidding and
/or negotiation process.  This phase is
about 5% of the contract fee.

Due to conditions in the construction
trade market, many of our clients have
chosen to negotiate either a fixed cost
or cost of work plus a fee contract with
a general contractor they have selected.

home is complete or you can move into
your remodeled or new home. We usu-
ally complete all our remaining services
under a standard AIA professional fee
contract. We will also negotiate a scope
of professional services that will allow
you to accomplish your goals.

Refining the design

This phase, also known as design de-
velopment, is when more detailed mod-
eling and drawings are completed to
determine and describe the size and
character of the entire project, includ-
ing systems, materials and finishes, fix-
tures and equipment.

We may review the proposed project
with local agencies having jurisdiction
over the project to allow for the orderly
processing of applications, and then
begin preparing for the production of
permit drawings. At this time, we may
recommend that the project estimate be
refined further to allow us to adjust the
design to meet budgetary expectations.
This phase of the process usually en-
compasses 15-20% of the contract fee.

Permit/Construction Documents

We now prepare construction drawings
that describe the building’s construc-
tion related to zoning and building code
compliance. This phase consists of ap-
proximately 40% of our contract fee.

Our basic permit set would include
materials needed for submission to the
permitting officials for a building per-
mit, including site plans, floor plans,

This alternative allows for additional
cost control during the Construction
Documentation phase, as we usually
bring the general contractor to the table
as soon as possible. If you want to pro-
ceed with a negotiated construction
contract, we can provide you with a list
of Northwest regional contractors that,
from our experience,have proven
records of successful projects. We al-
ways welcome new qualified contrac-
tors to our list.

If you choose to bid your project, we
will prepare the bidding documents,
coordinate with potential bidders, and
administer the bid.

Construction Administration

Once the contractor is selected and the
construction contract is signed, we will
act as your agent, to administer the con-
struction contract. Among our duties
during this phase will be to observe the
construction project with site visits
weekly, or as required, to see that the
project is built as designed and speci-
fied.

We also address field questions from the
general contractor, review the general
contractor’s requests for payment, re-
view and recommend change orders ap-
proved by the client, and make a final
list of items to be corrected or com-
pleted by the contractor. As part of the
project closure we will assist you in ob-
taining a release of potential project
liens. This phase of the process usually
amounts to 15% of our contract fee.

Further reading

General advice on what architects  do can be found in a 12-page booklet published by the American Institute of Architects,
A Beginner’s Guide to Architectural Services. The Seattle Chapter of the AIA carries this booklet, as well as standard contract
documents. AIA Seattle can be reached at 206-448-4938. You may also want to consult their informative web site at http:/
/www.aiaseattle.org. The National AIA office has a version online at http://www.aia.org/consumer/index_residential.asp.
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Field notes are entered into a computer to generate a three-dimensional CAD model of the existing house and site.

“AS-BUILT” DRAWINGS

FIELD NOTES
Examples of field notes taken during a visit to a site.

REMODELING PROJECT DRAWING EXAMPLES
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DESIGN DEVELOPMENT

The CAD model is used as a basis for design studies where sketches are used to illustrate design alternatives.

The selected alternative is refined and integrated into the CAD model.

SCHEMATIC DESIGN
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These drawings include information needed for the building permit and can also be used for preliminary cost estimating.

PERMIT DOCUMENTS



THE JOHNSON PARTNERSHIP Architecture & Planning Q 1212 NE. 65th Street, Seattle, WA 98115 Q 206/523-1618

CONSTRUCTION DOCUMENTS
These drawings include additional details, interior elevations, and specifications.
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