The pros and cons of a D&C construction delivery model
Typical delivery models
Construction delivery models vary enormously and include Construct Only; Public Private
Partnerships (PPPs); Managing Contractor; Construction Management; Direct-managed; Early
Contractor Involvement (ECI); Alliance; and Design & Construct (plus variants).
These models sit on a spectrum. At one end is a traditional process where an owner requires a
detailed design to be prepared and then engages a construct-only contract, through to a relationship
process leading to alliance contracts.
The typical ‘D&C’ model sits between these two extremes.

What is D&C?
Legally, a ‘Design & Construct’ is a contractual pattern for project
delivery, where both the design and the construction works are
supplied by the contractor. Legal responsibility for the design, its
suitability and the performance of the completed works after
completion rests with the contractor, to varying degrees.
The essential element of a D&C contract is the allocation of design
responsibility to the contractor. This is contrasted with the traditional
contractual approach to project delivery, which involves a project
owner contracting with two parties (a designer and a contractor).

Pros? Absolutely!
•

D&C is a highly effective delivery model where the project requirements are well-defined at the
time of going to tender and comprehensive design, quality and finishes standards are known.
Although alternative design solutions may be desirable, the project owner may not want to take
on the design risk.

•

This is the best delivery method to ensure a high degree of cost certainty at the time of the
award and there is a need for the administrative efficiency of a single point of accountability.

•

Single point responsibility is also frequently cited as the greatest advantage of the D&C contract,
as it removes the potential (technical and procedural) problems for a project owner, in terms of
fault identification and attribution.

•

D&C contracts can be more economical as the design is prepared by the party who will also
construct the project, and also have the potential to offer significant savings of professional
consultants' fees to the contractor. D&C contractors are almost invariably engaged on a lump

sum payment basis, and this payment structure usually offers greater certainty as to the final cost
of the project. Finally, if instalment payments are linked to milestone events, a contractor can
also forecast the future budget commitments more accurately.
•

As a result of an experienced contractor’s input into constructability and flexibility in identifying
optimum materials and construction methodologies, there is greater potential for innovation in
the preliminary design.

•

Construction can commence shortly after the award of the contact, in anticipation of all detailed
design packages being finalised.

•

It is likely that factors such as proposed methods of construction, access and other ‘buildability’
issues will be more effectively considered in the design process.

Cons? Yes, a few.
•

The requirement for a longer tender period, to enable preliminary designs to be prepared and
assessed, and a higher cost of tendering (compared with under construct only delivery
models), can attract a smaller pool of tenderers.

•

The designer’s primary duty is to the contractor, not the project owner. It may be difficult for the
project owner to exert any significant level of control over the design process.

•

The added complexity of assuming responsibility for a partially completed design may prove
problematic in situations where a project owner has to take over the contract.

•

Any uncertainty in the project owner’s requirements may lead to claims and disputes, and there
is generally a lack of any specific relationship management provisions in the contract.

•

A higher price may be paid for the project due to uncertainties at the time of pricing the tender
and the level of risk transference to the contractor. Quality outcomes of the project will reflect
the owner’s project requirements, so it is critical these are carefully specified in the Project Brief
to ensure high-quality outcomes are delivered.

Why are industry leaders using this delivery method?
Many construction companies use in-house resources to
prepare the design, rather than bidding as part of as
consortium that includes external designers. The shift to D&C
has occurred over the past couple of years and is rapidly
becoming these company’s core business model.
Although D&C projects may present an increased risk profile,
this comes with greater opportunity for collaboration, with a
smaller pool of experienced competitors.
D&C projects require significant in-house technical design experience and capabilities and place a
greater demand on engineering and design staffing requirements, with the ability to ‘promote the

vision’ to prospective clients. As a result, many construction teams are now multi-skilled, highly
experienced and clearly focussed on delivering a clearly drafted D&C contract.
“The D & C approach reflects a shift in the relationship where we are now also working collaboratively
with architects and clients during the design phase, rather than just from the point of construction”,
notes a landscape construction manager. He adds, “to deliver a project under a D&C model still relies
on strong relationships and the clients and architects, having confidence that we have the capacity to
work to a budget and a shared vision of the project outcome”.
D&C has naturally made companies warier about potential risks, because they make the rules and if
anything goes wrong it is their heads on the chopping block; but, it can provide greater control and
the ability to put a brand ‘out there’, which will build a better client base.

D&C: building relationships
Frequently, D&C requests have an impact on the type of projects companies are focusing on and
putting more resources to. One aim is to build on our already good relationships with other
construction firms to assure them they are collaborators, not competitors.
So, it seems the (calculated) risk of the D&C approach pays off for a number of reasons. First, it builds
trust with collaborators and clients. Second, it requires changes in the company’s structure, which
makes the company ultimately more robust and able to take on a wider range of projects, Third, this
form of contract can be cost saving and more efficient.

