
introduction
As in all other phases of a design project, an integrated process as you enter the construction phase is crucial 
to the project’s success, beginning with early involvement from the entire project team (client/owner, designer, 
construction contractor, and major construction subcontractors). One of the design team’s highest priorities is 
to mitigate risks for the client and all parties involved. The best way to mitigate risk is to build an experienced 
team dedicated to identifying, communicating, and potentially eliminating those risks. 

COMMON PROJECT RISKS

While each project is unique in scope, complexity, location, and team make up, it is important to identify and 
understand some of the risks common to any project:

•	 Unforeseen Conditions

•	 Long Lead Items

•	 Client/Owner Operations 

•	 Utility Disruption

•	 Cost Escalation

•	 Hazardous Materials

•	 Safety

•	 Site Ingress / Egress

•	 Timely Decisions

•	 Permit Process

•	 Commissioning
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the process
Risk management requires an active process throughout the design and construction life of the project. While 
initial identification and assessment of risk is required, the process should include flexibility to identify, manage, 
add, and close identified risks on an ongoing basis. Key elements from project inception through close-out 
include the following:

TEAM STRUCTURE

The project delivery methodology should include a team structure that engages all major parties in the 
design and construction process as early as possible. Regardless of contractual relationships, it is advisable 
to engage the Contractor with the Design Team and Client/Owner during the concept and/or the schematic 
design process. 

COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL

Project scope development, contract negotiations, award, and 
kickoff should include the development of a clear and concise 
team communication protocol. 

Communication should include risk identification and mitigation 
as a standard team meeting agenda topic for discussion and 
resolution. Prioritization of risks is critical to ensure timely review 
and resolution to mitigate potential impact on schedule, quality, 
and cost. 

Allocation of responsibility for adverse impact is a secondary 
consideration to timely resolution. Allocation of responsibility as 
part of the risk mitigation process will often exacerbate adverse 
impact to project delivery, quality, and cost. It is important for 
communication protocol to create a clear separate path for 
discussion and resolution of risk impact responsibility.

IDENTIFICATION  

Risk identification begins with the development of the project scope and schedule. A list of known or perceived 
risks should be included as part of the project kickoff agenda and updated at each project meeting and 
milestone. Once identified, the utility and use of risk management tools will be important to track and resolve 
each issue in a timely prioritized manner.

ASSESS

Risks have the potential to be exploited for the betterment of the project. Understanding the potential negative 
impact should include evaluation of strategies that can minimize, neutralize, or convert a potential negative 
into a positive. 

Once the risk is understood and potential impact evaluated, the team will be in a better position to assign 
lead responsibility to expand the assessment, identify team member responsibility, and develop a next steps 
strategy.
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RESPONSIBILITY

Part of the overall team structure requires responsibility to be assigned for each identified risk. The nature of 
the risk should drive discussion of assignment to the most informed and capable team member. For example, 
resolution of a technical electrical utility issue may require the assignment of responsibility to the senior project 
electrical engineer. 

PRIORITIZE

A major responsibility of the individual assigned to address each risk is to work with the project team to 
prioritize based on project status, potential impact, and relative importance given other project risks. 

A simple effective prioritization tool is to assign each risk based on a scale of “high,” “medium,” and “low” 
risk. The use of this methodology will allow the project team to assign the resources necessary for resolution 
through an informed and targeted process.

MITIGATION

After the risk has been identified, prioritized, assessed, 
and resolution responsibility assigned, a mitigation 
strategy should be implemented. The purpose of the 
mitigation strategy is to eliminate or minimize risk. 
The strategy should include exploration of options to 
convert a negative risk into a positive.

The team member assigned responsibility for the risk 
will lead the project team discussion to create the most 
effective mitigation strategy. It is important to note 
the “responsible team member” will lead a mitigation 
strategy that often requires participation by others. The 
“responsible team member” will serve as the Project 
Lead implementing the mitigation strategy.

MONITOR

Implementation of the mitigation strategy requires a 
process to monitor progress towards the mitigation 
goal. Mitigation activity and monitoring progress require 
focus to ensure the mitigation goal is achieved within 
the confines of the established risk closure date. Failure 
to meet the risk closure date may result in negative 
project consequences.
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ARCHIVE

Complete documentation of the process, details, and resolutions 
should be archived as part of the project management process. 
The next step upon closure of risk mitigation is assessment of 
project impact and responsibility. A full and fair evaluation of 
project impact should include all relevant parties.

risk mitigation plan
The risk management strategy should include the development 
and use of a risk assessment & mitigation plan to organize and 
monitor progress. A variety of commercial risk management 
tools and software are available for purchase or subscription. 

When commercially available tools do not meet the need or fit your particular circumstances, the following 
project management activities can provide the necessary focus to address risk mitigation throughout the 
project duration.

•	 Acquiring a complete understanding of contractual project responsibilities for all primary parties. 

•	 Development of a strong professional relationship with each key project decision-maker.

•	 Development, use, and maintenance of an Action Item List. The Action Item List is an active, not 
static, document to be discussed and updated at each project management and milestone 
meeting. An example is provided.

•	 Development, use, and maintenance of a Risk Mitigation Plan. The Risk Mitigation Plan is an active, 
not static, document to be discussed and updated at each project management and milestone 
meeting. An example is provided.

ACTION ITEMS LIST EXAMPLE:
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It is important to understand that development of “soft skills” is critical 
to project management and often instrumental in addressing and 
mitigating project risk factors.

RISK MITIGATION PLAN EXAMPLE:

summary
The risk mitigation process should include flexibility to identify, manage, 
add, and close identified risks on an ongoing basis. Key elements from 
project inception through close-out include the following:

•	 Team Organization

•	 Team Communication Protocol

•	 Identify the Risk

•	 Assess the Risk

•	 Identify the Responsible Party

•	 Mitigate the Risk

•	 Monitor the Risk

•	 Archive the Risk
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Leadership, organization, team relationships, and the use of an 
appropriate process and tools will provide a clear, efficient path to risk 
mitigation and a successful project. 


