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[bookmark: _Toc235627539]Introduction
Project management is the disciplined application of knowledge, skills, tools, and techniques to deliver a unique project outcome within agreed constraints of scope, time, cost, quality, risk, and stakeholder expectations (PMI, 2021). One of the most important decisions in project delivery is how work will be contracted and who will carry responsibility for design, coordination, procurement, execution, and risk. Contracting affects governance, control, cost certainty, speed, and the degree of managerial effort required from the client or project owner.
This essay explains four methods of contracting in project management: turnkey, multicontract, DIY, and multicontract + DIY. It argues that contracting strategy should not be treated as a purely administrative choice, because it shapes project risk allocation, stakeholder management, scheduling, and performance outcomes. The discussion also shows how tools such as the Work Breakdown Structure, risk register, stakeholder matrix, and Gantt chart support better contract decisions and implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc235627540]Contracting in project management
Contracting is the formal mechanism through which project responsibilities are allocated between the client and one or more external or internal parties. In practice, the chosen contracting method influences who designs the solution, who procures resources, who manages subcontractors, and who bears the consequences of delay or defect. A sound contracting strategy is therefore an extension of project planning rather than a separate legal exercise. Research on project procurement consistently shows that alignment between contract form and project complexity is central to successful delivery (Walker and Smyth, 2016; Masterman, 2002).
Projects may choose to contract out for several reasons. First, the client may lack in-house technical capacity, specialist labour, or time to perform the work independently. Second, outsourcing can transfer selected risks to parties better placed to manage them. Third, contracting can improve access to specialist expertise and equipment while allowing the client to focus on strategic oversight. However, contracting out also creates coordination costs, interface risks, and the possibility of reduced control over quality or design decisions (Baccarini, 1996; Turner, 2014).
A useful way to analyse contract choice is to match the method to project characteristics. Highly defined and standardised projects often benefit from greater contractual separation and single-point accountability, while uncertain, fast-changing, or highly integrated projects may require more client involvement and flexible coordination. This means no single method is universally best; each has advantages and disadvantages depending on context, complexity, and the client’s risk appetite.
[bookmark: _Toc235627541]Turnkey contracting
Turnkey contracting is a method in which a single contractor or consortium is responsible for delivering a complete project ready for use. The client “turns the key” and receives a finished asset or system, often with minimal day-to-day involvement in design and execution. Turnkey is common where the end product is well specified and where the client values speed, simplicity, and single-point responsibility. It is frequently used in large infrastructure, industrial facilities, and technology systems where integrated delivery is important (Meredith, Shafer and Mantel, 2017).
The main advantage of turnkey contracting is convenience for the client. Because one party carries broad responsibility, coordination problems between designers, suppliers, and construction teams are reduced. The client also benefits from clearer accountability, as one contractor is answerable for overall performance, schedule, and handover. In addition, turnkey arrangements can accelerate delivery because design and execution may overlap, reducing the total project duration compared with sequential procurement approaches.
The disadvantages are equally important. The client may lose design control and may have limited ability to influence detailed decisions once the contract is signed. If requirements were not fully defined at the outset, the contractor may include contingencies in the price or resist changes later. Turnkey projects can also expose the client to dependency on one provider, which may create commercial and operational risk if the contractor underperforms. For this reason, turnkey is most suitable where scope clarity is high, performance criteria are measurable, and the client wants a relatively passive delivery role.
A practical example would be a standard warehouse or prefabricated facility where the owner wants a complete operational asset with limited internal project management capacity. In such a case, turnkey may be efficient because the design is repeatable and the client mainly wants predictable delivery rather than extensive customisation.
[bookmark: _Toc235627542]Multicontract contracting
Multicontract contracting, sometimes called multiple prime contracting, involves the client entering into separate contracts with several specialist suppliers or contractors. Instead of relying on one main contractor, the client directly manages distinct work packages such as civil works, mechanical systems, electrical systems, IT infrastructure, or landscaping. This approach is suitable when the project can be clearly divided into packages and when specialist expertise is needed in different technical domains (Kerzner, 2022).
Its chief advantage is flexibility. The client can choose the best specialist for each package, compare competitive bids more effectively, and avoid paying a premium for one large general contractor to coordinate everything. Multicontracting can also improve transparency over individual package costs and may create opportunities for innovation, because each specialist contractor can focus on its own scope. On complex or technically diverse projects, this can improve quality and technical fit.
The disadvantages are mainly managerial. The client must coordinate interfaces between multiple contractors, which increases administration and integration risk. If one package is delayed, it can affect several others, and disputes may arise over responsibility when work boundaries overlap. The client also needs strong internal project management capability to manage procurement, communication, and schedule integration. In effect, multicontracting shifts the coordination burden from the contractor to the client.
This approach is often appropriate for public-sector or institutional projects where procurement rules require transparency and where the client has capable procurement and project controls teams. For example, a university campus upgrade might use separate contracts for building works, ICT, furniture, and specialist laboratory systems. In such a case, the project benefits from specialist sourcing, but only if coordination is actively managed.
[bookmark: _Toc235627543]DIY contracting
DIY contracting means the client performs most or all of the project work using internal resources rather than outsourcing to external contractors. In this model, the client retains direct control over planning, design, procurement, execution, and monitoring. It is often chosen when the organisation already has the capability, labour force, and equipment needed to deliver the project, or when the work is small enough that external contracting would be inefficient.
The main advantage of DIY is control. The client can make decisions quickly, adapt plans without renegotiating with third parties, and retain sensitive knowledge in-house. DIY can also reduce external contract costs and improve organisational learning, because the team develops experience that can be reused on future projects. For projects involving proprietary processes or confidential information, this may be especially valuable.
The disadvantages are significant when the project is large or complex. Internal teams may lack specialist expertise, which can increase technical error, delay, or rework. DIY also places full risk and resource pressure on the client organisation, including staffing, supervision, and schedule management. If internal priorities change, the project may suffer from competing demands and loss of momentum. For this reason, DIY works best for small, routine, well-understood projects where the organisation already has relevant capability and capacity.
A simple example is an internal office refurbishment managed by an in-house estates team. The work may be limited enough that the organisation can perform most tasks itself, but this would become much less suitable for a large digital transformation or infrastructure build.
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Multicontract + DIY is a hybrid method in which the client performs some work internally while also outsourcing selected specialist packages to external contractors. This arrangement is often used when the client wants to retain control over core elements of the project but lacks capacity or expertise for all components. It is particularly useful where some tasks are strategic or confidential, while others are routine or highly specialised.
The main advantage is balance. The client can keep strategic control over sensitive work while outsourcing specialist or capacity-heavy activities. This can reduce cost compared with fully outsourced delivery and still provide access to external expertise where needed. The hybrid approach can also support organisational learning, because internal staff work alongside external specialists and can absorb knowledge through collaboration. When managed well, it can be a pragmatic compromise between control and flexibility.
The disadvantages are complexity and blurred accountability. The client must manage both internal and external resources, which increases the need for careful planning, communication, and authority structures. Interfaces between in-house and outsourced work can become weak points if responsibilities are not clearly documented. The risk of overlap or duplication is also higher, particularly where scope boundaries are poorly defined. This method therefore requires strong governance, clear roles, and disciplined change control.
A suitable example would be an ERP implementation where the client’s internal IT team handles user support, data preparation, and business process mapping, while external consultants deliver configuration, migration, and specialist development. Here, the hybrid model is sensible because it allows the client to protect knowledge while still accessing technical expertise.
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Contracting choices should be supported by core planning tools. A Work Breakdown Structure helps decompose the project into deliverables and work packages, making it easier to decide which tasks can be outsourced and which should remain internal (PMI, 2021). A risk register identifies contract-related risks such as delayed handovers, supplier failure, interface clashes, and scope creep, while also recording mitigation actions. These risks are particularly relevant in multicontract and hybrid approaches, where coordination risk is usually higher.
A stakeholder matrix clarifies who has interest, influence, and responsibility across the project. This is important because different contracting methods create different stakeholder relationships: turnkey reduces operational involvement for the client, whereas multicontract and DIY increase it. A Gantt chart then translates the work package structure into a schedule, helping the manager identify dependencies between internal and external tasks. Together, these tools create a stronger foundation for procurement decisions and contract administration.
For example, in a university systems upgrade, the WBS may show separate work packages for infrastructure, software, testing, data migration, and training. The risk register would flag interface and timing risks, the stakeholder matrix would show IT, academic, procurement, and supplier interests, and the Gantt chart would sequence procurement, build, and rollout activities. This integrated planning reduces the chance that the contract form will be chosen without considering delivery realities.
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The four contracting methods in project management each offer a different balance of control, cost, risk, and coordination effort. Turnkey is best when the client wants a single point of responsibility and the scope is relatively clear. Multicontract is effective when specialist packages can be separated and the client has strong coordination capacity. DIY suits smaller or internal projects where the organisation already has the required skills. Multicontract + DIY is a flexible hybrid that can work well when some elements should remain internal while others are outsourced.
Overall, the best contracting method depends on the project’s complexity, uncertainty, stakeholder environment, and the client’s internal capability. Contract choice should therefore be made through structured analysis rather than habit or convenience. When combined with tools such as the WBS, risk register, stakeholder matrix, and Gantt chart, the selected method can support better governance, clearer accountability, and more successful project outcomes.
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