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How to Select the Right Architect

What to consider and why

We prepared this guide after seeing so many people struggle with understanding the design and 
construction process. This process can seem like a complex and frightening roadblock for those 
who haven’t been through it before. The first and most important step is to find and select the right 
architect. 

The right architect makes it easy for you to make confident decisions from the beginning of the 
design process all the way through to the completion of the construction. The right architect helps 
protect and maximize your investment- both financially and personally. 

You may be wondering: How do I find the right architect for my project? Do I really need to hire an 
architect? How much are architects fees? What about contractors? And most importantly: What 
are the key, critical steps I need to take to ensure that I hire the architect that is the perfect 
match for my project? Use this 8 step guide to help analyze the personality, design strategy and 
communication skills of your candidates. Your goal is to find the right architect for you, your project 
and your budget. 

The first page is a useful reprint from the American Institute of Architects (AIA), CT Chapter on 
“Why Hire an Architect”. Visit the AIA website for a more comprehensive study of the important role 
an architect plays in the design and building process.

We hope you enjoy this guide and look forward to your feedback on the contents.
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1. Finding an Architect 

Like many other fields, word of mouth is the best 
way to look for an architect. Ask family, friends 
and professional colleagues for referrals. Is 
there a particular home you admire? A knock 
on the door can yield an introduction to your 
project’s potential architect. Professional 
organizations such as your city or country’s 
local architectural institutions (such as aia.
org) are also great sources to find architects. 
General contractors, interior design studios 
and other trade-related personnel would 
also be able to furnish some referrals. Be 
sure to visit web sites of your candidates. 
Look at their previous work. Get a feel for 
what is their design style and language – is 
it about blending in the neighborhood, is 
it environmentally sound designs or is it 
about making a big statement? Then, start a 
conversation. Selection is a mutual process 
and the more thoughtful architects will ask 
as many questions of you as you will of 
them. If possible, make an appointment for 
a consultation. Meeting face to face will help 
you decide if they are the right fit. 

2. Interviewing an Architect

How will the architect approach your project? 
Let them know the most important aspects 
of your project and ask how they will be 
incorporated into a process. If you are doing a 
home remodel or an addition, start with what 
aspects of your home you currently like and 
ask how they can be improved? Typically, a 
renovation should try and blend seamlessly 
with the rest of the home. Ask how will this 
be achieved? Even though the architect 
might have an attractive portfolio and good 
references you will still want to make sure 
their design process and approach is right 
for you and your project. Communication and 
chemistry are equally important. Don’t be 
afraid to ask a lot of questions. You and your 
architect could be an inseparable team for 
many months and the process should be an 
enjoyable one.
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3. Determining your Style and 
Sustainability Level  

It is common for an architect to be known by 
a certain design style, i.e. Colonial, Nantucket 
Modern, or Farmhouse, to name a few. 
Though most architects are able to adapt 
their signature style to what you want, think 
twice about hiring an architect with a Colonial 
signature style to rehab your contemporary 
or modern home. Have plenty of examples of 
the look you want; these can be found from 
magazines or the Internet (see houzz.com). 
Start your own ideabook on houzz or pinterest 
and share it with the prospective candidates 
to see if the “fit” is a right one. 

If your goal is to build an environmentally 
friendly, sustainable, and energy efficient 
project, most any design style can follow 
the required construction methods. But, if 
you desire a sustainable lifestyle with lower 
energy bills and healthier indoor air quality, 
then make sure to question prospective 
candidates about their level of experience in 
this regard and examine past projects that 
incorporated sustainable strategies. Discuss 
the importance of these elements with your 
architect candidates from the outset.
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4. Indentify your Project  
Architect

Signing a contract with an architect 
representing an architectural firm does not 
necessarily mean that person will be your 
project architect. Actually, outside of single-
architect owned operations, this is common 
procedure. Be sure to meet the architect 
working on your project before making any 
final decisions. Being able to communicate 
freely and openly with your project architect 
is vital to the success of your project. You 
should share a clear understanding of the 
project with your architect and feel completely 
comfortable.

5. Insist on 3-D Modeling 

Architects understand how elevations and 
floor plans translate into actual buildings; 
their clients necessarily don’t. A 3-D model 
is the best way to see how your new home 
will look when built. Software today allows 
design reviewing from multiple angles and 
room walkthroughs. Being able to work in 
3-D helps clients get better involved in the 
design process and they enjoy the viewing 
experience and “walking” through the space 
before it is built. Insist that your architect 
provide 3D images for your project so that 
you will fully understand the design before 
construction begins.
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6. Evaluating a Full-Service  
Architectural Firm

Conceptual renderings and plan drawings 
are not the only services architectural and 
planning firms provide. Ask about other 
services your candidate’s firm offers. Ask 
about benefits of specific services to you and 
their corresponding costs. Ask your architect 
if there are any additional services offered 
and how they could be useful to you for 
your particular project. If a firm doesn’t offer 
a requested service, they should be able to 
refer a firm that does.

Below is a glimpse into some typical services 
an architectural firm provides:

• Project Feasibility/ Needs and Options 
Study Phase

• Programming Phase
• Master Planning Phase
• Evaluation of a Potential Building Site
• Communicate and Coordinate with  

Regulatory Review Boards
• Architectural Design 
• 3-Dimensional Computer Visualization
• Bidding and Negotiation Review with 

Contractors
• Comprehensive Construction Documents
• Net Zero, ENERGY STAR or other Third 

Party Certification Assistance
• Cost Estimating 
• Interior Design
• Construction Administration While the 

Project is Underway

7. Figuring out the Fees 

Typically, an architect’s fee is calculated as 
a percentage of a project’s total construction 
cost, but not including architectural and other 
consultant fees. Depending on the services 
provided by the architect, the rate could range 
from 6 to 15 percent. However, when you 
first start the design process for your project, 
it is difficult, if not impossible to accurately 
determine the final project cost. During this 
initial time period (before a good estimate of 
the final project cost is possible) the architect 
may charge an hourly fee or a retainer. 
The retainer or hourly fee will be credited 
towards the total architectural fee once it 
has been determined. Billing monthly is the 
industry standard. Also, ask when payment 
is expected and the preferred method of 
payment, i.e. check, online transfer, etc. Keep 
in mind that the architect’s fee applies to all 
the costs of your project. These costs are a 
reflection of what the architect has specifically 
designed and specified in the Construction 
Documents.  Examples of project costs 
are everything included in the construction 
budget prepared by the contractor (based on 
the architectural drawings and specifications) 
plus additional items included due to change 
orders or unforeseen field conditions. The 
most important thing about fees is complete 
transparency. Insist upon it. 
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8. Selecting the Right Contractor

An experienced architect should have a list 
of contractors they like to work with. Your 
architect should be able to help you choose 
the best contractor for your project. Always get 
multiple bids on the construction of your project 
– even if you already have a contractor. This 
is an industry standard and gives you better 
leverage at the bargaining table. Additionally, 
having a contractor during the design process 
ensures you will not be building more than you 
can afford. More tips for selecting a contractor 
can be found in our free resource guide “How 
to Select the Right Contractor”.

Summary

These tips are meant as a guide to choosing 
the best architect for your project. You will be 
working very closely with your architect on 
what may be one of the biggest investments 
of your life. Not only are an architect’s 
answers to your questions important, but how 
they are answered speaks volumes, too. Are 
they easy to communicate with? Did they take 
time for details to clear up any confusion? 
Did you feel comfortable with them? Did they 
conduct business in a transparent manner? 
The creation process is exciting but can get 
intimidating at times, however choosing the 
right team can make it an enjoyable process. 
That team always starts with choosing the 
right architect and we hope these tips will help 
you with that for your next project.
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The Next Step   

You now have the key information that will help you lay a successful foundation for how to select 
the right architect.

Unfortunately, we can’t include every important piece of information about this very important step 
in the design and construction process successfully in this guide. Actually, that would be impossible 
because each project is unique and the requirements  differ based on a multitude of factors.  But, 
with the 8 steps explained in this guide, you have some critical information to help you select an 
architect that will ensure your project is a success. 

If you are in the process of looking for an architect for your project, please contact us. We offer a 
free “Ask the Expert” phone call. We can help you understand the necessary requirements so that  
crucial factors are not overlooked.

For many projects it may be useful to start with a Needs and Options Study. With this pre- 
design scope of work we can quickly identify the specific requirements pertaining to your project 
and your available options. Typically the Needs and Options Study saves our clients time and 
money, not to mention the stress and headache of getting something wrong.  A doctor would not 
prescribe something without a proper diagnosis and neither should an architect.

To learn more visit our website and download the Needs and Options Study.  Or, if you are ready 
to talk soon, schedule a free 20 minute phone call or email us at info@sellarslathrop.com.

Best wishes for the success of your project.


