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Every project has moving parts, tight timelines, and high expectations. 
In the fast-paced world of architecture and engineering, even small 
missteps in project management can ripple into costly delays, budget 
overruns, frustrated clients, and burned-out teams. Mistakes are 
inevitable, but the most damaging ones are often preventable.

Many firms struggle with the same recurring issues. Missed deadlines, 
scope creep, lack of clear communication, and poor resource planning 
are not just unfortunate accidents. They are signs of deeper operational 
problems that can be addressed with the right systems and strategies.

This ebook breaks down ten of the most common and costly project 
management mistakes that architecture and engineering leaders make. 
Whether you are a project manager, studio director, principal, firm 
owner, or even an emerging professional looking to move up, you will 
find practical insights here to help you avoid these pitfalls and run your 
projects more smoothly and profitably.

You have enough challenges in your work. Don’t let avoidable mistakes 
be one of them.

Introduction
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If you don't define the goal, you can't win the game. 
Too often, firms jump into a project excited by the design challenge or 
pressured by the schedule, without clearly identifying what success 
actually means. That lack of clarity can be an expensive mistake. 
Without shared goals between your team and the client, even the best-
executed project can fall flat. No one knows what you're aiming for, so 
no one agrees when you've arrived.

Clear goals do more than set expectations. They serve as the baseline 
for your scope, your KPIs, and your ability to adapt mid-project. Defined 
goals let you benchmark progress, make smarter decisions, and keep the 
client confident in your leadership. Vague goals, on the other hand, lead 
to scope creep, miscommunication, and frustrated stakeholders—both 
internal and external.

Start every project with a goal-setting conversation. 
Ask the client, “What does success look like for you?” Then define what 
success looks like for your team. Document these outcomes, confirm 
alignment, and revisit them during project milestones. It's a simple step, 
but one that separates high-performing firms from the rest. Clarity at 
the beginning is what protects your profit at the end.

Mistake #1  
Failing to Define Goals
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Inaccurate estimates are one of the fastest ways to erode trust, blow 
your budget, and shrink your profit margins. 
It’s easy to underestimate how much time or money a project will 
require, especially when trying to win the work. But vague or overly 
optimistic estimates almost always lead to painful conversations, either 
with your client, your team, or both.

The best way to improve your accuracy is to ground your estimates 
in real data. Analyze past projects, especially ones similar in scope, 
size, and complexity. Look closely at the gaps between your projected 
and actual hours, costs, and timelines. This historical insight reveals 
patterns, flags common underestimations, and helps you build realistic 
projections rooted in experience rather than guesswork.

Estimation is not about being perfect, it's about being honest & informed. 
Use your project management software to track estimate vs. actual 
data, involve key team members in the estimating process, and include 
contingency buffers where appropriate. The more accurate your 
estimates, the more confident you can be in your budgets, schedules, 
and client relationships.

Mistake #2
Not Making 
Accurate Estimates
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If you don’t know your value, your clients won’t either. 
Undercharging is one of the most common mistakes firms make, often 
driven by fear of losing the project or not understanding what it really 
costs to do the work. The result? You end up working hard, delivering 
quality, and still falling short of your profit goals.

To charge appropriately, you need data. Start by reviewing your budget 
vs. actual figures, then dig deeper into employee utilization rates 
from past projects. Utilization helps you understand how much of an 
employee’s time is billable versus non-billable and is key to determining 
what you need to charge.

Use this formula to calculate the minimum Bill Rate for each employee:

Bill Rate = Pay Rate × Break Even Multiplier × Target Profit

This number tells you the baseline rate required to cover your costs 
and hit your profit target. Once you know it, you can stop guessing and 
start negotiating from a position of strength. Being profitable starts with 
being informed and unapologetic about the value you deliver.

Mistake #3
Not Asking for What 
You're Worth
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Not every project is worth saying yes to.  
Saying yes to the wrong project can cost you more than time and despite 
the revenue, it can be detrimental to the success of your business. It can 
keep your team from taking on the work that actually moves your firm 
forward. Every project requires focus, energy, and resources. When those 
are tied up in low-value work, you miss opportunities to pursue clients and 
projects that offer better returns.

Not every job is worth accepting. Some clients bring unrealistic expectations 
or communication issues. Others present legal concerns or request work 
outside your expertise. Projects for friends and family often create pressure 
to compromise your process or your pricing. These situations can hurt 
morale, lower profitability, and slow your progress toward long-term goals.

Look at which project and client profiles have consistently been profitable 
and which ones have not. Use that insight to shape your future pipeline. 
Choosing the right work is just as important as delivering it well. Saying no is 
a strategic decision that protects your time, your team, and your business.

Mistake #4
Taking On Projects that 
Don't Help your Firm
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Great employees do not guarantee great outcomes if they are working 
on the wrong tasks. Even the most skilled team members will struggle if 
their strengths are not aligned with the role they are asked to play, or if 
their billing rates burn through the fee too quickly. Misalignment leads 
to inefficiency, missed deadlines, cost overruns, and frustration.

Understanding each employee’s unique skills and work style is essential. 
Track performance across different types of tasks and roles. Look at the 
data behind their utilization, efficiency, and project outcomes. A good 
project management platform can give you the visibility you need to 
match people with the work that fits them best.

Putting the right people in the right roles improves productivity and 
increases project profitability. It's vital that you set your team up to do 
their best work and drive the best results for your firm.

Mistake #5 
Assigning the 
Right People to the 
Wrong Tasks
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Poor communication is one of the fastest ways to sink a project. It 
creates confusion, slows down decision-making, and leads to missed 
deadlines and frustrated clients. If your team is unclear on priorities or 
your client is unsure of progress, you are setting everyone up to fail.

Start strong by defining a communication plan before the project 
begins. Agree on how often you will check in (we recommend weekly), 
what tools you will use, and who needs to be looped in at each stage. 
Ask your clients to share their expectations up front, and be transparent 
about your own process. A simple kickoff checklist can prevent weeks of 
unnecessary back-and-forth.

Make communication easy on everyone. Use centralized platforms to 
share updates, documents, and deadlines. Automate routine tasks like 
weekly status reports and budget summaries. For remote teams, mobile 
access to project data is essential. The more friction you remove from 
communication, the faster your team can move and the more confident 
your client will feel. Great project management is built on clarity.

Mistake #6
Failing to Properly 
Communicate
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Waiting until the end of a project to check the numbers is too late. By 
then, the damage is already done. Missed hours, budget overruns, and 
slipping margins can go unnoticed until they are impossible to recover. If 
you are not tracking your project KPIs throughout, you're managing blind.

Make it a habit to review key metrics weekly. Track budget burn, hours 
logged, and progress against milestones. Just as important is having a 
plan in place for how you will respond if things fall off course. Real-time 
visibility catches small problems before they turn into big ones.

Use a project management platform that gives you daily access to 
the metrics that matter. Dashboards, alerts, and performance trends 
are essential tools for staying proactive and on track. Strong financial 
outcomes start with constant awareness and a willingness to course-
correct early.

Mistake #7
Only Running the 
Numbers After 
You're Finished
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Inconsistency kills efficiency. Bouncing between different software 
platforms, communication methods, and reporting formats leads to 
confusion, wasted time, and preventable errors. Your team spends more 
energy figuring out how to work than actually doing the work.

The bigger issue is that inconsistent tools and processes make it 
nearly impossible to compare performance across projects. Without a 
standardized system, your data is unreliable. You cannot identify trends, 
measure improvements, or make informed business decisions when 
every project is tracked and reported differently.

Establish a single, firm-wide approach to managing projects. Use one 
platform for project management, resource planning, timekeeping, 
reporting, and billing. Standardize your KPIs and calculate them the 
same way across all jobs. This creates a clear picture of what is working 
and where you need to improve. Consistency creates clarity, saving time, 
and building a stronger foundation for growth.

Mistake #8
Using Inconsistent
Tools & Processes
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Scope creep is one of the most common reasons projects go over 
budget and off schedule. It starts with small client requests that seem 
harmless but quickly snowball into major disruptions. If you do not set 
clear boundaries, your team ends up doing more work for the same fee.

Prevent this by setting expectations early. Define the project scope 
in writing, outline the process for handling change requests, and 
make sure your client understands what falls outside of the original 
agreement. Every change should go through a formal review process 
that considers impact on timeline, budget, and resources.

Build in checkpoints to review scope against actual work, and do not 
hesitate to pause and realign if the project starts drifting. Staying 
flexible does not mean saying yes to everything. It means knowing when 
to say no, and how to say it with clarity and confidence.

Mistake #9
Failing to Avoid 
Scope Creep
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Not all project management tools are built for the complexity of 
architecture and engineering work. If your software lacks key features, 
creates information silos, or forces you to rely on spreadsheets and 
disconnected systems, your firm is at a disadvantage.

To run projects effectively, you need a platform that gives you visibility 
into budgets, timelines, tasks, and team performance, all in one place. 
The right solution should reduce manual data entry, work seamlessly 
across devices, and integrate with your accounting, time tracking, and 
billing systems. Your software should adapt to your workflow, not the 
other way around.

When you rely on tools that are incomplete or hard to use, you slow 
down your team, increase risk, and lose valuable insight. A fully 
integrated platform gives you control, clarity, and the ability to make 
faster, smarter decisions across every phase of the project.

Mistake #10
Working with Inferior 
Project Management 
Software
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About BQE CORE

LEARN MORE, BOOK A DEMO →

Designed for engineering, architecture, and 
professional services firms, BQE CORE is a leading 
provider of business management software.

Firm owners are busy. This is why we built BQE 
CORE to streamline operations by integrating 
time tracking, project management, invoicing, 
and accounting into a single platform, enabling 
firms to boost productivity and profitability.

With a track record of over 30 years serving 
the A&E industry, BQE empowers businesses 
to make informed decisions 
through real-time insights and 
powerful analytics, helping 
them achieve growth and 
operational excellence.



15BQE.COM 15


