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  A Sustainable Standard of Care?  
 

 
Synopsis:  A Sustainable Standard of Care?  
Managing Evolving & Innovative Products, Processes & Performance Standards in Design Delivery 
 

 
In this age of ever-accelerating change and “advancement”, design professionals are 
constantly expected to find new ways of building projects better, faster, cheaper and greener, 
while simultaneously viewed as responsible if those new methodologies and materials do not 
meet expectations. These challenges are manifested with expanding options in products and 
technology along with a lack of a proven history of performance of these new options.  
 
The AIA Trust paper, A Sustainable Standard of Care, seeks to analyze these questions 
using practice management tools to contend with the communications, performance, and 
related risks.  
 
When the standard of care for architects is best promoted and defended by focused and 
strategic process management the process of information and communication management 
matters as much as does the technical design itself.  When strategically applied, process 
management reduces both technical errors and nontechnical failures.  
 
The development of project and practice specific procedures should include contracts that 
best define the standard of care, and achievable goals and objectives that are adaptable to 
meet project demands. With effective process management, architects will prioritize and 
commit themselves to consistent and effective documentation.  
 
A proper checklist for an effective informed consent includes: a project description; proposed 
or recommended action or approach; goals, purposes, and benefits of the approach; risks 
and consequences; feasible alternatives with either a comparative evaluation or a statement 
that such comparison will be provided if requested.  
 
One of the most frequent sources of failed client relationships and litigation is unrealistic, 
inappropriate, or uncommunicated client expectations. The only way to control this risk is to 
educate and shape client expectations. Remember that discussions and decisions which 
precede the actual contract are meaningless if not incorporated into the contract itself.  
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The latest and greatest trends or demands with respect to the design process and innovative 
technology are unquestionably BIM and the related concept of “IPD”. The demand for 
sustainable, green design projects is unmistakable. The AIA has now made “environmentally 
responsible design” a primary consideration and focal point for all members and it is difficult 
to imagine any architect avoiding the sustainable requirements for a project on both the client 
interest level and the governmental requirement level.  
 
Architects should appropriately limit their obligations to a standard based on reasonable 
expectations of product performance and project maintenance and operation, with an 
appropriate disclaimer of any performance guarantee. Architects will be best served by 
avoiding the broad use of the generic terms “green”, “sustainable”, “environmentally 
responsible”, and “sustainable development” in their own agreements, documentation, and 
work product. Sustainability references should be reduced to more definitive concepts and 
commitments.  
 
Standard of care focuses on education, training, and skill. New opportunities and evolving 
products and performance standards will continue to challenge architects in more intense and 
rapid ways. The hope is that the principles discussed in this report will provide the basis of a 
strategy to keep pace with these changes for the mutual benefit of architects, their 
colleagues, clients, and insurers. 
 
For more detailed definitions and explanations, please refer to the entire white paper, A Sustainable 
Standard of Care?  
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