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The procurement strategy on large, 
complex construction projects is often 

driven by cost. These same projects are 
frequently plagued by delays and cost 
overruns sometimes to the extent that 
litigation is the inevitable result. In many 
cases, the delays and cost overruns are 
caused at least in part by a lack of special-
ized skill or experience on the part of the 
design professionals (and/or the contract-
ors) selected on the basis of their low bid. 
This focus on the low bid can create a 
so-called “race to the bottom,” which en-
courages design professionals to cut fees 
and services. In the result, projects may 
be constructed based on a sub-optimal 
design or they may not be properly con-
structed because the work in progress is 

not adequately reviewed. 
A Qualifications Based Selection (QBS) 

procurement strategy is a procurement 
strategy by which design firms compete 
for projects on the basis of experience 
and technical expertise. 

From the owner’s perspective, par-
ticularly in the public sector where the 
success of a project is often measured 
by whether it completed on time and on 
budget, the benefits of QBS far outweigh 
the costs (higher fees and a potentially 
longer procurement process). As a per-
centage of the total project budget, design 
fees are typically modest, perhaps 10% 
to 20%. Paying a premium to the design 
team to encourage optimal design and 
to minimize the risks of delay claims and 
cost overruns does not result in a signifi-
cant increase to the overall project budget 
when contrasted with the costs (both 
time and expense) of dealing with those 
claims. The cost of litigation arising out 
of a large, complex construction project 
cannot be overstated. By engaging in QBS, 
owners are less likely to become involved 
in disputes arising from differing assump-
tions and expectations as to the design 
professional’s scope because the owner is 
involved in negotiating both the scope of 
the work and the corresponding fee.

For design professionals, it is argued that 
QBS favours only the largest or longest-
tenured design firms. Properly executed, 
however, QBS should recognize that firms 
with specialized expertise and experience 
may be more suited to a large and com-
plex project. Firms that seek qualification 
under QBS must consider and address 
their expertise and capacity to take on a 
particular project. They will typically have 
a clearer understanding of their scope and 

the negotiated fee will reflect their scope. 
By engaging in QBS, design firms neces-
sarily manage their risk by taking on only 
appropriate projects with an appropriate 
scope and fee.

When the benefits of QBS to all stake-
holders are weighed against its costs, it is 
clear that QBS is the best tool available to 
encourage excellence in design and pro-
ject delivery and to manage the risks of 
delay and cost overruns. •
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