Architects & Engineers
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Ok, here's how architects and engineering firms operate.

They're both involved with producing designs and detailed plans for construction projects. And engineers may oversee the actual construction phase. 

Most firms are small, with less than $3 million of annual revenue and fewer than 15 employees. A few are very large.

They usually handle a number of projects at the same time. For long projects they get progress payments, but their cash flow can be very uneven.

Many specialize in a particular type of work, such as schools or bridges. Specialist engineers may be called in as consultants on big projects.

New business often comes through referrals or through an RFP, a request for proposal from a potential customer.

Computer technology is heavily used, both to prepare designs and to make cost estimates.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

To cut costs and errors, more construction projects are of the design-build variety. Many firms now have both architects and engineers, to handle these projects, which often saddle a firm with responsibility for cost overruns.  

As building projects become more complicated, architects and engineers are more likely to be hauled into court when problems arise. 

Because of computer technology, many firms can stay small but still handle large projects.

Since they depend on a continuous flow of new projects, architects and engineers are strongly affected by recessions.

Here are some good talking points.

Do they mainly do architectural or engineering work?

Do they specialize in a particular type of work, like schools or bridges?

How many architects or engineers work for the firm? How much computer support do they use?

How many larger projects are they working on right now? Do they have a backlog of projects?

How much of their work involves design-build projects? 

And finally, how do they see their firm changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

