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C h a p t e r1
MY PROMISE TO YOU:

TOUGH LOVE AND HOMEWORK

Wel come to  your very own  architectural self-help guide 
for your home improvement projects. You will nail down 

your priorities, learn how to guesstimate various budgets to com-
pare and contrast the projects you are considering, acquire new 
ways of communicating to avoid biting your team’s head off, and 
save money so you can spend more on the things you love. The 
end goal is to create a better living environment for you and your 
family that will improve your quality of life overall.

That is something we all strive for, but it is diffi cult to know 
where to begin. The tools provided in this guide will fi nally 
get you moving in the right direction and allow you to make 
decisions! Wouldn’t it be nice to take all of the time, thinking, 
energy, discussions, cocktails, and Internet searches you’ve done 
thus far and turn them into forward progress? Yep, I thought so.

If you are anything like many of the homeowners I talk to each 
year, you are expending large quantities of your day-to-day life 
(sometimes for years) on any number of home project ideas in 
hopes that some fabulous golden nugget of information will 
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allow you to finally make decisions on something . . . to no 
avail. Every new project idea, Google search, discussion with 
friends/family/neighbors/etc. only leads down another rabbit 
hole. Each convinces you that your project is more expensive 
than the last. You get frustrated again, and stop thinking about 
it . . . again. Rest assured: that’s normal. But that doesn’t make 
it any easier.

On top of that, if you have a spouse or partner who will also be 
making decisions, they, too, are flying blind through this process 
and most likely coming up with different ideas on which you may 
or may not agree.

This guide will simplify the process, so you can focus on the 
most helpful parts that you can successfully do before you 
hire an architect. This is your to-do list, specifically aimed at 
teaching you how to determine what information you need to 
make decisions, finalizing those decisions without hanging your 
partner from the roof by his or her toenails, and transferring 
that information to an architect in a way that will save you a 
lot of time and money.

It doesn’t matter if you are contemplating a small remodel 
or building a large new home from scratch. This guide will 
teach you to analyze parts of your own project (big or small) 
so that you can understand the pros and cons of the specific 
goals you are trying to achieve. This information is not spe-
cific to a single type of project or locale. That way, you don’t 
have to extrapolate the information to make it relevant to 
your situation. You will be able to analyze what you are try-
ing to achieve, then parcel out and modify specific parts and 
pieces until it feels right for you. Then you repeat the process 
as necessary until you hone in on your goals based solely on 
your needs and budget, using pricing information you learn to 
define yourself and that is specific to where you live. How is 
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this possible? Because I will teach you how to determine your 
own variables that you will then use in your own equations 
so they are tailored to you.

Once you have the tools to actually make some decisions, 
you can FINALLY evolve in a positive direction. In hopes of 
categorically convincing you of the remarkable effects properly 
utilizing this guide will have on your project, I will demonstrate 
what your process will look like both with and without the 
information provided:

The typical abridged process without using the information 
in this guide:

You and your partner go in circles about various options and 
get stuck on the same points over and over again.

You interview and select an architect. You explain your ideas 
but have no idea what any of it might cost or what has to 
happen to make all or some of your goals a reality.

Your architect asks for some indication of your budget, 
but your response is that you won’t be able to make deci-
sions on priorities until you have some notion of what 
things cost.

Your architect warns that this typically leads to multiple 
rounds of design drawings ($$$). She reiterates that it is 
uncommon for someone to end up proceeding with their 
entire wish list and stresses the significance of providing a 
list of priorities in order of importance and an approximate 
budget threshold. This will allow her to include as many of 
your priority items within the budget constraints as pos-
sible . . . as opposed to drawing your entire wish list just to 
see what it costs.



Dear Homeowner, Please Take My Advice. Sincerely, An Architect

4

You reassure her that you know a guy, who knows a guy, who 
said you would probably be able to get everything you want.

You’re the boss . . . So your architect draws up some options 
that include your entire wish list. You pick one you abso-
lutely adore and happily skip off to show your friends and 
family what a wonderful new home you will soon have.

You give the drawings to a few contractors for pricing.

You receive the pricing and are shocked and disheartened to 
learn how much it costs.

Your brain begins to add the architectural fees, engineering 
fees, permit fees, etc., to the pricing information you just 
received, and you realize you can’t afford the shiny, sparkly 
design you fell in love with.

You sadly cut back on various items, pay your architect 
to redesign everything, and go through the same pricing 
exercise again (and possibly a third time because you 
want to add back in just one or two deleted items you 
can’t live without).

You begrudgingly increase your budget to get those “must 
haves,” which pushes the boundaries of your comfort level. 
It dawns on you that the money you just spent on the second 
round of design options could have gone a long way toward 
getting a few of those desired items, but instead you write 
another check to your architect.

You ultimately have a design you can afford, but since you were 
not able to provide any budget-versus-priority information to 
your architect until now, you started with shiny and sparkly 
but now have a matte finish along with a lot less money to 
spend on your project.



Chapter 1: My Promise to You: Tough Love and Homework

5

And that is just the BEGINNING of the lengthy process that 
is your remodel . . .

This is the typical abridged process using the information in 
this guide:

You and your partner each brilliantly break out in order of impor-
tance what you believe to be the key elements of your project.

You then come together to discuss your awesome ideas and 
agree on a few different options you are interested in learn-
ing more about.

You use the spectacular advice in this fabulous guide to 
determine that Option 1 costs approximately $X, Option 2 
costs about $Y, and Option 3 costs around $Z.

You agree that Option 1 is way too expensive, but you won-
der if you can get part of Option 1 with Option 2 for $N 
amount of money.

You hire an architect.

You tell your architect that your preference is Option 1, but 
you used an incredible book to learn how to crunch some 
basic numbers, and if it actually does costs $X then you 
aren’t comfortable with that. You explain which parts of 
Option 1 are most important, that you like Option 2, and 
that Option 3 is your backup if you can’t afford 1 or 2. This 
small golden nugget of information provides the priorities 
and budget assumptions needed for your architect to skip 
ahead past multiple rounds of costly design iterations. The 
biggest difference between this example and the previous one 
is that you were able to get to the same exact point WITHOUT 
paying for numerous rounds of drawings and wasting months 
of valuable time.
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Your architect provides a few designs combining Options 
1, 2, and 3 so you can evaluate each and their associated 
guestimates.

You and your partner are able to make forward progress, final-
ize decisions, and go to your favorite restaurant to celebrate 
your ability to work as a team!

See the difference? There is a right way and a wrong way to go 
about this process. Let me rephrase that: there is an expensive 
way and a less expensive way to go about this process. No, I 
retract. There is a right way and a wrong way to go about this 
process. Please opt to get your ducks in a row before you start. It 
will make a massive difference to everyone involved (as you will 
soon see), especially you.

I am a licensed architect with over eighteen years of experience 
in demystifying this process for clients. I’ve also done work on 
my own house, so I, too, know what it is like to be in the check 
writing position. Additionally, I’ve done enough actual con-
struction to know that I prefer not being the one wielding the 
hammer, though I have the utmost respect for those who do. I 
run my own architectural design firm, which means that I deal 
with every single facet of the entire lengthy process.

Over time I have seen the many different ways people go about 
this process and deal with the stresses and uncertainties that 
accompany it. I have seen hundreds of different scenarios unfold 
and have carefully studied how the homeowners, contractors, 
engineers, city officials, and other architects deal with challenges 
in their own way and from their own perspective. I want to share 
that knowledge with you to help you avoid avoidable difficulties.

The advice offered here is not what you would normally find in 
a book about building or remodeling a home. It deals both with 
practical details and emotional challenges that happen over and 
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over in every project. X leads to Y, which tends to cause emotion 
Z. Every architect has seen it a million times. I’m cluing you in on 
how to properly prepare for X and Y, offering suggestions on how 
to deal with emotion Z, and sharing how others have successfully 
accomplished both as well.

This guide isn’t intended to replace your architect. Knowing how 
incredibly multifaceted the process is, there are some things I believe 
homeowners can and should do on their own to better prepare, while 
some things are best left to the professionals. I have thoughtfully 
picked apart the various elements that help make a project successful 
and identified those that homeowners could solve on their own if 
given the right tools. This guide is indeed that necessary tool belt.

(This leads me to a side note. From now on I will refer to archi-
tects as female in lieu of the tedious “he or she” and “him or her,” 
not because I think women make better architects . . . well . . . 
I digress.)

This guide is specifically intended for those of you who have 
just started the process and have yet to engage an architect or 
contractor. It will get you from your kitchen chair to signing a 
contract with an architect. The reason this ends where your 
architect begins is because every architect does things a little 
differently and will guide you with her capable hands in the 
way she has found best suits her clients. With her you will have 
guidance. You do not have guidance now. Or, at least, you didn’t 
before you picked up this book.

I will walk you through the overall process and strongly recom-
mend (require) that you clean the crap out of your house before 
you start. I’ll also show you how to determine what your needs 
are and teach you how to crunch numbers in a way that lets 
you assign value to those needs, allowing you to make decisions. 
You will learn how to build your team of professionals and how 
to expound in painful detail on all that you’ve learned to your 
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architect to save everyone heartache and save you money in the 
end. How do we do this? Homework. This is my promise to you.

So what I need you to do is trust me. I won’t let you down. Walk 
through this process with me (even if you think parts of it are 
nuts), present this information to your architect, and I guarantee 
you will be light years ahead of where you are now. I want to 
get you excited about your project! I want you headed into this 
amazing experience inspired, full of ideas, and confident in your 
ability to dictate the outcome! So, if you were wondering where 
to start, you just did!
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