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Employing an Architect?

So you want to employ an Architect but you don’t know where to begin. You 
may be thinking your project is too small to employ an architect. Or maybe 
you’re not sure what it will cost, or even how an architect calculates their fee. 
What about the criteria should you use when engaging an architect, after all, 
how do you know if they’re any good?

This free guide is Granit Chartered 
Architects’ version of how to choose
and work with an architect. 

It will help answer all of these questions
and more, but if you still want answers, 
please contact our office and one of
our experienced architects will be pleased 
to assist you.

You can also purchase the Royal Institute of 
British Architects’
‘A Client’s Guide to Employing an Architect’. 
This is a very factual and
useful resource.

To begin with..

The first step with any project is to know
what you want to achieve. Think beyond 
“I want to extend” and consider your 
overriding goal. Maybe you want more 
space for guests or family, or maybe 
there’s a new family member on the way. 
Understanding your motivations will help 
you to develop a good brief for your architect.

Next, compile a shortlist of two or three 
architects to talk to about your project. 
Study their profiles on the RIBA website
to find out if they offer the services you
need – not all architects work in residential
schemes for example, or on projects with a
budget under £100,000.

When was the practice established and
how many staff do they employ?

Next, look at the practice’s website. Is it
well designed, easy to use, and up to date?
Are there examples of recent projects and
press coverage? 

If you are happy so far, contact the 
architects.

Call and ask to speak to an architect who
could help with your type of project. Explain
what you are trying to do and listen to the
advice offered.

How did the architects come across?
Friendly, interested and knowledgeable?
Remember this is someone you will spend
a lot of time with and pay professional fees to.

Compare the practices on your shortlist and
record your opinions in a pros and cons
table. Choose any you are happy with and
arrange to meet them, ideally at your home
or site as appropriate.

At this stage you haven’t committed
to anything, but your careful research
will pay dividends - of course we hope you 
will choose a Granit architect in the end.
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The Initial Meeting.

This meeting is the time to discuss in detail what you 
want to achieve. You should paint a mental picture 
for your architect – what do you want, what are your 
dreams and what are the driving forces behind your 
project? These are the motivations you identified at 
the outset.

The RIBA’s ‘Client’s Guide to Employing an
Architect’ describes the importance of this process as:

“A sound working relationship between 
client and architects will contribute 
significantly to the success of a project. 
Time spent in preliminary discussion 
about the requirements, the timetable, 
the budget, and the nature and cost of 
professional services is time well spent”.

We wholeheartedly agree.

It is our belief at Granit this meeting is best 
conducted at the site, whether an existing building or 
a vacant plot. A good architect will start to visualise 
what can be achieved with your space. 

The architect will ask you about the building’s use, 
examine the space you have and the space you 
want, look at how to work with light and discuss the 
practicalities around planning permission. It is all 
about understanding at this stage – what can your 
architect do for you?

You need to think about a budget and to understand 
how the architect charges their fee. Establish the 
initial guidelines during this meeting and then agree 
a firmer figure before any work commences. The 
final price will be set following builders’ tenders and 
where appropriate, a quantity surveyor’s estimate. 

Architects’ fees are generally calculated on a sliding 
scale, as a percentage of the total build cost. For 
example, for a £200,000 extension to an existing 
building, you can expect to pay between 12-14% of 
the cost, or £24,000 - £28,000. For a £100,000 build, 
the fee would be around 14%, or £14,000.

Now that you’ve met with the practices on your short 
list it’s decision time. Look at all the evidence you’ve 
collected:

Practice background information.

Architect’s helpfulness and availability 
on the phone.

Architect’s ideas, creativity, passion and 
ability to communicate.

Your impressions from the initial meeting.

Portfolio – were you impressed?

Quoted fee scales.

Gut feeling – after all, this is a life choice.

Once you appoint your architect, they will write to 
you before work commences. This will detail the fee 
and how it is calculated. You will need to agree to the 
fees in writing before going any further.

Once the paper work is complete, typically, the 
next step is to prepare drawings or a site plan. Your 
architect, or more likely a junior architect from the 
drafting team, will measure your building and work 
up the drawings. Future design work will be based 
on these drawings.

The initial meeting is an opportunity for you and your potential architect 
to assess each other. Your aim is to select the best firm for your project. 
The architect will want to know if they are suited to the job, or if the project 
requires another practice with more specialist skills and experience.
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The next step will be to create an initial feasibility 
study. This will incorporate the ‘as exiting’ survey 
and photographs, some initial 2D sketches of plan 
options, examples of precedents or other works of 
this type - where possible including photographs, a 
summary of the options you have and of course what 
will be required of you.  

This early step in the design process presents you 
with the opportunity to get a feel for what your 
architect is able to deliver and to evaluate if they 
have understood your brief properly. This is also your 
first chance to get involved in the design process 
and to ensure you are fully satisfied with the direction 
your architect is taking, before you have committed 
too much time and money. 

Once you hgave reviewed and fedback on the 
feasibility study, your architect will prepare what are 
called outline proposals and a scheme design. This 
is a development of the initial recommendations and 
includes everything from floor plans, to elevations 
and layout schemes. At this stage you should start 
to get a real taste of what you can expect from your 
finished property. 

When the outline proposals are ready, your architect 
will describe the design in detail, most likely in a 
face to face meeting. You will have the opportunity 
to provide further input. Don’t hold back, you will 
only be given a limited number of opportunities to 
contribute your ideas before additional charges are 
incurred.

Don’t forget that this is your building, 
but remember you’re paying an architect 
because they’re experts in building design.

Once you’ve agreed on the concepts and signed 
off the final design outlines, your architect will, 
where necessary, make the appropriate planning 
applications.

Planning Permission in Brief.

Planning permission is not always required, but 
where it is, your architect will be able to guide 
you through the process and may complete the 
application for you.

In order to apply for planning permission you will 
need to submit a set of drawings and a written 
description to your local council, along with the fee. 

(For household applications this is 
currently £135.00)

The council will appoint a planner and a design / 
conservation officer to manage your application. 
They will examine your drawings, description and 
often conduct a site visit. All of this information 
will be assessed against council guidelines in 
order to judge whether to grant or refuse planning 
permission.

The local councils have been set a target by the 
government of responding to all applications 
within eight weeks. Planners are very busy and 
your architect will help them to reach this target by 
ongoing consultation, making minor alterations and 
reworking applications before a final decision is made.

If your application is refused then you have the 
choice to appeal, or to rework your application and 
resubmit. Your architect may make additional time 
charges here, depending on why the application was 
refused. If your application is accepted you will move 
on to the detailed design stage.

At this time your architect will also work to ensure 
your project meets the statutary Building Regulations 
- which are different to planning regulations and may 
require specialist knowledge e.g. managing fire safety.

Design Concepts & Planning Consent

This stage is where the creative process really starts and your architect 
will build on the early ideas you have discussed. They will start by helping 
you to create a final project brief and by creating a client briefing sheet - 
which essentially summarises what you have discussed so far. 
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Detail Design.

You want someone to take ownership of all 
these areas to ensure a well integrated project. 
In our opinion it should be your architect who 
takes the lead role; however, often you can do a 
very good job at project management yourself.

Start looking at the materials you want and your 
ideas for fittings – bathrooms, kitchens, lighting 
etc. An experienced architect will have a good 
grasp of the latest designs and materials and will 
often have samples.

Don’t be afraid to ask for environmentally friendly 
products or unique designs. This is your project and 
you should get exactly what you want. Be careful not 
to let your costs spiral out of control though!

Once again, your architect will consult with the 
statutory authorities on your design proposals to 
ensure you comply with local regulations. If you are 
including sustainable designs in your project, ask 
them to find out about local subsidies or government 
grants you might benefit from.

Detailed design builds on your concept schemes, putting the meat on 
the bones. Your architect will engage whatever consultants are required: 
surveyors, engineers, interior designers and others as required.
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Production and Tender Information.

This is the final stage before building works commence. Your architect will 
prepare a detailed list of product information and a schedule of works. These 
specifications state what is required to complete the project. This information 
is often compiled in parallel with the detailed design phase.

Without it you will not be able to get an accurate 
price quote from your building contractors. When it 
comes to inviting builders to tender for your project 
you have options. The most common are:

Your architect can invite tenders from 
building contractors.

Your architect can work with your 
chosen builder.

The purpose of inviting tenders is to communicate 
all the work and ideas agreed to date, so they can 
give you a price quote. There will be variations 
between contractors and even when you have 
a preferred supplier; it is worthwhile asking for 
alternative quotes.

Be mindful of a few key areas:
Price differences between quotes.

Different contract periods or build 
timetables offered.

Start dates offered.

Ultimately it’s your decision which builder 
to appoint, but do not underestimate your 
architect’s experience. Take their advice; after 
all they are building professionals. Conduct 
reference checks and company background 
searches on your builder.
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Contract Administration.

When you sign your builder’s contract, your architect 
can advise on what you are being asked to sign. 
There are standard contracts in place for employing 
a builder, but you may find extra clauses have been 
added that you need to be aware of. 

The contract states how often you need to pay your 
builder. Payment is typically made following a site 
visit and inspection from your architect. The site 
visit allows your architect to report on progress and 
advise on what you owe in relation to work that has 
been done. 

This report is known as a certificate.

Your architect can administer the terms of the 
contract and keep the project on track. You need 
to be prepared for contingencies as unforeseen 
problems may cause delays. If there are changes 
to the works your architect will issue an architect’s 
instruction, or AI, to the contractor. This ensures all 
changes are documented and fair.

You can expect regular reporting so you 
understand the progress of your project and 
also that the work is being carried out to your 
satisfaction. Your architect will have a keen eye 
for detail, but don’t hesitate to raise any areas 
of concern.

This is when the builders move in. All the planning is behind you and it’s 
down to the hard work of building. Lots of pitfalls can arise without careful 
management. Your architect is in an ideal position to manage any problems 
that arise.
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Post Practical Completion.

The architect’s job is to ensure the project meets 
your standards. To achieve this, your architect will 
inspect the works and prepare a ’snagging’ list i.e. 
pick out any defects and ensure the contractor 
makes them good.

Again, ensure you raise any doubts you have and 
point out any potential defects. There are no silly 
questions here, you want to get exactly what you’ve 
paid for and be entirely satisfied.

When all the work is completed satisfactorily, your 
architect will issue a ‘Final Certificate to Contractor’ 
to certify the project is complete. You will now need 
to make any outstanding payments to the builder 
and any other suppliers.

If all goes to plan, you should have a beautiful new 
space to live, work or play in.

Your architect will probably want to photograph 
your new property and may ask you to feature in 
some publicity. This is optional, but it will benefit the 
architect. Not only that, but you may benefit from 
any publicity if you decide to sell your home.

In our experience…

Employing an architect is a bit like employing 
a tailor to make you a suit. Take the time to get 
a feel for their experience, have a look at their 
pattern book and some finished garments. Look 
at their style and if you can, seek references or 
customer testimonials.

After all, you wouldn’t ask just any tailor to 
make a suit to last for the next twenty years or 
more, would you?

This is the final stage, your project is nearly complete.



Thanks for reading.
For more information please 
visit www.granit.co.uk or 
call us on 020 7924 4555 




