
AE RISK REVIEW 
A Publication for Design Professionals 

November 2006 

This material is provided for informational purposes only. Before taking any 
action that could have legal or other important consequences, confer with a 
qualified professional who can provide guidance that considers your own 
unique circumstances. 
 
Building Information Modeling – or BIM – has been touted as the de-
sign tool of the 21st Century – the biggest thing since sliced CAD. Pro-
ponents exclaim that it enables architects and engineers to create de-
tailed three-dimensional models that take the guesswork out of design 
intent and construction. Project owners like it because it enables them 
to better visualize the completed project and provides a 3D blueprint 
for continued building operation and maintenance. 
 
BIM truly presents great promise. But with any new process or technol-
ogy comes great risk as well. Is BIM truly all that it’s cracked up to be? 
What rewards can the designer and project owner really expect? What 
are the drawbacks? And just how quickly should design firms jump on 
the BIM bandwagon? 
 
The Benefits of BIM 
First things first: What exactly is BIM? The definition remains a bit 
unclear due to the fact it is an evolving concept. What is clear is that 
BIM is a lot more than just the ability to produce conceptual 3D mod-
els. 
 
They key to BIM is the “I” in the middle: Information. BIM is centered 
on the development of a single project database that contains complete 
project data, both graphical and nongraphical. That includes all archi-
tectural and structural information as well as electrical and mechanical 
systems and other “real-world” data. Designers can also create links 
from the database to outside information resources, such as manufac-
turer specifications. 
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For many years, professionals  
serving the built environment en-
joyed the luxury of a stable of long 
term clients that sought their ex-
pertise, valued their guidance and 
viewed them as trusted advisors.   
 
Over the past 20 years, things 
changed.  The “purchasing prac-
tices” of our clients began to shift 
toward competitive “bidding” and 
away from relationships.  So, our 
firms created marketing depart-
ments - mostly responsible for re-
sponding to RFPs and watching 
bid lists in industry publications.  
Basically, marketing was a neces-
sary overhead expense added to 
our businesses to stay in the game.  
We tightened our belts, and ac-
cepted the challenge of the bidding 
process. 
 
But things are changing again.  
Our clients are self-selecting into 
two camps:  those seeking low cost 
services, and those seeking the 
trusted advisors we enjoy being.  
However, many of our firms are 
not changing.  We continue to cut 
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By having all project information contained in a sin-
gle, continuously updated database, the theory goes, 
it is easier to manage the accuracy of data and inte-
grate all aspects of the project during the design 
stage. This leads to better specifications, estimations, 
budgets, schedules and compliance, as well as the 
ability to produce detailed 3D models and simulate 
construction. 
 
From the owner’s perspective, BIM offers the prom-
ise of a high quality project, as well as time and cost 
savings. The 3D models enable project owners to 
gain a better understanding, early in the design proc-
ess, of how their final project will look.  Design is-
sues can be addressed early on with the prime con-
sultant. If revisions are made, the database and model 
are updated as necessary and changes are automati-
cally integrated throughout the process. This should 
lead to fewer surprises, errors and omissions. Plus the 
owner benefits by having more detailed models and 
schematics on hand for ongoing operation, mainte-
nance and renovation of the project. 
 
During the construction phase, contractors should 
now have more complete data as well as a more ef-
fective representation of design intent. In the end, 
there is a greater likelihood that the finished project 
will look like the completed design. 
 
Design firms that become proficient with BIM have 
the ability to substantially increase their scope of ser-
vices and their fees. They become candidates for 
more projects as owners increasingly demand BIM 
services. Truly, all parties to the design and construc-
tion process can benefit greatly as the promise of 
BIM is realized. 
 
Do Risks Outweigh Rewards? 
Indeed, the promises of BIM are attractive. However, 
as with any dramatic change, there are substantial 
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risks. These need to be weighed carefully before jump-
ing into BIM with both feet. 
Becoming proficient in Building Information Modeling 
can be a long and costly process. It demands buying and 
becoming familiar with new software programs. This 
typically means substantial training for your staff – and 
we’re not just talking about the drafters and designers 
sitting at the computer. BIM requires a substantial shift 
in the overall design process. Everyone from top execu-
tives down needs to understand BIM and how it changes 
the design process. Subconsultants, contractors and sub-
contractors also need to be on board to gain the full 
benefits of online collaboration. 
 
BIM changes the dynamics between you and your cli-
ents. Project owner expectations can soar and need to be 
carefully managed. Your clients may anticipate faster, 
error-free and theefore lower-cost projects. They need to 
be educated that BIM will likely result in higher design 
fees to reflect your increased scope of services and in-
creased level of responsibility in managing project infor-
mation. 
 
BIM also changes your relationship with subconsultants, 
contractors and other parties to the design and construc-
tion process. Because you are managing the compilation 
of and access to project information from multiple 
sources, lines of responsibility are blurred. There are no 
unified industry standards regarding how BIM projects 
are managed and who is responsible for what. Your ini-
tial ventures into BIM are especially fraught with dan-
ger. You can expect missteps, redundancies and gaps in 
performance until parties become experienced and com-
fortable with the new design process. 
 
With your first BIM projects you can expect resistance 
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to change, both within and outside your firm. People 
don’t like being asked to perform outside of their 
comfort level, and BIM can be a threat to those who 
are still struggling to feel comfortable with CAD and 
other new technologies. 
 
Liabilities and Insurance 
One of the biggest unknowns with BIM is how it af-
fects your professional liabilities and how the insur-
ance industry will handle claims on these projects. 
BIM is indeed still in its infancy and there are few 
precedents to help insurers, attorneys, judges and ju-
ries sort out responsibilities in the event of a claim. 
 
Even though BIM holds great long-term promise in 
reducing project errors and omissions, most in the 
insurance and design industry agree that BIM may 
actually increase the design firm’s liabilities in the 
short term. New processes are rarely adopted without 
trial and error. The prime designer now compiles and 
manages virtually all project information. Contractors 
and others who rely on the prime for complete and 
accurate project information will likely point fingers 
at the prime when project upsets occur. There are also 
liability issues regarding ownership of that informa-
tion. What if the design firm inadvertently reveals 
trade secrets or proprietary information when sharing 
project data? What rights does your client have to use 
project information for future operation and mainte-
nance? 
 
Current laws, standards and legal precedents are 
based on a system of design and construction that has 
changed little in decades. Because of the dramatic 
shift in how information is gathered, used and shared 
using BIM, those standards may not apply. The dis-
tinct separation of roles among primes, subconsul-
tants and contractors has been blurred and it will 
likely be decades more before new insurance and li-
ability standards are developed. Meanwhile, BIM and 
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will continue to evolve at a rapid pace. The insurance and 
legal fields will be challenged to adapt to current prac-
tices while continuing to play catch-up as new standards 
develop. 
 
What Are Design Firms to Do? 
How quickly and completely design firms will embrace 
BIM as a design process will depend on a variety of is-
sues. Take into account these factors when analyzing 
BIM’s place in your future: 
 
Company philosophy. Is your company a leading-edge 
risk taker with a bent toward high technology or a more 
conservative firm that would rather follow than lead the 
pack? Consider how readily your firm adopted CAD as a 
primary design tool. This should give you an indication 
of how readily you can integrate BIM into your future. 
 
Management commitment. How committed is top man-
agement to BIM? Principals must be completely behind 
BIM and be willing to make the necessary investment. 
Management must set the tone and lead the fight against 
resistance to change. Staffing, training, hardware and 
software purchases and the use of outside consultants are 
typically required in order to transform the way you de-
liver projects. 
 
Client readiness. How much of your current and pro-
jected client base is demanding – and willing to pay for – 
BIM as the design process of choice?  This factor goes a 
long way to determining how quickly BIM is adapted by 
your firm. If design-build project delivery and/or highly 
innovative designs are a big part of your future, so is 
BIM. If your clients and projects are relatively tradi-
tional, then BIM may not be a big part of your upcoming 
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PCIA clients are successful  
businesses that have news to share 
about their accomplishments. 
 
We are eager to include these  
accomplishments in our newsletter!  
Please send your press releases to 
Kim Fricke at 
kfricke@pciaonline.com 

Client kudos! 

Contact us! 1.800.969.4041 
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plans. Regardless of how many of your clients choose BIM, managing 
their expectations is vital. Don’t oversell the benefits. 
 
Risk awareness.  Are you prepared to address the added risks and li-
abilities that may accompany BIM? As you venture into a new design 
process, the tried-and-true staples of risk management become even 
more important. Client and project selection are critical. Protective cli-
ent contract language regarding the control, use and distribution of in-
formation, as well as intellectual property rights, is essential. Communi-
cation with your client, the contractor, subconsultants and subcontrac-
tors is increasingly key. All parties should commit to addressing prob-
lems early and often so that disputes can be resolved as quickly and 
painlessly as possible. 
 
As your insurance advisor, we can help you sort through coverage and 
insurability issues related to the expanded scope of services you might 
provide with BIM. While this area is still evolving, taking prudent ac-
tion and following the basics of loss prevention can go along way to 
making your venture into BIM successful. 
 
 
Can We Be of Assistance? 
We may be able to help you by providing referrals to consultants, and 
by providing guidance relative to insurance issues, and even to certain 
preventives, from construction observation through the development and 
application of sound human resources management policies and proce-
dures. Please call on us for assistance. We’re a member of the  
Professional Liability Agents Network (PLAN). We’re here to help. 
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service and quality to be the “low 
bid”, not focusing on those clients 
that can actually help our business 
to grow healthier. 
 
In this new era, your marketing  
department should be changing 
too.  This department should be 
moving away from running pro-
posal fire drills and moving toward 
implementing the strategic busi-
ness growth plan for your firm - 
identifying target growth markets, 
positioning your firm based on 
your competitive advantage and 
implementing a focused communi-
cations program that supports tar-
geted business development. 
 
Marketing is not “just overhead”  
anymore.  It should be the machine 
that helps to grow your business 
with clients that value your  
services. 
 
Leslie Kusek is president of  LMK  
Consulting, a firm providing strategic 
marketing expertise to professional 
service companies.  She can be 
reached at  
Leslie@LMKconsulting.com.  
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