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Back Story
In the mid 1990s, I began to attend 
the American Council of Engineering 
Companies (ACEC) conferences. 
What attracted me to ACEC was its 
focus on engineering as a business. Too 
often, engineers are excellent technical 
professionals but poor business people.

The organization’s website (www.acec.
org) refers to ACEC as “the voice of 
America’s engineering industry.” It 
traces its roots to 1905 when eight 
engineers formed an organization “to 
promote their business interests and 
contributions to the nation’s growth.”

McMahon Associates, Inc. was 
established in 1976, though since 
1993, it has been in an accelerated 
growth mode. We have grown tenfold 
as a single-discipline transportation 
engineering firm, with no outside 
acquisitions. We wanted to learn from 
those who had already experienced the 
challenge of growing their businesses.

I consistently derive major economic, 
and other, benefits from the CEO 
roundtables that are a staple of all 
ACEC conventions. I learn much 
from the successes of principals of 
peer firms. I am amazed at, and learn 
even more from, the willingness of 

principals of peer firms to share their 
failures.

From the beginning, I heard of the 
immense value many principals 
derived from their firm’s OPR 
experience. For many years, McMahon 
was not “ready” for an OPR. I 
continued to procrastinate until late 
2005 when we committed to an OPR.

OPR — An Overview
In 1984, ACEC developed a program 
that would give engineering firms the 
ability to evaluate the effectiveness of 
their own practices and procedures. 
OPR quickly became the “crown 
jewel” of the A/E industry. More than 
1,100 firms have been reviewed since 
1984. I salute these firms. 

Peer Reviews are Comprehensive
Organizational Peer Review covers 
seven areas of management that assist a 
firm in delivering quality-engineering 
services: 

• Financial Management 
• General Management
• Computer Systems Management 
• Human Resources and Professional 

Development 
• Project Management
• Business Development
• Quality Management 

ACEC tailors the review to match 
the needs of the reviewed firm. If 
any of these areas do not apply, they 
can be removed from the review. If 
special emphasis should be placed on 
one area of interest, such as Financial 
Management, extra attention can be 
placed on this area.

The goal of the Peer Review Program 
is to address the reviewed firm’s needs.

OPR Lessons Learned
In September 2006, McMahon was 
the subject of an OPR. A team of four 
principals of peer engineering firms 
looked over our operations. Over four 
intensive days, they examined all seven 
areas, ranging from management to 
finance to human resources, visited all 
of our offices, interviewed staff, and 
reviewed reams of documents.

The four individuals of the OPR 
Team donate their time to these 
reviews, and their reward is to help 
their peers, like McMahon, improve 
their business practices. This example 
of selfless contribution, plus the 
relationships many of us at McMahon 
have established with the OPR Team, 
is sufficient to declare this process an 
unqualified success. As they say on TV 
infomercials: “But wait, there’s more.”

By Joseph W. McMahon, PE, Chairman and CEO, McMahon Associates, Inc.

Joys of an ACEC Peer-Reviewed Firm
Engineering Firm’s Process to Go from Good to Great  

If you are a member of a good engineering firm and would like to improve it, have your firm peer-reviewed. 

An Organizational Peer Review (OPR) offers many benefits. Below is an overview of the history and focus 

of ACEC’s OPR program.
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Despite natural reluctance to “bare 
our souls” to strangers, we had been 
convinced for years that the OPR 
would be good for McMahon. But, 
despite advice from ACEC that no 
special preparation should be taken, 
the time was never “just right.” We 
should have done it years ago.

The OPR Team interviewed 
80 percent of our staff and sent 
questionnaires to 110 of our clients. 
They plowed through mountains of 
paper and electronic data. They then 
reported to McMahon’s Board of 
Directors and senior management on 
their findings.

Positive results 
and places to grow
The OPR Team affirmed many of the 
areas that we felt were in good shape. 
They also shared the wisdom gained 
from their own experiences and that of 
dozens of other peer-reviewed firms. 
With a few tweaks here and there, our 
firm will move from good to great.

Lessons learned were many. Just 
preparing for this type of review 
motivated us to look hard in the 
mirror. Before we even began the OPR 
review, we strengthened and reaffirmed 
several key areas. We revisited and 
strengthened our QA/QC procedures, 
risk management, professional 
development, and standard operating 
procedures. We also sharpened 
our pencil in our financial and 
management areas.

The OPR Team’s report gave us 
excellent marks for a number of 
areas, including client service, work 
product, family-like environment and 
benefits, quality of staff, and business 
planning. Added beyond those areas 
cited above as requiring attention were 
project manager training, leadership 
transition, improved communication, 
standardization of procedures across 
offices, and other minor, correctable 
business practices. 

We have prepared an action plan to 
address these areas with responsibilities 
and timelines for implementation. We 

are monitoring our progress and report 
our progress to our staff on a regular 
basis.

The bottom line is, while it takes 
courage to open your firm to 
outsiders, I highly recommend that 
every firm have a peer review. I am 
confident that McMahon will reap 
substantial benefits from the OPR for 
years to come.

Epilogue (One Year OPR Update)
It has been one year since our firm was 
subject to an ACEC OPR. McMahon 
is having its best year ever despite a 
softening private sector in our markets. 
Our backlog is at a record level, our 
staff retention is excellent, and net 
revenue and profitability are also at all-
time highs. In fact, although 2007 was 
to be a relative slow growth year with 
only a 10% net revenue growth target, 
we are 22% ahead of last year’s year-
to-date revenue.

Our success is due to many things, 
most important of which is our 
excellent staff. The OPR has focused 
us on several key areas which have 
solidified our success.

Paying it Forward
There was a movie a few years ago 
about people doing good deeds for 
people that they did not know. The 
concept was that, instead of paying 
back favors to people who have helped 
you, you “pay it forward” to someone 
else who is in need.

I owe much to many people who have 
taught me a lot over the years. ACEC 
CEO roundtables have allowed me to 
benefit from both the good and bad 
experiences of my fellow engineering 
firm principals. I know that McMahon 
has literally saved hundreds of 
thousands of dollars from knowledge 
gained from our peers.

My goal is to do two things to pay it 
forward. First, I took the ACEC OPR 
training at the May 2007 national 
conference and, am now a Peer 
Reviewer. Second, I am offering my 
40 years of professional experience as 
well as my entire life experience. This 

latter includes my 31 years of growing 
McMahon (www.mcmtrans.com) from 
a single practitioner to 150 people. 

Areas of discussion can range from 
growing totally from within, opening 
new offices, pursuing new services, 
transitioning ownership, strategic 
planning, to whatever may interest our 
readers.

So there you have it. Who out there 
is willing to help me pay it forward? 
You may reach me at joe.mcmahon@
mcmtrans.com or cell 954-551-2616. 
I look forward to hearing from you. �Q

About the Author: CEO, 
Chairman of the Board 
and founder of McMahon 
Associates, Inc., Joseph 
W. McMahon, PE has 
over 40 years of diverse 
transportation planning and 
engineering experience. He 

is a registered Professional Engineer in six 
states, including Pennsylvania and Florida. 
He established McMahon Associates in 
Fort Washington, PA as a proprietorship in 
1976, offering personalized transportation 
engineering service. The firm incorporated 
in 1987. Engineer McMahon has led the 
development of the firm from one employee 
(himself) to more than 150 staff members in 
ten offices in four states.  

How to Arrange an OPR 
If you would like to have your firm peer reviewed, you can contact Sarah Kaska at ACEC. Sarah is the Peer Review Coordinator and 
can be reached at skaska@acec.org or 202-682-4320. 

OPR Endorsing 
Organizations 
American Institute of Architects 

American Society of Civil Engineers 

Associated Soil and Foundation 
Engineers 

Association of Consulting Engineers 
of Canada 

Cámara Nacional de Empresas de 
Consultoría de México 

Coalition of American Structural 
Engineers 

International Federation of 
Consulting Engineers 

Professional Engineers in Private 
Practice, a division of NSPE 

South African Association of 
Consulting Engineers 

Source:  ACEC website


