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Introduction:
The Myth of the Inevitable

Picture the end of a project. Not a bad project that went off the rails, but an
average one for your firm. It was a project type you specialize in, a decent client,
a fair fee, a reasonable program, and no major disasters occurred. You're at the
final invoice, reviewing hours against the fee, and somewhere around page three
of the timesheet report, you feel it. That familiar pit.

You delivered more than you were paid for. The project’s realization rate is well
below 100%, meaning you spent more time on the project than you invoiced for.

Maybe it was the extra round of schematic revisions the client swore was
included. Or it was the coordination meeting that turned into two, then three.
Perhaps it was the Revit model updates or additional details drawn after the
contractor "just had a few questions.” Whatever the specific trigger, the math
doesn't lie: your team put in 60, 80, maybe 120 hours that nobody authorized
and nobody billed.

And here's what most firm leaders do next. They absorb it. They chalk it up to the
cost of doing business, note it in the project debrief as a "lesson learned,” or as
part of maintaining a good relationship, and move on to the next project, where
the same thing is likely to happen again.

Scope creep has become so normalized in architecture and engineering that
most firms treat it like weather. Unpleasant. Unavoidable. Something you
manage around rather than prevent. The industry even has a name for what it
costs: write-offs.

Not only is scope creep not unavoidable, it should be unacceptable within your
firm. And the firms proving that are not operating in some parallel universe with
nicer clients or simpler projects. They're operating with better systems.

This ebook is an argument — and a practical guide — for firm leaders who
are ready to stop accepting scope creep as inevitable and start treating it as
the structural problem it actually is. This is a must read for all firms that want
to boost performance, increase profitability, and more important, change the
culture of the A&E industry away from accepting scope creep as a typical
business practice.
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It's Not Your Clients.
It's Your System:s.

Here's the version of scope creep most firm leaders believe: the client keeps asking
for more, the team keeps saying yes, and by the time anyone pushes back, the
project is underwater. That version is satisfying because it assigns blame cleanly. The
client is unreasonable. The team is too accommodating. And the project manager
or principal-in-charge is too busy to catch it until it's too late.

It's also mostly wrong.

Difficult clients exist, and some of them will squeeze every hour they can out

of your team regardless of what your contract says. But they are the exception.
The maijority of scope creep — the chronic, project-after-project kind that
slowly drains firm profitability — isn't caused by bad actors. It's caused by bad
systems. Vague contracts. Undefined deliverables and tasks. Absent change
order processes. No real-time visibility into whether a project is tracking to budget.
Project managers who don’t have access to the data or aren't empowered to make
decisions. A cultural norm of saying yes first and figuring out the billing later.

The victim narrative is tempting, but it's also disempowering. If scope creep is
caused by clients, you can't solve it; you can only survive it. If it's caused by your
systems, you can fix it by designing better ones.

The Three Root Causes

Most scope creep problems trace back to one or more of the same three failures.

Vague scope definition. As an example, a proposal says "schematic design
phase" and lists a fee. What it doesn't say is how many design options the

client will receive, how many revision rounds are included, what level of detail is
expected at phase completion, or what happens if the program changes mid-
phase. That ambiguity isn't a client trap — it's an invitation. When the client asks
for a third design option at the end of SD, they're not being unreasonable. They
genuinely believe it's included, because nothing in the contract told them it
wasn't. And worseg, if you don’t have defined deliverables that are communicated
to your team, they could be working on the wrong things, or spending more time
and effort than is necessary to deliver the work.

No functioning change order process. Most firms have a change order clause
buried in their contract’s terms and conditions. AlImost none communicate this
clearly in negotiation or onboarding meetings with clients, or have a culture around
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using it throughout a project. The process exists on paper; in practice, the default

is absorption. The moment a project manager absorbs one out-of-scope request
without flagging it, the precedent is set. The next request follows. Then the one after
that. This builds bad habits internally and bad expectations with your clients.

No real-time visibility. Scope creep rarely announces itself. It accumulates in small
decisions — fifteen minutes here, an hour there, a meeting nobody tracked — until
the project is 30% over budget and the fee is spent. Firms that catch scope creep
early have one thing in common: they look at project health weekly, using live, up-to-
date data, not at the closeout of a phase, project, or billing period.

What This Costs

A recent AE Industry Study has tracked write-off rates in architecture and
engineering for years. The picture is consistently troubling. Firms regularly write
off 8-14% of total project hours — work performed but never billed. For a firm
doing $3 million in revenue, that's potentially $240,000-$420,000 in delivered
but unpaid services every year. This is a business model failure. For architecture
and engineering firms that have tight margins, this sort of write-off is the
difference between being profitable and being at risk of going out of business.

Why Firms Tolerate It

If scope creep is so damaging, why do smart, experienced principals allow it to
persist? Three reasons. Fear of losing the client by asking for more money. Conflict
avoidance — scope conversations are uncomfortable, so they don't happen. And

a deeply embedded belief, inherited from decades of professional culture, that
absorbing extra work is just what good firms do to maintain relationships. It is this
embedded professional culture that must change.

Meanwhile, the firms that have eliminated chronic scope creep report the
opposite effect: clients respect them more, not less, because they operate
with clarity and consistency. Being told what's in scope and what isn't doesn't
feel aggressive or imply conflict to most clients. It feels professional. Clear
communication is valued by your clients. And changing this perception is
something the whole industry desperately needs.

The cost of avoiding the conversation is not client loyalty. It's profitability. And if
your firm isn’t consistently profitable, you won't be around to serve your clients and
create value by solving their problems. Your clients need you to be successful, and
controlling the scope is in both parties’ best interest.

J bqe The Scope Creep Problem


https://www.bqe.com?utm_source=bqe&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=ebooks&utm_content=The_Scope_Creep_Problem

The Project Manager Is Your Scope's
Last Line of Defense

Scope management is a team sport. The proposal sets the rules. The project
manager enforces them. The full project team is there to back them up and keep
an eye on progress.

Project management is not a peripheral role — it’s like being the quarterback. In
most architecture and engineering firms, the PM has the most daily contact with
the client, the most awareness of what the team is actually producing, and the
most ability to catch a scope problem before it becomes a financial one. They
are, without question, the most important person in scope management once

a project is underway. But the rest of the team should also be informed and
instructed to notify the PM when things may be slipping off track.

Most PMs were never trained for the role

This is not a criticism of project managers. It's a criticism of how firms develop them.
PMs in AEC typically come up as doers — through technical training. They learn to
design, manage drawings, coordinate consultants, run submittals. They are rarely
taught to read contracts, view a fee tracker, recognize a scope drift pattern, or

have a professional conversation with a client about extra services. These skills are
assumed, or learned the hard way through expensive project mistakes.

This is a mistake that you should correct. Send your PMs to specific project
management training. Your business will be stronger for it. Just because
someone is a great architect, a strong engineer, or a creative problem solver
doesn’t mean they have the skills to be a great PM.

The "Small Yes" Problem

Scope creep rarely arrives as one large, obvious request or decision. It arrives as
a series of small ones.

The client asks if the team can "just take a look" at an alternate layout. The
contractor has a few questions that turn into a two-hour site call. The owner
wants one more option before committing to the exterior material. Each request,
in isolation, feels minor. Each takes an hour, maybe two. The PM says yes,
because saying yes feels easier than saying "that's outside the scope" — and
because they're often genuinely unsure whether it is.

Yet, by month four, the project has accumulated forty hours of small yeses that
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nobody flagged and nobody billed. The small requests added up to a big loss.

Training PMs to recognize this pattern is the first step. The second is giving them
a clear framework for what to do when they spot it.

Authority and Accountability

Most firms require principal approval for any scope change. In theory, this
protects the firm. In practice, it means the PM has no real authority to respond
in real time — so they absorb instead. Even worse, many firms don’t share the
contract and agreement, with terms and conditions, with their teams. This keeps
your valuable employees in the dark.

The fix is to give PMs a defined threshold they can act within independently. A
workable model: any out-of-scope request under four hours can be flagged,
documented, and resolved by the PM without escalation; anything above that
threshold triggers a formal additional services request. The exact number
matters less than having one. What can't happen is a system where the PM's only
options are "absorb quietly” or "interrupt the principal.”

PMs also need a documentation habit. Not lengthy reports — a simple running
log. Date, request, time estimate, disposition. This log does two things: it creates
a paper trail for the client conversation when needed, and it makes scope drift
visible to firm leadership before it becomes a crisis.

Built this process into your project management software, and train your whole
team how to manage it. This is an important part of every PM’s job, but project
architects and engineers, and even junior team members, should know how this
process works in case they run into scope creep issues in their tasks.

The Chapter Firm Leaders Should Share

If you're a principal reading this, your job is to build the system: the thresholds,
the training, the culture where flagging scope is expected and valued rather than
treated as an inconvenience.

If you're a project manager reading this, the principle is simpler. Stop absorbing
quietly. Every hour you absorb without documentation is an hour your firm

will never recover — and a precedent that makes the next request harder to
push back on. You are not protecting the client relationship by saying yes to
everything. You are subsidizing it. The scope conversation, done professionally
and early, is far less damaging than the invoice surprise done late.

The best PMs in the industry treat scope enforcement the same way they treat
drawing quality: as a professional standard, not a negotiation.
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Change Orders Are
Not the Enemy

Ask a room full of architects or engineers whether their firm has a change order
process, and nearly every hand goes up.

Ask how many of them use it consistently — across every project, every time an
out-of-scope request comes in. Half the hands go down. Maybe more. | know we
struggled with this at my firm.

The change order is one of the most universally underused tools in AEC firm
management. Firms spend weeks negotiating contracts that include it, then spend
months avoiding it once the project begins. The result is a system that exists on
paper and functions almost nowhere — which means the firm absorbs costs that
should have been billed, and the client never develops realistic expectations about
what "extra" actually costs.

Why Firms Don't Use It

The most common reason principals give is client relationship protection. They don't
want to seem like they're nickel-and-diming a good client. Theyd rather absorb the
cost than risk the perception. This reasoning has a fatal flaw: it only works once.

The first time you absorb an out-of-scope request without a change order, you've
set a precedent. The client now has a data point that says requests outside the
original scope aren't always billable. The next request comes with that expectation
baked in. And the one after that. The relationship you're protecting is slowly being
built on a financial model that doesn't work.

Meanwhile, firms that issue change orders consistently — not aggressively, but
consistently — report stronger client relationships over time, not weaker ones.
Clients always know where they stand. There are no surprises at invoice time. The
process builds trust precisely because it builds transparency.

What a Working Change Order System Looks Like

A functional change order process has three components: clear triggers, fast
documentation, and a communication script.

Triggers define what qualifies as an additional services request. These should be
written into the contract and discussed at project kickoff, not left vague. Common
triggers include: changes to the project program after an agreed baseline date,
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additional design options beyond those specified in the proposal, owner-requested
revisions after a phase has been formally approved, and coordination with
consultants not listed in the original scope.

Documentation doesn't need to be elaborate. A one-page additional services
request with a description of the work, a time estimate, the fee, and a signature line
is sufficient. The key is having a template ready and using it every time. Ideally, this is
built into your firm management software. It should be simple to execute. When the
process is cumbersome, it doesn't get used. When it takes ten minutes, it does.

Communication is where most firms fail, even when they have the first two right. The
change order conversation must happen before the work begins — not after. "We
can absolutely take care of that. Let me put together a quick additional services
request for your review before we get started" is a complete sentence that most
clients will accept without pushback, because it's clear and professional. Copy and
paste that as a templated email response for your PMs.

The Mindset Shift

The change order is not an accusation. It's not a signal that the relationship is in
trouble. It's a professional acknowledgment that the project has evolved beyond its
original scope — which happens on almost every project.

When change orders are normal, issuing one isn't awkward. It's just the next step.

Leverage your

data to achieve ~bage
greater efﬁCiency Read the eBook >
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You Can't Catch
What You Can't See

There's a specific moment most project managers dread: opening the fee
tracker at the end of a project phase and realizing the budget is 20% over with
the next phase still ahead.

By that point, the options are bad. Absorb it. Have an uncomfortable
conversation with the client about a fee adjustment they didn't expect. Or
compress the next phase and hope to recover some of the spent hours, which
usually just means the same problem, delayed.

All of these are avoidable if the problem had been visible two months earlier.
With disconnected tools, manually maintained spreadsheets, or data that is held
by financial teams, up-to-date visibility is a real challenge.

The Closeout Discovery Problem

Most firms review project financial health at billing time. That's monthly, at
best. For a fast-moving project, monthly is too slow. A team can spend three or
four weeks on tasks that aren't in scope before anyone with financial authority
notices. By then, the work is done, the hours are logged, and the leverage to
issue a change order has largely evaporated. And the ability to course correct
internally before a change order is needed at all has been lost.

The firms that control scope creep effectively look at project health daily or
weekly — not to micromanage, but to catch drift before it compounds. The
question isn't "how did we do last month?2" It's "are we on track this week?"
For this to happen, you need an interconnected management platform where
data is live and flows across departments, connecting time tracking, project

scheduling, resource planning, and financial reporting.

Leading Indicators, Not Lagging Ones

There's a meaningful difference between indicators that tell you what happened
and indicators that tell you what's about to happen.

Write-off rates, realization percentages, and project margin at closeout are all
lagging indicators. Useful for understanding history; nearly useless for preventing
scope problems. By the time they show up in a report, the damage is done.
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Leading indicators look different. Burn-up charts visualizing hours burned
against phase budget — reviewed weekly — will show you a phase is running
hot before it crosses a threshold you can't recover from. Task completion

rate against the timeline will flag when the team is spending more effort than
planned on individual deliverables. The scope log your PMs are keeping will
surface how many small requests are accumulating before they add up to a real
number.

None of this complicated, and most firm management software should provide
this level of oversight. It requires the discipline to look at the numbers, and a
project culture where reviewing data is expected.

Build the Review Habit

The simplest intervention is a standing weekly project health check — fifteen

minutes per active project, run by the PM, reviewing three things: hours spent
this week against the phase budget, remaining fee (and hours) in the current

phase, and any out-of-scope requests logged since the last review.

That's it. That review won't prevent scope creep on its own. But it makes
scope creep visible, which means it can be addressed before it becomes
unrecoverable.

Real-time visibility is more of a discipline problem than a technical one. The
firms that have solved it made a decision: project financial health gets reviewed
on a schedule, not when something feels wrong. Make this part of your firm
management routine. Build the dashboards or reports you need in your
management software, and then as a team, review it on a weekly cadence.

Avoid common

mistakes and run more
profitable projects.
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The Scope Conversation
Is a Client Service

There's a belief embedded in most AEC firm cultures that goes something
like this: enforcing scope is a necessary evil. You do it when you have to, you
apologize a little when you do, and you hope the client doesn't hold it against
you. That belief is backwards.

The firms with the strongest client relationships — high repeat business, genuine
loyalty, referrals — are almost universally the ones with the most disciplined
scope management. Not despite their rigor. Because of it. The more professional,
transparent, and clear you are with communication with your clients, the more
satisfied they will be and the more trust they will have in your team.

Why Clarity Builds Trust

Consider the client experience of an unmanaged scope situation. They

make requests throughout the project, some of which get absorbed without
comment. They believe the relationship is going well. Then they receive an
invoice that's higher than expected, or a conversation at project end where the
firm is clearly exhausted and resentful. They don't understand why. From their
perspective, the project went fine.

Now consider the client experience of a well-managed scope process. Requests
are acknowledged immediately. When something falls outside scope, the client
is told promptly and professionally, with an estimate of the cost to include

it. They can make an informed decision. There are no invoice surprises. They
always know where the project stands. Both the client team and yours have their
expectations met.

The second client trusts their firm more. Not because the firm was more
accommodating, but because it was more transparent. This is the goal. The best
firms are the ones with the best communication.

The Professional Reframe

The scope conversation is not a confrontation. It's a professional service.
When a physician tells you a procedure isn't covered under your current
treatment plan, you don't experience that as a relationship failure. You expect

it. The professional clarity is part of what you're paying for. Architecture and
engineering are professional services. The idea that fees are infinitely elastic —
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that whatever the client needs, the firm will provide for the agreed price — is not
generosity. It's a failure of professional positioning.

The firms that have made this reframe tend to use a simple script: "That's a great
idea. Let me check whether that falls within our current scope and get back to
you today." Not a refusal. Not an immediate invoice. A professional pause that
communicates: we track these things carefully, and you'll always know where you
stand.

That is client service. It builds trust and respect. It also gives you the time you
need to ensure that the answer is backed up by the original agreement. Even
better, it also provides an opportunity to add additional revenue if the new
services are something valued by the client. This is a win-win.

The Mindset That Makes It Possible

None of this works if the firm leader — the principal, the owner, the person who
sets cultural tone — privately winces every time a PM issues a change order. The
culture follows the leader's discomfort. If the principal is quietly relieved when
the team absorbs rather than flags, the team will absorb.

Scope enforcement is not a necessary evil. It is a professional standard. And
professional standards, applied consistently, are what great client relationships
are actually built on.

Build a pipeline

that wins the right
clients.
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Conclusion:
Stop Accepting It

Scope creep is not the cost of doing business in architecture and engineering.

It is the cost of doing business badly — with proposals that don't define scope
precisely enough, change order processes that exist on paper but nowhere else,
project managers who were never trained to oversee contracts and scope, and a
cultural norm that treats giving work away as relationship management.

Every one of those problems is fixable. None of them require you to become
aggressive with clients, abandon the collaborative spirit that drew you to this
profession, or treat every project like an adversarial negotiation. Overcoming
these problems requires systems and clear operating procedures or policies. Clear
scope language. A functioning change order process. PMs with training and real
authority. Weekly project health reviews. A professional willingness to have a direct
conversation before the work starts, rather than an uncomfortable one after the
invoice goes out.

The firms doing this aren't special. They made a decision that profitability is not in
tension with client service; it's a precondition of it. You cannot serve clients well for
long if you're running out of margin to do it. And the firms who have figured this out
are regularly hitting firm-wide profit margins of over 20%. We see this play out in our
own customer base.

Start with the proposal. Fix the language. Have the pre-signing conversation. Create
a defined onboarding process. Be transparent with your team about expectations
and contracts. Build the change order habit. Give your PMs the tools and the
authority they need. Look at project health every week. And make all of this a
standard operating procedure for your business.

Scope creep will not disappear overnight. But it will shrink project by project, as the
systems get stronger. As it shrinks, you should see your profit margins rise.
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Explore More Resources

Running a better architecture or engineering firm takes more than experience. It requires
clear insight, practical tools, and guidance you can trust. This is where we can help. Our
resource library is built for firm leaders who want to improve financial performance,
strengthen project delivery, and make more confident decisions. Inside, you will find
webinars that turn complex topics into clear actions, articles that challenge how firms
operate and grow, and reports and ebooks grounded in real data and experience.

You can also put ideas into practice with tools, templates, and checklists designed for
immediate use, connect with peers through user groups, and learn from real customer
success stories. Every resource is created with one goal in mind: to help you run a better
firm. Explore what is most relevant to you and take the next step forward

(Webinars > ( Reports & Ebooks > ( Tools & Templates>

(Customer Success> ( Blog > (User Groups>
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BQE CORE

If you're serious about improving efficiency and
profitability, you need access to technology that makes
the process of tracking Key Performance Indicators
(KPIs) straightforward. BQE CORE is an all-in-one firm
management platform with integrated accounting and
project management tools that’s backed by a company
with over 30 years of experience and countless end
users worldwide. It was designed by an engineer and
architect to give their firms the tools they needed to
thrive. Thus all of the built-in features are designed to
address the pain points A/E firms typically face.

BQE CORE can streamline your business processes,
while simultaneously providing groundbreaking
insights that will help grow your firm, all from the
convenience of a desktop computer, laptop, or
mobile device. BQE CORE makes it easier than ever to
collaborate with both your team and clients.

Running your business
should be exciting, not
chaotic. That's why we're
here, and most importantly,
why we developed CORE.
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