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The AIA Trust is a free risk management resource for AIA members!  Under the “Member Resources” button 
located at the top of the AIA Trust website, you’ll find a host of member & firm resources and tools. New risk 
management articles and reports are added monthly and new white papers on cutting edge topics are added 
annually.  The AIA Trust continuously updates its resources for members on the AIA Trust website, 
www.TheAIATrust.com (this is separate web site from the AIA web site). 
 
Check the “Component Resources” page on the AIA Trust web site for programs that the Trust offers such as 
grant opportunities for component programs.  
 
The AIA Trust has compiled a number of resources both at the Trust and within the AIA listed below that may be 
helpful to a small firm – and especially to those just starting out.  
 
AIA TRUST RESOURCES FREE TO AIA MEMBERS 

AIA TRUST: New Starter Firm Incentives for AIA Members 

New Starter Firm Incentives for AIA Members is a webinar that takes less than 8 minutes to review—and offers 
an array of special benefits to AIA members starting brand new firms! Included in the presentation is a detailed 
instruction page so that AIA members with eligible new firms may apply for various freebies, including 
publications and free insurance coverage. 

AIA TRUST: Making the Transition to Running Your Own Firm  

Making the Transition to Running Your Own Firm: Insurance Coverage Issues for Professional Practices is a 
report developed by the Victor O. Schinnerer and the CNA companies in conjunction with AIA Trust to assist 
licensed design professionals in operating a professional practice which presents so many risks. Click here for 
solutions for managing those risks by transferring them appropriately. 

AIA TRUST: Small Firm Programs 

The summary, What Does AIA Trust Offer Small Firms? covers the AIA Trust programs aimed at the small 
firm—to help provide for the negotiating power of a large firm. Find out what programs are best suited for small 
firms and sole proprietors (PDF download). All programs referenced on located on the Trust website. Also, find 
out how a Professional Employer Organization (PEO) may be able to help your firm outsource cost-effectively 
the management of payroll, workers' compensation, human resources and employee benefits—to allow you to 
lower expenses and increase profits by focusing on your core business of architecture. Click here for more 
information. 

Annual Survey of the Professional Liability Insurance Industry 

Each year the AIA Risk Management Committee, with its NSPE and ACEC counterparts and with input from the 
AIA Trust, surveys the professional liability insurance industry to identify trends and offerings, and share insights 
about members' needs. The AIA Commended Professional Liability Insurance Program offered by Victor O. 
Schinnerer (VOSCO) and CNA still checks out as the best. Click here to access the actual survey results. 

http://www.theaiatrust.com/members/index.php
http://www.theaiatrust.com/
http://www.theaiatrust.com/members/members_webinars.php
http://www.theaiatrust.com/filecabinet/Firm%20Insurance%20Booklet%204-07.pdf
http://www.theaiatrust.com/filecabinet/Small%20Firm%20Programs%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
http://www.theaiatrust.com/filecabinet/Small%20Firm%20Programs%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
http://www.theaiatrust.com/
http://www.theaiatrust.com/filecabinet/PEOsummary.doc
http://www.theaiatrust.com/filecabinet/PEOsummary.doc
http://www.theaiatrust.com/filecabinet/SurveyResults2009.pdf


AIA Small Firm Roundtable 
 
The AIA Small Firm Roundtable had their inaugural meeting at the 2010 AIA National Convention in Miami with 
a panel discussion on professional liability insurance. Sign up to participate in ongoing discussions & information 
sharing: http://www.aia.org/practicing/groups/kc/AIAB082947?dvid=&recspec=AIAB082947 .  
 
In addition, there is a Small Firm Resources Center that can help you locate the kinds of information you need. 
 
Free AIA resources of interest:  
 
AIA Best Practices represent the collective wisdom of AIA members and related professionals. These white 
papers address all aspects of architectural practice, serving as a compendium of relevant knowledge gained from 
experience – and are accessible by topic. There are also links to related resources included. 
 
Other AIA Publications for New & Small Firms 
 
The AIA sells numerous books, many written by AIA members, on how to successfully run a professional 
practice and focused on specific management topics, which may be helpful. Here’s the link to the listing.   
 
A useful book on starting a practice, written by a former AIA Board member and former chair of the AIA Trust, 
Al Rubeling, FAIA, who teaches architecture in addition to a full-time practice in Baltimore is:  How to Start and 
Operate Your Own Design Firm. 
 
The Architect's Handbook of Professional Practice 14th Edition contains in-depth new coverage of topics on 
sustainable design, managing multiple offices, lifelong learning, mentoring, and team building. The new edition 
has major revised content on programming, project management, construction contract administration, risk 
management, and ethics – also coverage of small-firm considerations as well as emerging issues such as 
integrated practice. Useful appendices with lists of related organizations are provided, along with copies of the 
2007 versions of the A201 general conditions and the B101 owner-architect agreement, and a useful expanded 
glossary.  

The 14th edition is available in a convenient book/CD package, with two accompanying CD-ROMs: one on the 
complete book’s content, allowing easy searching of the entire book, and CD Two provides samples of all AIA 
Contract Documents in PDF format for Mac and PC computers. By the American Institute of Architects, 
published by John Wiley & Sons, 2008; ISBN: 9780470009574 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.aia.org/practicing/groups/kc/AIAB082947?dvid=&recspec=AIAB082947
http://www.aia.org/practicing/akr/AIAS077109?dvid=&recspec=AIAS077109
http://www.aia.org/practicing/bestpractices/AIAD073626?dvid=&recspec=AIAD073626
http://aiastore.hostedbywebstore.com/Professional-Practice-Books/b/2381673011
http://www.amazon.com/Start-Operate-Your-Design-Firm/dp/1581154747
http://www.amazon.com/Start-Operate-Your-Design-Firm/dp/1581154747
https://ams.aia.org/eweb/DynamicPage.aspx?Action=Add&site=aia&ObjectKeyFrom=1A83491A-9853-4C87-86A4-F7D95601C2E2&WebCode=ProdDetailAdd&DoNotSave=yes&ParentObject=CentralizedOrderEntry&ParentDataObject=Invoice%20Detail&ivd_formkey=69202792-63d7-4ba2-bf4e-a0da41270555&ivd_cst_key=7eefc692-1b88-4447-8733-a78e03f3cdd9&ivd_prc_prd_key=1677d63d-8b3f-4d69-a1a6-896456d67827


Answering Your Insurance Questions: Victor O. Schinnerer & Company/CNA Insurance, 
Answering Your Questions on Professional Liability Insurance 

By CNA/Schinnerer, The AIA Trust Professional Liability Program  
 

 
1) Why and when do I need to buy a Professional Liability insurance policy? 

In many cases, architects are contractually required to purchase professional liability coverage. Often times, this is 
the main driver for the need to purchase coverage.  But when coverage is not mandated by a contract, why should 
an architectural firm carry it? When design professionals provide their services, the law states that they must act 
in accordance with the professional standard of care. In other words, each design professional must act just as any 
other design professional would when facing the same situation. If a design professional makes a mistake on the 
job and is faced with a lawsuit as a result, that professional could face significant defense costs as well as damage 
awards against their firm. 

Professional liability coverage allows you to transfer this risk to an insurance company. You pay a premium so 
that, if a lawsuit is brought against you, the insurance company will not only pay out damage awards on a covered 
claim, but also pay your defense costs. 

Professional Liability coverage is provided on a claims-made basis.  That means that if a mistake is made that 
leads to injury and/or damage the subsequent claim must be made during the policy period for coverage to apply. 
The appropriate time to buy a policy is prior to the commencement of your professional services. 

2) How does one acquire/shop for a P/L policy? 

Most firms will approach a local broker or agent to assist them with obtaining their professional liability policy.  
As an underwriting manager for the AIA Trust Program, Schinnerer does not accept applications sent directly 
from potential policyholders; you need to work with a broker or agent of your choice to place the coverage and if 
you do not have a broker, will assist you in finding one. Information on purchasing insurance can be found on 
Schinnerer’s website and their Small Firm Purchasing Guide. 

Schinnerer has designed a specific program for Small Firms that provides broad coverage, a wide variety of risk 
management services as well as expert claims services. With Schinnerer, you can get all the coverage your design 
firm needs from a single, financially stable carrier. One carrier for P&C and professional liability coverage means 
fewer gaps in coverage and no arguments over who pays out a claim. 

3) What insurance companies sell P/L policies, and how are they rated? 
 
In today’s market, there are many insurance companies that offer some form of professional liability coverage to 
architects.  When making your insurance decisions you need to consider what you are getting, or more 
importantly, what you are giving up.  When you have choices you need to consider whether the carrier has 
experience handling architects professional liability claims since it is your reputation, profit and deductible dollars 
on the line.  You should consider the carriers financial stability and highly rated by one of the rating agencies that 
review insurance companies.  The financial rating of your insurance company doesn’t matter — until they’re not 
around to pay a claim.  
 
As to Professional Liability policies specifically, there are many factors that affect your final premium.  The 
primary factors are the services your firm performs, your annual revenues, your claims experience, experience in 
the industry, and location of your practice all are significant drivers in the premium that you are charged year to 
year.  The rates that we apply to an insured’s revenues are filed within the appropriate state that the firm is 
domiciled.  We are an admitted carrier and as such subject to the rules and regulations of the state insurance 
department.  Along with the rates, we can apply an appropriate credit and/or debit to your base premium based on 

http://www.schinnerer.com/industries/design-firms/Pages/AEC-SFP-Purchasing-Guide.aspx


individual factors such as good loss experience, longevity with our program or a credit for having more that 50% 
of your licensed staff as members of the AIA. 
4) What is a P/L insurance application? 
 
A professional liability application is a tool that underwriters use to evaluate the risk and exposures that you 
present to the insurance carrier.  The application is designed to provide us with the needed information to properly 
determine your premium and also provide a broader understanding of your firm and the specific risk profile that 
you present to a carrier.  It also serves as a legal document (by signing and dating it) confirming that the 
information provided is correct and accurate to the best of your knowledge. 
 
5) How are project types rated by the carrier’s underwriting staff?   
 
Project types are but one of several factors that we look at it both evaluating a firm’s risk profile and in 
determining their premium.  Unique exposures such as condominium projects, fast-track projects and design/build 
may affect the pricing upward while other projects may present a better exposure and result in a premium 
reduction.  Other factors are wrapped around the issue of project including; the use of a written contract, the 
percentage of repeat clients and the type (public v. private) and experience of the client is also a factor.  We 
continuously look at the project type and its claim impact against the program as we stay ahead of trends in the 
industry. 
 
6) How do insurance companies acquire information about claims histories, and how does this information 

effect the premium calculation? 
 
If you are applying for coverage with a company for the first time or applying for coverage with a new insurance 
carrier, the application will ask that your provide confirmation as to whether you are aware of a claim or 
circumstance that could give rise to a claim.  If the answer is yes, an insurance company will ask that you provide 
details on the claim including any settlement amount or insurance company reserves.  If an insurance carrier is 
responding to the claim on your behalf, often insurance companies ask for loss runs that provide the underwriter 
with a breakdown of your firm’s claims history. 
 
The information is used as a gauge of the risk that you present to the carrier.  It is also used to determine a loss 
ratio that represents the total claims paid on your behalf divided by the total premium paid to an insurance carrier 
over a set period of time.  That loss ratio is then used as a factor in your premium determination.  If you have a 
low loss ratio, you may have the benefit of an experience credit against your premium.  Conversely, if you have a 
high loss ratio you may see a premium debit in recognition of poor loss experience. 
 
7) Does it make sense for me to “shop” my P/L insurance every year? 
 
Not all policies offer the same coverage so you may not be covered in all the same areas from policy to policy.  
For example, if coverage for your prior services (prior acts coverage) is dropped during any changes of insurance 
companies, you will be left with a significant gap in coverage.  Therefore, if you have a prior acts claim, you are 
now left with an uninsured loss.   
 
We find value in working with firms that are looking for long term solutions and value both the relationship and 
the specialized risk management, claims and underwriting expertise that we provide to our insureds each and 
every day.  Firms that “shop” every year may not benefit from additional premium credits that they could be 
eligible for and therefore end up paying more substantial premiums over the long term. 
 
8) Are the rates and premiums for small and large architectural firms calculated the same way? 
 
In general, many insurance companies view this issue differently.  In the CNA/Schinnerer – AIA Trust Program, 
separate rates are used for small and large firms as they see both a difference in the claims frequency and severity 
of the firms and in the risk profile presented by a small firm as opposed to a large firm.  Different approaches are 
needed based on several different factors including: 



 
 
• Geographic profile of the firm (multi-office versus single location) 
• Claims history (small firms tend to have less claims both in frequency and severity), and  
• Discipline of the firm (multi-disciplined versus single discipline) 
 
Either way, our goal is to develop an appropriate and fair premium for the profile presented to the underwriter 
through the application. 
 
9) In general, how do rates for small architectural firms compare to medium and larger firm? 
 
In the CNA/Schinnerer program, the rate that we apply against an insureds revenues is lower relative to medium 
and large architectural firms.  The reason for that is that in our 55 year experience, small firms present a lower 
exposure than a comparable medium or large firm.   
 
10) How can I submit a better application in hope of receiving a lower premium? 

There are several areas of an application that a firm can distinguish themselves from their peers for purposes of 
lowering their risk profile and in turn, their premium.  Two of these areas are largely found in the application.  
The first area is the billing and revenue information. 

• Every firm should make sure to delineate and categorize their revenues (including sub consultant revenue) 
into the proper categories of the application.  The benefit is that we can provide a discount to billings involved 
with feasibility studies, reports, opinions, land surveying, landscape architecture, interior design and 
abandoned projects.  Your ability to categorize those billings effectively could have a dramatic and favorable 
impact on your premium. 

• Providing a more detailed description of your client information is important so that we see the mix of public 
and private work and may better categorize the services you are providing.  An example would be focusing on 
repeat clients.  We find firms with a high percentage of repeat clients have a better impact on loss experience 
and provide the opportunity to improve the premium. 

• Your projects are also important but more so from the need to delineate the projects as specifically as 
possible. 

Another area to focus on is the firms risk management and loss prevention services.  Taking the time to answer 
questions regarding your use of standard contracts, legal review on non-standard AIA contracts, continuing 
education and use of our voluntary educational program (VEP) is another way to differentiate your firm and show 
the underwriter the focus that your firm places on effective tools and quality control.   
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