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Y
ou want to build a home, and you’re ambitious. You’ve admired 

the Renaissance villas of Palladio or the 19th-century mansions 

in Newport, and you want a residence like that—not so grand, 

perhaps, but a home of quality: graceful proportions, striking design, 

and exquisite craftsmanship.

 What kind of team is most likely to deliver these results?

 If you commission a custom home by the “design-bid-build” 

method, which has been prevalent since the early 20th century, you’ll 

engage an architect to create the design and, later, a contractor to build 

the residence. Then you’ll just have to 

hope that nothing will be lost between 

design and execution. 

 Sometimes, however, essentials 

do get lost. What can go wrong? For one 

thing, in design-bid-build, the designer 

rarely solves every problem before the 

drawings are bid. These unresolved issues 

are left out of the contractor’s bid, lead-

ing to added costs or time (or lost qual-

ity) later in the project. Furthermore, 

this method is slower than the other 

delivery systems outlined below. The bid-

ding process itself—a step not required in 

the other methods—takes a long time.

 Another diffi culty: Usually, the de-

signer and the contractor have different 

goals—the architect focuses on quality, 

the contractor on schedule and costs. The contractor may maintain 

that it’s easier or faster or cheaper to use methods or materials other 

than those the architect specifi ed; when that happens, the design is 

sacrifi ced, little by little. 

 Another disadvantage: The homeowner can be hit with unexpect-

ed costs because of the way the design-bid-build process works. The 

contractor, spotting unresolved problems in the architect’s documents, 

can offer a low bid, knowing that eventually he’ll have to put in change 

orders (charging for additional work) to resolve the problems. And, in 
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addition, the owner may be forced to arbitrate what is of-

ten an adversarial relationship between the designer and 

the general contractor.

 History teaches us that for most of the 5,000-year 

evolution of architecture, design and construction exper-

tise were united in one individual—the master builder. 

The tradition goes back at least to Imhotep, builder of the 

step-pyramid at Saqqara, circa 2611 B.C. Like the master 

builders who succeeded him until the late 19th century, 

he was both architect and “overseer of works”—able to 

leverage the knowledge and assistance of a vast network 

of toolmakers, craftsmen, and associated architects. It was 

only at the end of the 1800s, when architecture emerged 

as a licensed profession, that design and construction took 

place sequentially.

 Modern owners and building professionals are once 

again beginning to appreciate the benefi ts of the master-

builder concept—which, today, means engaging a de-

signer and a builder at the same time. That way, design 

and construction are integrated early, and information 

fl ows seamlessly among the architect, builder, and crafts-

men during all phases of the project. So, to get the fi nest 

results, whether you’re renovating or constructing a new 

residence, you’d be wise to hire your designer and builder 

together from the project’s very start. 

 Over the years, the industry has experimented with 

various methods for delivering built work. The options 

can be confusing. There’s architect-led design-build, 

contractor-led design-build, construction management, 

design-assist, and the architect-builder team. The fruit-

fulness of the combinations depends on the level of 

collaboration between architect and builder, and their 

commitment to superior results. 
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• Design-Build fi rms (often engaged for capital and corporate 

projects) are usually owned by either the architect or the con-

tractor; the second discipline is handled by an employee or a 

subcontractor. Since one organization handles both specialties, 

choosing a design/build fi rm saves time, because design con-

cepts and construction techniques are coordinated early. Often, 

however, one discipline is subordinate, and there is a downside 

to this. When the fi rm is led by the architect, the contractor’s 

work and performance can be stifl ed; when the contractor leads 

the fi rm, the designer may be inexperienced or unlicensed. Even 

if the architect is experienced, his or her lesser status can lead 

to marginalization.

• Design-Assist solves the problem of unequal status: The 

owner contracts with two different fi rms, one for architecture, 

one for construction. The designer and contractor sit side by 

side and resolve issues as they arise, offering highly controlled 

results. But the major priority for most design-assist services 

(frequently employed for large public and corporate projects) is 

to control time and costs rather than to achieve exceptionally 

high-quality design and construction, including hand-crafted or 

customized results. 

• Construction-Management fi rms are hired by the owner to 

monitor both the architect and the builder. Continuous over-

sight can reduce costs and time for complex projects. However, 

using a construction management fi rm can compromise design 

quality and construction because it limits dialogue between the 

owner, architect, and builder.

• An Architect and Builder team is, we believe, the closest 

equivalent to the master builder. (Full disclosure: We are an 

Architect and Builder team). With Architect and Builder, the 

leadership role is split 50-50 between a designer/architect and 

a designer/builder. Design and construction services are inte-

grated early under this system (as they are under all the meth-

ods listed above). However, the Architect and Builder team has 

the added benefi ts of equal status between its participants and a 

shared understanding of design. Whether united in a single fi rm 

or from two separate entities, these partners collaborate fully 

and are, we believe, the kind of team that is most likely to have 

the same values—including a devotion to excellence.  ❖

For more information on these methods, see 

www.themodernestate/Finding_a_Master_Builder

Opposite Page: Top Left: construction

framing; Bottom Left: Tudor house; Right: 

building section drawing of entranceway. Above: 

curved mahogany doors and granite/quartzite stone 

wall. All homes designed and built in Fairfi eld County, 

Connecticut, by the Architect Builder team of Robert 

Cohen Architect LLC and Riccoboni Construction.

The Architect and Builder team of Robert Cohen and Joel Riccoboni 

work primarily on projects in the tri-state (New York/Connecticut/New 

Jersey) area. They offer services extending from pre-design through the 

fi nal touches and beyond, with post-construction.

Joel Riccoboni is president of Riccoboni Construction, a fourth-

generation construction fi rm noted for restoration and renovation 

and a seamless blending of Old World style and modern-day design. 

203.972.2110; joel@riccoboniconstruction.com; www.riccobonicon-

struction.com 

Robert Cohen, AIA, NCARB, of Robert Cohen Architect LLC, is a 

licensed architect in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut who is 

known for innovative and thoughtful designs. 203.341.7781; R@Robert-

CohenArchitect.com; www.robertcohenarchitect.com
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