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1. Overview
Several factors make it important and valuable to 
contract with an architect for assistance in design and 
plan development.

O A more effective, efficient design is possible 
because of the specialized training an architect 
receives, the discipline of the profession and an 
understanding of building systems.

O Texas law requires that some church buildings 
be prepared by a registered architect. 

O Local governing bodies may require the seal of 
a registered architect before approving a permit 
for construction.

Since the architect is a key member of the building team 
it is important to know what an architect does. The 
following information will help the committee establish 
a healthy relationship with an architect.

2. Choose Wisely
A Building Team should be very selective in choosing 
an architect. The best approach is to interview several 
(3-5) prospective architects whose names have come 
to the attention of the committee.

Valuable sources include:
O Satisfied customers
O Recommendations of friends
O Personal observations
O Church Architecture / BGCT

A church should interview approximately three (3) 
prospective architects prior to awarding a contract. 
Issues which should be discussed include:

O What is the architect’s philosophy of design? This 
could be done by presenting to the architect the 
committee analysis of what is needed and let 
him explain how he would approach the design 
challenge.

O Does the prospective architect value the interests 
of his client greater than his own? The building 
you get from your architect must serve the 
interests of the church. If it does not, it will 
be nothing more than a monument to an 
architect—or a building committee.

O How well does the architect communicate 
his ideas to the committee? Since committee 
members often know very little about construction 

documents and construction, the architect needs 
to have the ability to clearly communicate his 
ideas and concepts.

O Is the architect able to design facilities that stay 
within the project budget? In addition, if the 
project exceeds the budget, how would the 
architect go about lowering the cost? Since 
it is disconcerting to both the architect and 
the owner to have a facility exceed the project 
budget, it is important to know how the architect 
would deal with the problem.

O Has the architect been previously engaged in the 
design of church and church related facilities? 
New ideas are good and needed, but they should 
be blended with an understanding that comes 
from actual participation in a similar project.

O How busy is the firm he represents? Because 
church projects do not typically carry a deadline, 
they sometimes receive a low priority in a firm’s 
schedule. The committee needs to be assured 
that previous commitments and current work 
load will not delay the project.

O Where has the prospective architect completed 
other church projects? Would they use this 
architect on another project? The committee 
should remember that an architect may relate 
well with one church and have a very difficult 
time with another. This could result from 
poor communication, failure to understand 
goals, differences in personalities, etc. Before 
a selection is made, it would be wise for the 
committee to visit projects which have been 
done by the prospective architect.

3. Communicate Clearly
Clear communication between the building team 
and architect is essential for a successful project. 
Disagreements and broken relationships have resulted 
because committees provided incomplete or misleading 
information. 

The church should provide to the architect:
O Project requirements

1. Scope of work
2. Location of building
3. Desired level of quality
4. Schedule
5. Total project budget (not just building)
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O Drawings of existing facilities and property
O Soil test information
O Timely information and decisions
O Prompt notification of any observed faults or 

defects in the project

If the architect is not familiar with your church’s 
denomination, philosophy or style, the church should 
also furnish this information. Adequate information 
enables the architect to design facilities around 
program and ministry goals and effectively meet the 
needs of your church.

4. Know Your Contract
Most contracts with architects are written on a 
Standard AIA (American Institute of Architects) 
Contract Form. Because it uses terms committee 
members may not be familiar with, the committee 
should carefully read the contract and ask questions 
until they clearly understand what the contract includes 
and what it does not include. The staff of Church 
Architecture / BGCT, can help clarify terminology and 
reduce the possibility of misunderstanding.

The architectural contract is usually divided into the 
following performance areas:

O The Schematic Design Phase
 The architect takes the material and information 

furnished by the church and provides a 
preliminary evaluation of the project, its scope, 
schedule and cost. This evaluation usually 
includes some simple drawings of the proposed 
construction. It is often known as the Preliminary 
Design Phase.

O The Design Development Phase
 Once the church has approved the Schematic 

Design, the architect prepares detailed design 
drawings. These drawings provide a final 
floor plan, exterior elevations, and substantial 
information relating to the proposed structural 
and mechanical systems. The architect also 
reevaluates the preliminary cost estimate and 
provides the committee with more detailed 
project cost information.

O The Construction Document Phase
 When the church has approved the formal 

design and verified that adequate resources are 
available to complete the project, the architect 
coordinates preparation of the Construction 
Documents.

 These documents include foundation, floor plan, 
electrical, mechanical, plumbing, roof framing, 
exterior elevation, and structural drawings, 
along with construction specifications. These 
documents provide all information necessary 
to construct the project.

O The Bidding Phase
 Upon approval of the Construction Documents, 

the architect assists the owner in obtaining bids 
from builders and contractors and in negotiating 
and preparing contracts for construction of the 
project.

 Though advised by the architect, the committee 
has full authority and responsibility for awarding 
contracts.

O The Construction Phase 
 The architect observes the construction of the 

project and verifies compliance with the plans 
and specifications. He recommends payments 
to the contractor based upon completion of the 
work and assists the committee in determining 
when the project is complete.

5. Fees
The architect’s total fee is usually determined by 
the estimated cost of the construction. Each item in 
the contract has a monetary value usually stated in 
percentages of the architect’s total fee. The church 
committee should understand the meaning and the 
time schedule for each of these items.

There are also clauses in the AIA contract which cover 
additions, deletions and terminations These should be 
carefully read and understood.

6. Learn to Make Decisions
All changes in the proposed building design should 
be made before the architect begins Construction 
Documents. After work has begun on Construction 
Documents any changes made in basic design become 
very expensive. This is the point at which differences 
often arise between architect and client. If the 
committee is working closely with the architect during 
the Schematic Design and Design Development Phases, 
most of these problems can be avoided.

The staff of Church Architecture / BGCT, is available to 
assist a church and their architect in getting the very 
best building to meet their unique ministry needs.
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