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Abstract. Although a large body of research exists on risk assessment in civil engineering projects and of owners, con-

tractors, concessionaires and financiers of such projects, there is a lacuna in such research on engineering consultants, par-

ticularly those associated with non-standard forms of consulting services. This paper seeks to explore the genesis of the 

underlying risks in non-standard forms of engineering consulting services, systematically classify the risks, and develop a 

Risk Breakdown Structure and a generic Framework for efficient assessment of these risks, which is a prerequisite for 

sound risk management in the engineering consulting industry. The research adopts a mixed method approach, synthesis-

ing exploratory type multiple-case studies and questionnaire surveys, carried out in 14 engineering consulting firms hav-

ing extensive experience in the delivery of non-standard consulting services. This paper provides empirical insights of the 

genetic makeup of risks associated with non-standard forms of consulting services. Such risks are found to be predomi-

nantly linked to design office based activities that underline the importance of design function in engineering consulting 

practice. Loss of reputation and/or goodwill is rated as the most severe potential impact on consultants. Proposed Risk As-

sessment Framework provides the engineering consulting industry with a functional tool for efficient risk management. 
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Introduction 

Risk in engineering consulting services 

Risk is inherent in every business enterprise and engineer-

ing consulting is no exception. Risk is not new to the 

consulting industry; what is new is its evolving complexi-

ty and intensity. Many facets of engineering consulting 

services such as planning, design, inspection and certifi-

cation are potential sources of risks for consultants. Due 

to these complexities, engineering consultants face an 

array of risks peculiar to the industry. 

The law places on engineering consultants an increa-

sing duty of care towards those who rely on their advice 

and skill. In the performance of their obligations, consul-

tants are expected to carry out commissions with due 

diligence and care, and required to possess and exercise 

level of skill and judgment in accordance with prevailing 

standard of the profession (World Bank 2004). Kardon 

(2005) opines that engineering consultant’s services need 

not be perfect, and not necessarily expected to be the 

highest exemplar of his profession. However, the services 

must meet a certain minimum level of expertise. A con-

sultant is not necessarily negligent because he errs in 

judgment or his efforts prove unsuccessful. However, 

consultant’s negligence may be established if such an 

error in judgment or lack of success is due to a failure to 

fulfil the required duty of care. Consultants carry unlimi-

ted liability as governed by the applicable law, in the case 

of gross negligence or wilful misconduct on their part. 

 

Non-standard forms of engineering consulting services 

There had been a worldwide dissatisfaction among own-

ers with the way construction industry implements pro-

jects, particularly the fragmented and adversarial ap-

proach of the standard Design-Bid-Build (DBB) method, 

characterised by recurrent cost and time over-runs. More-

over, governments all over the world are gradually mov-

ing towards private sector participation in the financing of 

large infrastructure projects. 

Some of the alternative project delivery methods that 

have emerged in response to these challenges are: 

Integrated    – Design-Build (DB), Turnkey (TK), Engi-

neer-Procure-Construct (EPC), Early Con-

tractor Involvement; 

Management – Agency Construction Management 

(CMA), Construction Management at Risk 

(CMR), Management Contract (MC); 

Relational     – Partnering, Alliancing, Joint Ventures, 

Consortia; and 

Concessions – Build-Own-Operate (BOO), Build-Operate- 

Transfer (BOT), Design-Build-Operate 

(DBO), Design-Build-Finance-Operate 

(DBFO) and other variants. 
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