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For design professionals on design-build projects, being under contract to the design-builder 
rather than the project owner can create some unique challenges, some of which can amount to a 
serious fault in the design-build delivery system.  
 
One of these challenges comes in the form of inappropriate allocation of risk to the design 
professional. During the contracting process, the owner shifts its risk to the design-builder 
through the Owner/Design-Builder Agreement, and the design-builder then seeks to “flow down” 
these contract terms, even those not appropriate to design services, to the design professional. 
The flow-down of inappropriate contract terms creates a risk that far outweighs the design 
professional’s “reward” or profit, which is typically a relatively nominal fee in comparison to 
total project construction cost.  
 
In this paper, we make the business case for reasonable risk allocation. We describe the flow-
down problem, explain why all parties to the design-build project are better off with a more 
equitable distribution of risk, and suggest some possible solutions.  
 
The Flow-Down Problem  
 
For example, suppose the Owner/Design-Builder Agreement includes the following provision: 
“The Design-Builder warrants that the Work will conform to the requirements of the Contract 
Documents and will be free from defects.” (The contract defines “Work” to mean both 
construction and design.).1 The design-builder includes this language in all of its subcontracts. 
For the construction subcontractors, this language is no big deal.   
 
But it’s a different story for the design professional, who knows that a warranty of defect-free 
performance is not only beyond the coverage of its professional liability insurance, but likely lies 
outside of the realm of reality as well. No design can truly be “defect-free,” and the law does not 
require architects and engineers to perform to this unattainable standard.  
 
Design professionals, of course, have experience in negotiating these issues, at least in the 
design-bid-build context.  Project owners frequently propose professional services agreements 
with unreasonably high standards of care. While the design-builder is likely to have heard and 
may agree that the design-professional’s performance is governed by the “standard of care”  and 
not perfection, the design-builder may feel it has no choice but to flow the warranty of defect-
free performance required by the Owner/Design-Builder agreement down to the design 

                                                 
1 This, in fact, is the approach taken in the AIA Design-Build documents. The Owner/Design-Builder Agreement 
(AIA A141-2014) calls for the design-builder to warrant construction and design. The design-builder thus assumes 
all risk for design, including non-negligent design defects – a risk that would ordinarily be borne by the owner in a 
design-bid-build project. Note that this warranty is not flowed down to the Architect in the Design-Builder/Architect 
Agreement (AIA B143-2014), which includes a normal, negligence-based standard of care for the Architect’s 
services. 
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professional.2 If the design-builder does not, then it risks being stuck with the liability for design 
that is non-negligent, but still falls short of the defect-free warranty standard.3  
 
Aggressive flow down of unreasonable (and perhaps uninsurable) contract terms need not be an 
essential element of the design-build delivery system. One way to influence the contract terms is 
for the design professional to have a “place at the table” – literally or figuratively – during 
formation of the design-builder’s contract with the owner. This creates an opportunity for the 
design professional to shape the contract terms that ultimately will be flowed down, perhaps 
keeping objectionable terms out of the prime agreement in the first place.  
 
Realistically, however, some owners are attracted to design-build precisely because they believe 
they can transfer all project risk to the design-build team, and they will resist overtures toward a 
fairer allocation of risk. 
 
The Business Case for Fair Risk Allocation 
 
So if the design-builder is “stuck” with the Owner’s contract terms, must it flow them down to 
the design professional? The answer, of course, is no. In fact, a fair allocation of risk and reward 
may dictate that the risk remain with the design-builder.4 The Design-Build Institute of America 
(DBIA) states that “(c)ontracts used on design-build projects should be fair, balanced and 
clear…” and “should reasonably allocate risks to the party that is best capable of addressing and 
mitigating the risk.”5 
 
Typically the fee the design professional will collect for its professional services will be dwarfed 
by the profit reaped by the design-builder. Hence it is more appropriate for the design-builder to 
accept a greater share of the risk. The alternative of trying to balance the design professional’s 
risk and reward by increasing the design professional’s fee is not really an option. The fee that 
the design professional would need to charge for a design that even comes close to “defect-free” 
is certain to be much, much more than the design-builder can spend and still win the job.  
 
Beyond the “fairness” issue, what other arguments can the design professional make that the fair 
allocation of risk is in the best interest of both the owner and the design-builder? 
 
DBIA strongly promotes collaboration within the owner-builder-designer team as one of the 
greatest benefits of choosing the design-build project delivery method. In an unfair risk climate, 
collaboration is likely to go out the window. In addition, the design-build goal of minimizing the 
use of prescriptive requirements, while maximizing the use of performance-based requirements, 
provides an opportunity for design innovation that is likely to be squashed by an unfair risk 
climate. Further, unfair allocation of risk may discourage the best innovative design firms from 
agreeing to join a design-build team, limiting the pool of qualified design professionals willing to 
get involved in the project.  
  

                                                 
2 As with all projects, client selection is a key element of risk management in design-build. A reasonable design-
builder client values the contributions of the consultant and will consider mutually-acceptable solutions to the design 
professional’s risk management concerns.  
3 Note that contractors often take on risks of this type. They routinely warrant their work, which can include 
elements of delegated design. They consider these risks justified in light of the profits to be made on the project.   
4 As discussed in Footnote 1, this is the approach taken by the AIA’s Design-Build agreements. The design-builder 
warrants the design and construction, but does not flow the design warranty down to the architect.  
5 DBIA’s 2013 document, Design-Build Done Right: Best Design-Build Practices provides an excellent guide to 
best practices related to the procurement, contracting and execution of design-build services. 
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But what if the design-builder still refuses to provide fair contract terms? Are there other ways to 
keep the design professional from having limitless liability for risks it cannot control? 
 
Risk Allocation Clauses – Capping the Risk 
 
The design professional should consider negotiating contract provisions that set reasonable 
limitations on the additional commercial risks that can arise when the design professional is 
directly subcontracted to the design-builder. 
 
Many design professionals are familiar with “limitation of liability” clauses, in which the design 
professional’s total liability to its client – in this case the design-builder – is limited to a certain 
amount. Examples of this type of contractual provision can be found in Exhibit F (Allocation of 
Risk) to the EJCDC D-505 (2009) (Subagreement between Design/Builder and Engineer for 
Professional Services), which offers three different clauses limiting the engineer’s liability to, 
respectively,  the total compensation received, the amount of insurance paid, or a negotiated 
dollar amount.6 AIA documents also contain a discussion of limitation of liability clauses and 
provide model language that might be used as a starting point for development of a limitation of 
liability provision.7   
 
Whether or not the design-builder agrees to a global limitation of liability, the design 
professional should consider using limitations of liability to manage specific flow-down risks of 
concern to the design professional. The EJCDC document mentioned above includes several 
contract clauses that can be used to achieve a more equitable allocation of targeted risks. These 
include an optional waiver of consequential damages clause that allows for the exclusion of 
specified damages that “may be of special concern because of the nature of the project or specific 
circumstances.”8 Clauses may also be used to manage the risk of change orders up to a 
negotiated amount.9 
 
Such risk allocation clauses are not new or unusual in contracts for design professionals’ 
professional services. Their use is sufficiently widespread that some professional liability 
insurers offer premium discounts for policyholders whose contracts include them. And, as noted 
                                                 
6 For example, EJCDC D-505, F5.11B.3: Engineer’s Liability Limited to the Amount of $      .  Notwithstanding any 
other provision of this Agreement, and to the fullest extent permitted by law, the total liability, in the aggregate, of 
Engineer and Engineer’s officers, directors, partners, employees, agents, and Engineer’s Consultants, and any of 
them to Design/Builder and anyone claiming by, through, or under Design/Builder for any and all claims, losses, 
costs, or damages whatsoever arising out of, resulting from, or in any way related to the Project or the Subagreement 
from any cause or causes, including but not limited to the negligence, professional errors or omissions, strict liability 
or breach of contract, or warranty express or implied of Engineer or Engineer’s officers, directors, partners, 
employees, agents, or Engineer’s Consultants, or any of them shall not exceed the total amount of $     .             
7 See AIA Document B503™–2007, Guide for Amendments to AIA Owner-Architect Agreements. 
8 EJCDC D-505, F5.11B.2: Exclusion of Special, Incidental, Indirect and Consequential Damages.  To the fullest 
extent permitted by law, and not withstanding any other provision in the Agreement, Engineer and Engineer’s 
officers, directors, partners, employees, agents, and Engineer’s Consultants shall not be liable to Design/Builder or 
anyone claiming by, through, or under Owners for any special, incidental, indirect, or consequential damages 
whatsoever arising out of, resulting from, or in any way related to the Project or the Subagreement from any cause 
or causes, including but not limited to any such damages caused by the negligence, professional errors or omissions, 
strict liability or breach of contract, or warranty express or implied of Engineer or Engineer’s officers, directors, 
partners, employees, agents, or Engineer’s Consultants, or any of them, and including but not limited to…” 
9 EJCDC D-505, F5.11B.1: “…Design/Builder agrees not to sue and otherwise to make no claim directly or 
indirectly against Engineer on the basis of professional negligence, breach of contract, or otherwise with respect to 
the costs of approved Covered Changes unless the costs of such approved Covered Changes exceed $        , and then 
only for an amount in excess of such sum.  Any responsibility of Engineer for the costs of Covered Changes in 
excess of such percentage will be determined on the basis of applicable contractual obligations and professional 
liability standards...” 
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above, well-known industry form contracts like the EJCDC and AIA documents offer such 
clauses as a means for the parties to negotiate a fair allocation of risk.   
 
It is important to understand that a risk allocation clause is not an “exculpatory” clause or an 
attempt by design professionals to evade responsibility that is rightly theirs. Rather, it is a 
reasonable means of balancing a design professional’s relatively modest fee (particularly in 
comparison with the design-builder’s compensation) with the risks assumed by the design 
professional in its contract with the design-builder, particularly those risks that are beyond the 
design professional’s control and beyond the coverage of the design professional’s professional 
liability insurance.  
 
Courts in many states have upheld risk allocation clauses that provide reasonable limits on the 
ultimate commercial exposure for design professionals. That said, it is absolutely essential to 
consult with experienced legal counsel who can advise not only about enforceability in the 
applicable jurisdiction, but also about crafting clauses that are likely to be enforced under 
applicable law.  
 
Design Contingency – Funding the Risk 
 
Another tool that the design professional can use to manage the risks of design-build projects is a 
design contingency fund established by the design-builder or owner to cover the design risks that 
are not substantially under the design professional’s control. Contingencies are especially 
important in the design-build environment because the design-builder typically gives the owner a 
fixed price based on partially completed design documents (say, 30% or less). This necessarily 
increases the risk of additional construction costs and design errors or omissions.  
 
A design contingency can work with and complement a risk allocation clause. The design 
professional will need to work closely with the design-builder to establish both the dollar amount 
of the fund, and the purposes for which it is to be used. Those might include:   
 

• Owner-mandated changes in design, even though the proposed design meets the project’s 
performance specifications.  

• Design changes caused by the owner’s lack of clarity or consistency.  
• Re-design necessitated by external factors, such as code and regulatory changes or 

unpredictable interpretations by government officials.  
• Re-design following discovery of differing site or subsurface conditions.  
• Design changes required by the contractor, resulting from a “value engineering” exercise 

or other contractor-driven changes, even though the proposed design meets the project’s 
performance requirements. 

 
Conclusion 
 
For project owners, one of the chief benefits of the design-build delivery model is that it creates a 
single point of responsibility – and risk – for design and construction. Having contracted to bear 
ultimate responsibility for design and construction, the design-builder may seek to flow all of the 
assumed design risks to its design professionals. The design professional must consider whether 
it is reasonable to accept these risks in light of factors such as –  
 

• Whether the risk is proportionate to the reward (profit) that the design 
professional will receive for the project; 

• Whether the design professional has the ability to control the risk; and  
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• Whether the risk is covered under the design professional’s professional liability 
insurance. 

 
Ideally, the design-builder will be receptive to the design professional’s concerns, and willing to 
retain risks that, if flowed down, would cause the design professional serious risk management 
concerns. But, inevitably, there will be times when the design-builder insists on flowing down 
risks that the design professional normally would not accept. In such cases, risk allocation 
contract clauses and design contingencies may afford design professionals and design-builders a 
reasonable means of reaching a mutually-acceptable allocation of risk.  
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