May 30, 2003

http://www.aia.org/spf/SPF_Journals/SPF27/tips.asp
David C. Hughes, AIA
David C. Hughes Architects
Columbus, Ohio 

Whenever we develop a computer-based office standard or process-from AutoCAD and drawing standards to GIS documents-we prepare a keystroke-by-keystroke diagram of the process. The diagram is kept in a printed format and placed within the office manual. This is particularly important when the standards are not used on a continual basis by the principal. Too often a valued employee has left the office unexpectedly, with the knowledge stored away in their memory bank, and we are faced with the time-consuming task of potentially re-inventing the wheel. Spending a few hours today preparing these standards is definitely worthwhile compared to wasting many days in the future figuring out how to do the simplest tasks all over again.

June 15, 2003

http://www.aia.org/spf/May02/BLynch-SPF_Presentation.pdf
Barry Lunch, CFM, AIA

Lynch Consulting

Pfafftown, NC

Sole Practitioners & Expanded Services

The greatest areas of opportunity for consulting include:

· The blending of two professions (i.e. architecture and business),

· Planning

· Process improvement

· Marketing and image improvement

· Generation blending

· Human Resources & Financial Controls (Have you ever thought of space standards as a method of financial control?  If you do an value analysis of client’s hypothetical growth with and without space standards converted to a Net Present Value, you would probably have an easy sell).

Think of your PIA as your portal to new business opportunities and reach out and talk to people, I think you will be glad you did.

June 30, 2003

http://www.aia.org/spf/SPF_Journals/SPF27/tips.asp
Lisa Stacholy, AIA 
LKS Architects Inc.
Atlanta

In small firms, it is very easy to get dazzled by advances in technology. In our office, we've all been tempted by a colleague's new "wizzie-wig" PDA, e-mail interface, or other gadget. A few times we've jumped for the latest gizmo and then faced numerous problems trying to get it to interface with the simple system we had already functioning.  As a result of that self-inflicted down time, we've adopted a few simple tests to determine if the newfangled gizmo is really worth the potential for disaster.
1. What is the benefit to the firm after the learning curve is over? Can it be quantified? (i.e., more productivity, better tracking of project cost, easier billing.) 

2. Does this really offer a benefit, and to whom? Does the cost of the technology make it worthwhile to the client, contractor, architect? 
3. How new is the technology? Would it be better to defer for a short while and allow the product/software to mature? In other words, let someone else be the guinea pig to work out the kinks. 

4. When would be the best time to implement it? At the beginning of the next design project? At the next construction commencement? 

5. Is this a duplication, a replacement of an existing office/site functions? Does it build in redundancy, provide automation for an existing paper project, etc.? 
July 15, 2003

http://www.aia.org/pia/gateway/SPF_Journals/SPF26/journal5.asp

That's It, You're Outta Here!
Samuel E. Osborn, AlA
Atlanta, Ga. 

An attorney friend of mine once shared with me the wisdom of annually firing your worst client. Profit wasn't an issue; some clients are just not worth the time and effort that could better be spent elsewhere. 

July 31, 2003

http://www.aia.org/spf/SPF_Journals/SPF27/article_switched.asp

Switched and Running
by Louis B. Smith, Jr., AIA
Emergency File Management for the Small Practitioner
You should never have just one computer, even if you are a sole practitioner. Call it a fallback plan. I have two computers: one is a laptop and the other is my secondary or guest station. It gets used whenever I am getting some production help from someone. I keep it up-to-date with the same operating system that I use on the laptop. I have installed an inexpensive 10/100 base-T network to connect the two, and I have an external firewire drive that I can use on both machines. The laptop is backed up to this external drive, though unfortunately it does not have enough room to back up the desktop unit as well. I plan to buy a second external drive to back up the desktop. It is lower priority because less critical information resides on it.
Aug 15, 2003

http://www.aia.org/pia/gateway/SPF_Journals/SPF26/journal9.asp

The Client Is Ready to Start-Are You?
Rosemary McMonigal, AIA
Minneapolis, Minn. 

When a project starts, we have already worked with the client to establish a process for the project. Although everybody is eager to start work immediately, we are careful first to: 

· Meet with the client to discuss the project and show them examples of our past projects and the process that we follow 

· Prepare a written scope of work 

· Identify the phases of services that will be provided 

· Establish fees and methods of payment 

· Estimate a ballpark construction cost 

· Assist with a total project cost outline 

· Provide a list of references for the client to contact 

· Draft a schedule from start of work through construction completion 

· Introduce the client to the staff who will be working on their project 

· Receive an initial payment and signed agreement for services 

It definitely takes time to work through these tasks; however, we have found that this is our best method to maintain client relations. When a client is unable to make an initial payment, or if our schedule is not fast enough for the client, we have each had an opportunity to determine if we are well-suited to work together. Our approach is collaborative and we need to start work with a clear direction. 

Aug 31, 2003

http://www.aia.org/spf/SPF_Journals/SPF27/article_electronic.asp

Electronic Document Management for the Small Office
by John TeSelle, AIA
When you send a PDF file to someone as an e-mail attachment, it is considerate to include a link to the free Acrobat Reader download, just in case they don't have it installed or if they have an old version. The download site is http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html
September 15, 2003

http://www.aia.org/pia/gateway/SPF_Journals/SPF26/journal1.asp
Accurate Note Taking 
By Bennett Christopherson, AIA
Berkeley, Calif.
Take meticulous notes during phone calls and meetings. Reread your notes, make sure your staff reads them, and, before presentation, check drawings against the notes. Never force the client to repeat a request.

September 30, 2003

http://www.aia.org/pia/gateway/SPF_Journals/SPF26/journal4.asp
Cost Estimating 
Allowances and Alternates
Mark Robin, AIA
Nashville, Tenn.

In the execution of residential projects, allowances and alternates are good tools to control costs and increase your chances of receiving apples-to-apples competitive bids. Allowances for illuminaires, plumbing fixtures, brick, floor and certain wall finishes, kitchen appliances, and similar items extend the time for final selections and approvals. Yet the same cost for these items is provided from all bidders. Remember, allowances are only for the actual cost of the material delivered to the site. Unloading, prep work, and installation cost are in the base bid, not the allowance. Alternates, usually being just verbal descriptions, allow you to easily price separate, acceptable choices that have different prices. I always include the most costly option in the base bid and all alternates are deducted. Now your clients have options that reduce the cost of their projects.

October 15, 2003

(add url link)

Journal #28

Code Changes

Chris Decareau AIA 
Simpson Gumpertz & Heger Inc. 
San Francisco

Pay for your junior staff to take code classes offered by many community colleges. This impresses on them the full dimension of the code, and pays dividends year after year in design, less redesign, and averted disasters in the field. In this way, your junior staff can perform interactive QC at the drafting board and in the field. They are more likely to be able to defend design choices during contract administration to both contractors and building inspectors, who often have different interpretations than plan checkers.

October 31, 2003

(add url link)

Journal #28

Code Search Methodology and Process

Rowland J. Mitchell, AIA/CSI

Progressive AE
Grand Rapids, Mich. 
The following basic factors with respect to codes must always be kept in mind:

1. Codes, in general, establish minimum standards. They are not absolute. It is our responsibility to go beyond minimum code requirements if, in our professional judgment, we feel it is appropriate to do so.

2. Agencies having jurisdiction exist for basically the same reason as registered design professionals do, to protect the public health, safety, and welfare.

3. A project should always be reviewed, permitted, inspected, and certified for occupancy under the same edition of the code. Never pick and choose the best provisions from different code editions, and don’t let the reviewing agency do it either.

4. In some jurisdictions, two codes may be used. For example, the building department may use the International Building Code and the fire department may use the International Fire Code. In such cases, the more restrictive provisions must be used.

Fire underwriters such as IRI or FM may have specific requirements beyond the code for a facility that they may insure. Keep in mind that such regulations are designed primarily to minimize the risk of insured loss, whereas the codes are primarily designed to protect people.

November 15, 2002

(add url link)

Journal #28
Energy Codes
David C. Hughes, AIA

David C. Hughes Architects

Columbus, Ohio
Most practitioners in the North and Northeast are required to deal with energy issues daily. In many jurisdictions it is mandated as part of the building code. In Ohio, all buildings are required to be designed and constructed in compliance with the applicable provisions of ASHRAE 90.1 or the requirements of the International Energy Conservation Code. The building code provides numerous prescriptive packages for minimum compliance. However, there are other tools that are available to help in this process. While at the AIA 2003 National Convention in San Diego, I learned that many architects in other parts of the country are not under these requirements and are therefore not aware of minimum standards that should be used for energy conservation. There are two software programs available, and acceptable as evidence of compliance, that every architect should have to evaluate the performance of residential and commercial designs. ComCheck for commercial projects and ResCheck for residential projects can be found at http://www.energycodes.gov. These are free downloads and extremely easy to use.

November 30, 2003

(add url link)

Journal #28
Simple Ways to Meet Code Requirements

Jim Vinson, AIA

James T. Vinson, Architect

Raleigh, N.C. 
I worked for a public agency for a decade. Over many years, I saw a lot of people anguish over meeting absolute minimum building code standards. Budget and good design seldom require this. Ask yourself some questions: Could anyone get trapped in a fire in my design? If I were in a wheelchair, could I use the facility with ease? The most important consideration is to hire a code consultant. It's easier than becoming an expert and cheaper than taking on a full time employee to serve in that capacity.

December 15, 2003

Your Code Book May Contain Substantial Errors

Karen Harris, AIA
Architecture Matters, Inc.
Denver

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/0309/book_errors%20.asp

The possibility of a code book with errors came to light when I was discussing an issue with another architect. I could not understand how he could possibly interpret a section of a code (in this case the 1997 UBC) the way that he was. I finally had him highlight the portion that supported his point and fax it to me. I was amazed to discover his code page was very different from my own (and from the last code, although not marked as revised). This was not just simple typos, but instead represented a significant and very costly difference in code requirements. That is when I found the errata section of the code Web site. Listed there were numerous changes from the first edition and each subsequent edition of the same code. (A side discovery I was also surprised to find was the lively errata chat room.) For those of us who have been known to wave the code book in order to make a point, it is now my habit to check the errata Web site periodically, and to make sure that all updates are permanently inserted into each code book in the office.

December 31, 2003

Harris, Hughes, Marland

2003 San Diego Presentation

Starting your own business is no small task, and there are lots of things you may not have considered. The requisite skills and responsibilities generally fall into five areas: organizational development, business development, professional development, office management, and project management. Most architects are quite competent in project management but less so in the other areas. Below are some of the issues related to each of these five categories.  http://www.aia.org/spf/conventionarticle.asp

January 15, 2004

Building Codes and the Authority Having Jurisdiction 

Lisa Stacholy, NCARB, AIA
LKS Architects Inc.
Atlanta

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/0309/jurisdiction.asp
Every time we begin design work on a new project, we always re-verify the current codes of the jurisdiction. More often than not, first determining who to call is the hardest part. Our clients often help us out by providing a current survey or tax-strap/tax parcel ID number. After we determine the correct jurisdiction, we search their Web site for the current codes. Many jurisdictions in Georgia subscribe to Muni-Code; this is a great starting place, as is our Department of Community Affairs. We follow the links, print out and bookmark the references, then call the jurisdiction to confirm. We always document the date, time, name of the person we spoke to, and their extension. It is surprising how frequently the published codes are not current at all. Asking the “which code” question at the beginning of every project is one of the best ways we’ve found to start off on a good foot. It has been our experience that the code officials would be happy to confirm this, rather than demand changes when their current code is not followed.

January 30, 2004

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/default.asp
David Hughes, AIA

When doing renovation and addition work, it is helpful to have before and after shots, preferably from nearly the same location and orientation.  Before shots are usually taken at the beginning of the project as “as-built” condition photos.  Try to anticipate the scope and location of the finish project and with a little planning its desirable views.  Then take several shots from these locations.  Do not be too concerned about the quality of before shots.  Like pictures of political opponents, black and white photos taken in the rain may help contrast the great changes undertaken.  The significance of side-by-side before and after photos can go a long way in explaining to a potential new client your efforts in developing the program, integrating styles and the transformations that can take place in their project.

February 15, 2004

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/default.asp
Architect's Name:  Gary Violette, AIA

Cold winter days sometimes provide excellent, clear skies for photography.  Go back and shoot some digital images of projects completed before the advent of digital photography.  Use editing software to assure accurate white balance and crop for composition.
February 29, 2004

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/default.asp
Vernon Reed, FAIA

Instead of lugging around light fixtures, tripods and wiring to properly illuminate interiors for good photography, let Adobe Photoshop do most of the work for you.  To obtain good color balance when shooting interior photographs with a simple digital camera and built-in flash, open the photo in Photoshop and make a simple correction or two: First, Select Image, Adjust, Color Balance and adjust the Cyan-Red scale to the right to emphasize the reds. Then adjust the yellow-blue scale to the left to emphasize the yellows. This will change the cool fluorescent-like bluish whites into warm tone whites that are much more natural looking. Experiment with each photograph to determine how much red and how much yellow. I have found that going left on the yellow the same as you go right on the red gives an excellent color balance and makes a profound difference in creating a friendly image of the space.
Secondly, adjusting the Brightness/Contrast scales can also enhance the photograph far easier than setting up an elaborate lighting system.

March 15, 2004

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/default.asp
Glenn H. Ross, AIA

Building photographs at dusk can add a dramatic effect, especially if the building has good interior lighting.  This photograph was taken about 15 minutes after sunset, while there was enough ambient light to show the building details.

March 30, 2004

http://www.aia.org/spf/newsletter/default.asp
Glenn MacCollough, AIA
Use a very slow shutter speed, (i.e. 12 seconds) and soft lighting to get a visual balance between the exterior details and interior spaces.  Sometimes lightly wetting the pavement can produce reinforce this effect. 

April 15, 2004

Hire a Black Hat
Karen Harris, AIA
Denver

When billing and collection problems rear their ugly heads, there is an obvious benefit to having a person handle these issues who is not directly involved in the performance of professional services and client satisfaction. Unfortunately, this "black hat, white hat" approach is often difficult to implement in very small firms. That is why I always suggest that the first hire (or the first office task to outsource) be in accounts receivable. This person can be extremely part-time—possibly, your accountant, or a controller, or an outside accounts receivable service, or simply a trusted friend. The advantage is that this person can explain and appeal to the client based on pragmatic considerations (e.g., cash flow, consultant invoices, office overhead, and keeping the doors open) so that the project manager can better nurture both the creative process and the client relationship. My very personable, but firm, office assistant is an ace at the process, and she looks good in her black hat.
April 30, 2004

Consistent Billing
Dave Giulietti, AIA 
Portland, Ore.
We have found it convenient to set up our billing cycle to best suit our needs. We bill monthly on each project rather than at the end of a phase. This helps to prevent having too large of an invoice outstanding in case the owner does not pay. We also set up our billing cycle to end on the 25th of each month so that we can get payments near the first of the month to pay our bills. We work on a lot of residential projects and require a small consultation charge when clients ask to meet with us for the first time to discuss their potential project. We have found that this weeds out clients who do not value our time, and it ultimately eliminates those clients who would potentially present problems in getting paid. 

May 15, 2004

The Architect's Offense
Lisa Stacholy, AIA 
Atlanta
Architects are at a distinct disadvantage when it comes to business management. Our educational process does not afford us the time to learn about business matters, our internship process devotes only a small percentage of time to the functioning of office and business operations, and we love design so much that we jump at the chance to do it. The staff at one firm I worked at during my internship joked, "So we lose a little bit on each project we work on. We'll make it up in volume." Rather than heed that advice, I urge you to make notes and develop your own tactics for the Architect's Offense.

May 31, 2004
Evaluating Clients
Judith Wasserman, AIA
Palo Alto, Calif.
Since almost all our clients are one-timers, we cannot afford a learning curve in the getting-to-know-you department. The most important thing we've learned about whether to take on a client who will be difficult or unwilling to pay is to trust our instincts and any scuttlebutt we might have heard. The worst mistake we ever made was to ignore information that a client was manic-depressive. She hired us during her manic phase and refused to pay later. Small Claims Court awarded us only half our fees. Unless you desperately need work, turn down questionable prospects.

June 15, 2004

Zero Tolerance: When to Decline a Client
Tom Shiner, AIA 
Washington, D.C.
There are ways by which I recognize a client with a less-than-respectful attitude toward the architect. I call these my "filters." I am watchful when I interview a new client because I know the professional relationship I am about to establish may extend months into the future and that the well-being of my practice depends in part on how satisfying that relationship is to both the client and me. I look for a substantial understanding on the part of my clients: to maintain respect toward me as a professional and toward the considerable value I bring to the process of designing and building a successful small project.

June 30, 2004

Thoughts on Collection
Laura Lee Russell, AIA 
Oklahoma City 
The following scenarios work for me with small projects for private clients. First, before I deliver any phase of documents, I mail my invoice for the phase completed. I call a few days in advance to confirm my meeting and receipt of their invoice. If received, I ask if there are any questions. If not, I remind them that I will collect the fee for the services presented at the meeting. After going through this scenario once, I rarely have to ask to be paid again. My clients either have their checks waiting in an envelope or they write them before I leave. 

July 15, 2004

Align Expectations
Graham Pohl, AIA 
Lexington, Ky.
Testing for check-writing inclination keeps us from getting burned. We require a retainer (usually around $2,000) before we begin work. This weeds out a fair number of potential clients who say they want to go ahead-but back out when it comes time to pay the piper. Better to lose those clients before we begin than after we've put in $1,500 worth of time. The retainer is deducted from the final invoice.

July 30, 2004

Compensating the Synthesizers
Kurt Lavenson, AIA
Oakland
Building the Architect-Client Relationship
As a sole proprietor for the past 20 years, I have spent much time on client relationships. In fact, I have come to realize that managing those relationships and my clients' expectations is one of my most important jobs. I treat clients as I would like to be treated. I build trust and confidence with them, brick by brick. As these grow, I gain more room to do good design on my own terms. Of course, it also improves my cash flow and eases the perennial problem of "getting paid." We all know examples of clients who have refused to pay for work that was well done and others who have paid someone highly for work that was poorly done. It happens because of the relationships of the parties to each other and to the work.
August 15, 2004
Journal 26

Client-to-Client Bonding
Bennett Christopherson, AIA
Berkeley, Calif. 

Current clients love to meet previous clients. When a client travels to a completed project, ostensibly to see a product or a design feature, the most important benefit is often talking, or even forming a bond, with the previous client who has been through the process. It is like belonging to a club. 

August 30, 2004

Journal 26

Keep Options Open
Jerome Buttrick, AIA
Berkeley, Calif. 

To help ensure a bright future for my practice, I think it is important to convey broader problem-solving ability instead of highly specialized expertise. I don't want to be seen as simply a "residential" or "renovation" or "tenant improvement" architect. I want the flexibility to pursue new project types and to quickly adapt to changing economic conditions. Therefore, in presenting myself to prospective clients I stress the process of design, the skill with which I master it, and the benefits that my clients can accrue from this. 

September 15, 2004

Journal 31

Letter from the Chair

This eJournal is an example of various approaches as well as the commonalities of small project delivery. The SPF is based on the premise that successful delivery of small projects requires special procedures, knowledge, and a skill set that are different than that required for larger projects. Although there is continuous discussion about the definition of "small," it is generally thought that a small project is defined less by definitive quantity evaluations (i.e., square footage or cost) than by the approach to project delivery. We hope this eJournal stimulates thought and improves individual project delivery as well as promotes feedback to the SPF regarding knowledge that would be most valued by our members in their pursuit of providing exceptional small projects.

September 30, 2004

Journal 31

1What Distinguishes the Delivery of Small Projects from Larger Projects?

R. Scott Sandquist, AIA
We have thus described two types of clients that generally produce very small projects. Too often, these very small projects have disproportionately high overhead and administrative costs, too often representing break-even or negative income for the firm. We often joke that overhead is inversely proportionate to project size, knowing that it's really no joke. So the important question is, What is the best way to address the financial dilemma of these small projects? The obvious answer--we simply charge more to offset our overhead--has a serious downside. If we're considered too expensive, the client may look for another firm to replace us. But if our costs are really too high, let the client make that decision. We're not in business to lose money.

October 15, 2004

1Producing Garages, Kitchens, and Other Small Projects Successfully
Thomas S. Shiner, AIA

For small project success and satisfaction, keep in mind the following:

· establish and maintain high standards of quality, personal integrity, and leadership; never relax professional standards for a small project

· seek hip, adventurous clients who understand and appreciate the role of the architect, trust you, and share your values and your aesthetic

· be open to feedback and stimulate clever improvisation

· embrace an ideal of producing a series of projects, and seeing each connected to another in theme and spirit; experiment, but do so selectively

· maintain a Rolodex of dependable craftspeople, help, and suppliers

· document successes. 

October 31, 2004

1Three Steps to Project Delivery
Roger Alan Moore, AIA, NCARB

Step 2: Collect a Retainer
If the fee is under five figures, we always collect a 50 percent retainer at the project's inception, and the balance at delivery of the construction documents. This is very clearly spelled out in a proposal in advance of the B141, and is not negotiable. In my experience, this is a fantastic tool for divining true intention out of a potential client. The Home & Garden Television addicts who just want to play with an architect drop out fast. Those serious about building, however, have thought through the potential fees far in advance, and are not surprised by such an arrangement.
November 15, 2004

1Just Architecture, Thank You!
Dale Buckingham, AIA
Oftentimes the small projects that come through our doors are from start-up businesses or fledgling entrepreneurs that are extremely cost conscience. Unlike a lot of government procurement, these clients want smart design for a lean price. Most understand the need for an architect to develop the overall concept and make sure the design is functional, code compliant, and reasonably aesthetic. Many will also ask us to engineer the structural elements of their facilities, but that is where it stops for these savvy owners.
November 30, 2004

Lessons Learned from Small Projects
David H. Wulff, AIA

SPF Journal 31

Some lessons learned:

· Get a larger retainer

· Have the owners approve the design before proceeding with construction drawings

· Get paid for design before proceeding with construction drawings

· Turn down projects when the clients cannot agree on the project scope or design. 

December 15, 2004

Producing Garages, Kitchens, and Other Small Projects Successfully
Thomas S. Shiner, AIA

SPF Journal 31

Client:  A prospective client will be embarrassed that the project is modest. Put them at ease. Listen to determine if it is something worthwhile and fits the mix of your current projects. Assess the client's preparedness and ability to make a decision. Insist on the client's intimate involvement (because she or he will be writing the checks).

December 31, 2004

Three Steps to Project Delivery
Roger Alan Moore, AIA, NCARB

SPF Journal 31

Step 3: Get Compensated
I never seal, sign, date, and deliver documents without receiving the balance for document services at the same meeting. If construction administration services are requested, those fees are outlined as a fourth phase in the proposal. I hold the drawings tightly in my left hand, however, until I have a check in the right. There's no shame for insisting on being paid on delivery; it usually helps to make it clear that bigger firms can afford to "just bill you" because they charge considerably more.

