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How to Navigate Pressure Without Extra Risk

Tariffs and trade disruptions consistently lead to two things: inflation and supply chain volatility. For
architecture and engineering (A/E) firms, these issues pose significant risks that are often embedded in
contracts and liability.

This has happened before. During COVID, firms dealt with inflation, substitutions, delivery delays, and
budget shifts, and the same patterns are showing up again. What matters now is how A/E firms respond —
with foresight, tighter communication, and clearer contractual boundaries.

Projects Already in Motion: Respond Strategically, Not Reactively

For construction projects already underway, supply chain disruption has schedule — and therefore —
budget implications for contractors. This pressure travels upstream, pulling design professionals back into
the mix as well.

Your job may have seemed complete, but supply chain volatility and shifting conditions can reopen scopes,
invite substitution requests, and reignite cost reviews. Unless you’re clear about your role, and
compensated for re-engaging, that “helping hand” can quickly become an unpaid liability.

Here are three realities to prepare for, and how to protect yourself when they surface:

1. Expect a surge in substitution requests. Contractors may need last-minute material or system
changes, bringing you back into design decisions. Stay involved, but document everything. You’re
supporting the team, not absorbing the risk.

2. Be available without overextending. Stepping back entirely makes you an easy target when problems
arise. But stepping in too casually, without contractual clarity, exposes you to unpaid work and potential
claims. Set boundaries, define your role, and charge for rework.

3. Watch for stress points. Tight timelines and stretched budgets often bring about disputes. When
pressure builds, placing blame can follow. Protect yourself with thorough documentation and
consistent communication.

New Projects: Design With Margin

For projects in early design and conception, the risk may feel more abstract — but it’s no less real. Owners
want certainty: predictable budgets, solid schedules, and clear scopes. But supply chain disruptions and
pricing swings can throw even a well-scoped design into flux. If risks aren’t managed early on, a routine
engagement can quickly spiral into a cycle of redesigns, coordination delays, and scope disputes.
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Here are three things to watch out for, and how to design smarter from the start:

1. Budget traps: “Design to budget” sounds reasonable until pricing shifts mid-design or after bids come
in. If contracts don’t limit how much redesign you're responsible for — or define compensation — you
could risk doing repeated, unpaid revisions. Include language that accounts for market volatility and ties
cost estimating to current conditions.

2. Schedule pressure: Fast-tracked projects often compress design timelines to make up for potential
construction delays. That urgency can force you to take on schedule risks beyond your control, like
procurement timelines and owner decisions. Avoid agreeing to fixed milestone dates without flexibility
for external disruptions.

3. Rigid specifications: Overly narrow design scopes leave little room to adapt when products become
unavailable or prices spike. Build flexibility into your documents by recommending alternate materials,
identifying high-risk items early, and offering pre-approved substitutions. This reduces redesign needs
and limits exposure when things change.

Contract Clarity Matters

Ultimately, the best defense against mid-project surprises is a contract that anticipates them. Risks such as
unpaid rework, delayed approvals, and scope creep don’t just happen — they’re enabled by vague
contracts, unchallenged assumptions, and undefined roles.

Smarter contracts don’t eliminate disruption, but they make sure you’re not the one paying for it.

Let’s Talk

Greyling Insurance Brokerage & Risk Consulting, a division of EPIC, is a specialty insurance brokerage and
risk consulting focused on construction and design professionals. We understand how our clients’
businesses operate based on personal experience and we influence exceptional management of risk across
their enterprises and construction projects.

Our approach to risk management and transfer delivers more stable and predictable outcomes for our
clients - protecting their business and personal finances and allowing individuals and companies to focus
on what truly matters - meaningful and innovative improvements to the built environment.
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