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Nothing is quite as exciting as creating a new offi ce 
or commercial project and nothing will affect the 
success of your project more than the right architect.

Like many other fi elds, word of mouth is the 

best way to look for an architect. Ask friends, 

business and professional colleagues for 

referrals. Is there a particular offi ce or com-

mercial building you admire? A knock on the 

door, call on your mobile or e-mail on your 

laptop can yield an introduction to your proj-

ect’s potential architect. Professional organi-

sations, such as the Trinidad and Tobago In-

stitute of Architects’ website, are also great 

sources to fi nd architects. Realtors, con-

tractors, and interior designers would also 

be able to furnish some referrals. Does the 

architectural fi rm have a solid track record 

of delivering design within schedule and 

budget? Be sure to visit web sites of your 

candidates. Look at their previous work. Get 

a feel for what is their design style and lan-

guage – is it about blending in the neighbor-

hood, is it environmentally sound design or 

is it about making a big statement? Then, 

start a conversation. Make an appointment 

for a consultation. A face-to-face meeting 

will help you decide if it is a good fi t.

fi nding the right architect
01

The architect determines the design, function and effi ciency of your working environment 

and the fi nancial costs involved in its construction. Finding your perfect match in an ar-

chitect is not impossible and the following eight points can guide you along the way. Use 

these to help analyse the personality, design strategy and communication skills of your 

candidates. Your goal is to fi nd the right architect for your project, for your budget and for 

your business.
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How will the architect approach your proj-

ect? Let them know the most important as-

pects of your project and ask how they will 

be incorporated into the process. If you are 

doing an offi ce or commercial project, start 

with what aspects of your current offi ce or 

business home you like and ask how they 

can be improved. Your offi ce or commercial 

project is an important part of your brand-

ing and the design must be compatible with 

your business’ aims and objectives. Even if 

the architect has an attractive portfolio and 

good references, you still need to ensure 

that their design process and approach is 

right for you and your project. Ask yourself 

about signature style: Who’s got it and do 

you want it?

Most new offi ce and commercial buildings 

tend to be designed in a contemporary de-

sign style that refl ects a modern and effi cient 

business. Take a look at the most recently 

erected buildings in up and coming urban 

settings to determine which architectur-

al fi rms can deliver a competent, well-de-

signed building that will serve your purpose. 

Environmentally friendly and sustainable de-

signs can be applied to any contemporary 

building. There are also important health and 

safety standards that need to be met. A new 

offi ce or commercial building is a unique op-

portunity to transform the corporate culture 

and raise the standard of the offi ce environ-

ment, leading to increased effi ciency and 

output improving the bottom line. Discuss 

the importance of these elements with your 

architect from the outset.

an architect’s biggest success 
and largest obstacle02

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 the 
process.
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Signing a contract with an architect repre-

senting an architectural fi rm does not neces-

sarily mean that person will be your project 

architect. In fact, outside of single-architect 

owned operations, this is common proce-

dure. Be sure to meet the project architect 

before making any fi nal 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 un-

derstanding of the project with your architect 

and feel completely comfortable. 

An interview with the architect and a visit to 

his offi ce will give you great insight into the 

architect and his practice. You need to be 

convinced that the choice of architect will 

bring both experience and creativity to bear 

on your project.

meet your project architect
03
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Projects go through a complex process from 

inception to completion. You need to have 

your architect explain his process and clar-

ify what you can expect from each other at 

every stage. Understanding all of the steps 

can be important in setting aside suffi cient 

time, and scheduling funds for the design 

and construction stages.

The statutory and approvals process is a 

crucial factor in the project schedule, and 

possibly the most diffi cult to control or pre-

dict. You should discuss how your architect 

intends to deal with this important segment 

of the process and the impact it is likely to 

have on the project schedule. There are 

statutory limitations and standards that must 

be met in order to secure a building permit 

and your architect must develop a strategy 

for expediting this process.

the project delivery process
04
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Architects understand how elevations and 

fl oor plans translate into actual buildings; 

their clients may not. A 3-D model is the best 

way to view how the exterior and interior of 

your new project will look when built. Soft-

ware today allows design review from mul-

tiple angles and room walkthroughs. Being 

able to work in 3-D helps clients get better 

involved in the design process. They also 

enjoy the viewing experience, and “walking” 

through the space before it is built. Don’t 

hesitate to ask for a 3-D model before the 

commencement of your project. 3-D mod-

eling is more than just a means to visualise 

your project. Building Information Modeling 

[BIM] is the most current form of integrated 

design that requires building a virtual repli-

ca of your design in the computer. Using a 

sophisticated BIM process, architects can 

also run an energy analysis on alternative 

building elements and thus design solutions 

that are more energy effi cient and less costly 

over the life of the building. The benefi ts of 

a BIM model promise a more integrated de-

sign that leads to more accurate and better 

coordinated designs resulting in less on-site 

confl icts, less delays due to work stoppag-

es, and more economical pricing.

3-d modeling: don’t build your 
project without it05

bim
time + cost

time costlinked schedules linked estimating

the building model
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Conceptual renderings and construction 

blueprints are not the only services archi-

tectural and planning fi rms provide. Ask 

about other services your candidate’s fi rm 

offers and how they could be useful to your 

particular project. Ask about benefi ts of ser-

vices that are specifi c to you and their cor-

responding costs. If a fi rm doesn’t offer a re-

quested service, they should be able to refer 

a fi rm that does.

the full-service architectural fi rm
06

• Project Feasibility Studies 

• Space Programming 

• Master Planning

• Interior Design

• Energy Analysis Studies

• Project Management

• Contract Administration

• Post Occupancy Studies

• Building Appraisals

• Architectural Design 

• Computer Renderings 

• 3 Dimensional, Fly Through, Computer Visualisation

• Building Information Modeling [BIM] 

• Leed ® Coordination And Certifi cation Assistance

• Detailed Schedules and Comprehensive Construction Documents

• Furniture, Furnishings & Equipment Specifi cations

• Site Architect and Inspection Services

Below is a glimpse into some additional services a typical 
architectural fi rm provides:
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Try to think of the architect’s fee as an in-

vestment rather than a cost. The reality is 

that over the life of your project the archi-

tect’s fee is a very small part of the overall 

cost. Choosing the right architect can save 

you added expense, both now and in the 

future, through good and effi cient design. 

When compared to the overall cost of con-

struction, mortgage interest, bank bridge 

fi nancing costs and interest charges, main-

tenance, furniture and fi ttings, engineering 

fees, cost consultant’s fees, surveyor’s fees, 

geotechnical engineering fees, to name a 

few, the architect’s fee is less than one per-

cent of the project cost over its life. It is im-

portant to get the right perspective on costs 

and investment from the start.

Typically, an architect’s fee is calculated as 

a percentage of the project’s entire cost (mi-

nus the architect’s fee and Value Added Tax 

of course). Depending on the actual services 

provided by the architect, the rate could 

range from 5 to 15 percent of construction 

costs. However, when you fi rst start the de-

sign process for your project, it is diffi cult, if 

not impossible, to accurately determine the 

fi nal project cost. During this initial period 

[before a good estimate of the fi nal project 

cost is possible] the architect may charge 

an hourly fee or a retainer. The retainer or 

hourly fee may be credited towards the to-

tal architectural fee once it has been deter-

mined. Billing monthly or a Cash fl ow meth-

od is fast becoming the industry standard. 

Be sure to ask when payment is expected 

and the preferred method of payment, i.e. 

check, credit card, wire transfer, etc. Keep in 

mind that the architect’s fee applies to all the 

costs associated with your project. Some 

examples of project costs include the con-

struction budget as well as consultant fees 

for environmental impact studies and struc-

tural engineering fees. The most important 

thing about fees is complete transparency. 

Insist upon it. 

The architect may incur additional expenses 

in carrying out the design on behalf of the 

owner. It is customary to bill additionally for 

these expenses. Ask about reimbursable ex-

penses and ask for a list of items the archi-

tect will charge for and whether there is any 

mark-up.

fi guring out the fee investment
07

Choosing the right 
architect can save you 
added expense, both 
now and in the future
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An experienced architect should have a list 

of contractors they have worked with in the 

past and who have performed reasonably 

well. Your architect should be able to help 

you choose the best contractor for your 

project. The architect will handle the tender 

process on behalf of the owner to obtain 

quotations from a limited number of con-

tractors, analysing their prices and making 

recommendations to the owner as to the 

best tender to be awarded. 

Always get multiple 
tenders for the 
construction of your 
project 
– even if you already have a contractor in 

mind. This is an industry standard and gives 

you better leverage at the bargaining table. 

You will be working very closely with your ar-

chitect on what may be one of the biggest 

investments of your business. Not only are 

an architect’s answers to your questions im-

portant, but how they are answered speaks 

volumes, too. Did they take time for details 

to clear up any confusion? Did you feel com-

fortable with them? Did they conduct busi-

ness in a transparent manner? Creating a 

new commercial offi ce project can be excit-

ing but can get intimidating at times. Choos-

ing the right team, however, can make it an 

enjoyable process. That team always starts 

with choosing the right architect and we 

hope these tips have armed you with the 

necessary information to do just that for your 

next project.

hiring and dealing with a contractor

These tips are meant as a guide to choosing the best 
architect for your offi ce or commercial project.
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Unfortunately we can’t include every import-

ant piece of information about doing offi ce 

and commercial projects successfully in 

this introductory guide. Each project is 

unique, and the requirements differ based 

on multiple factors.

To help you fi nd your way through the nec-

essary requirements and make sure you ar-

en’t overlooking a crucial factor that could 

turn your project from success to failure the 

fi rm offers a custom Needs and Option 

Report where we can identify the specifi c 

requirements pertaining to your project and 

your available options.

Typically, the Needs 
and Options Review 
saves clients thousands 
of dollars and weeks of 
lost time, not to mention 
the stress and headache 
of getting something 
wrong.

next steps 
09

Congratulations! You now have the key information 
that will help you lay a successful foundation for your 
offi ce or commercial project.



12  //  how to hire an architect  

www.aclaworks.com

To learn more about the Needs and Options Review, 
as well as the price for this service and why it is critically 
important to your project’s success, drop a line or call 
any of our directors above at  868 626 2837.

best wishes on the success of your project.

brian lewis
brian@aclaworks.com

gary turton
gary@aclaworks.com

mandilee newton
mandilee@aclaworks.com
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