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Project management is the process of planning, organising, leading and controlling resources to achieve specific project objectives within agreed constraints of scope, cost, quality and time (PMI, 2021). One of the most important decisions made during project planning is selecting the most appropriate contracting method, because it directly shapes project performance, communication, accountability and risk allocation. A contract is not merely a legal document; it is the mechanism by which scope, cost, time and risk are allocated between the client and the parties responsible for delivering the work (APM, 2025; Larson and Gray, 2021).
Organisations contracts work externally for several recurring reasons: to access specialised expertise or equipment they do not hold in-house, to transfer delivery risk to a party better placed to manage it, or to benefit from competitive market pricing (Kerzner, 2022). Equally, retaining work in-house can be the more sensible choice where a task is small in scale, sensitive, or already within the organisation's existing capacity.
This essay examines the four principal methods of contracting in project management, Turnkey, Multicontract, Do-it-yourself (DIY) and Multicentric combined with DIY, and illustrates each with reference to a single running example: the construction of a new battery manufacturing plant for a renewable energy company. The discussion demonstrates that no contracting method is universally superior; the appropriate choice depends on balancing risk, cost, control and project complexity.
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Contracting is a fundamental aspect of project management because it establishes the legal and commercial relationship between the project owner and the organisations responsible for delivering specific elements of the project. The method chosen determines how responsibilities, risks, costs and decision-making authority are distributed among the parties involved, and an inappropriate choice can significantly affect project performance (PMI, 2021).
Modern projects have become increasingly complex due to technological advances, global supply chains and rising stakeholder expectations, and organisations rarely rely on a single contracting approach for every project. Instead, they weigh factors such as project size, technical complexity, available internal expertise, financial resources and the desired level of control before selecting a method (Kerzner, 2022).
Risk allocation is central to this decision. Some arrangements transfer most project responsibility to an external contractor, while others require the client to remain actively involved throughout delivery. Certain methods also provide greater flexibility for changes during execution, whereas others prioritise cost certainty. The sections that follow examine each of the four principal methods using the battery plant project introduced above to illustrate how the same underlying scope of work could reasonably be delivered through any of the four approaches, depending on the manufacturer's priorities, risk appetite and in-house capability.
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Turnkey contracting is a procurement method in which a single contractor assumes responsibility for the entire project, from design through construction, testing and handover, delivering a facility that is ready for immediate use (PMI, 2021). The contractor coordinates all activities, manages subcontractors, and is accountable for meeting agreed specifications, quality standards and completion dates.
For the battery plant, turnkey contracting would suit a manufacturer with strong engineering ambitions but no in-house construction capability: a single Engineering, Procurement and Construction contractor could take the project from initial design through to a fully commissioned facility, allowing the manufacturer's own staff to focus on production planning rather than construction management.
The principal advantage is single-point accountability. Because one contractor manages the entire project, communication is simpler, accountability is easier to establish, and disputes between multiple parties are reduced (Kerzner, 2022). Turnkey contracts also tend to offer greater cost certainty, since the contractor absorbs a substantial share of the financial and technical risk (APM, 2025), which is attractive to a manufacturer seeking a predictable capital budget.
A related concern is that a contractor carrying substantial fixed-price risk may look for opportunities to reduce cost within the specification, creating tension between contractor margin and client quality expectations. The corresponding disadvantage is reduced client influence once the contract is signed. If the manufacturer's process requirements change during construction, for example if a new battery chemistry demands a different plant layout, modifications can be expensive and slow to agree (Lock, 2020). Turnkey pricing also typically carries a contingency premium, since the contractor accepts more risk, meaning the client may ultimately pay more than under alternative methods (Lock, 2020).
Turnkey contracting therefore works best where requirements are stable and well defined before construction begins, such as a standard industrial facility, but is less suited to projects where the client expects to refine technical requirements as the project proceeds.
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Multicontract is a method in which the client enters into separate contracts with several specialist contractors, each responsible for a distinct part of the project, rather than relying on a single organisation to deliver everything (PMI, 2021). For the battery plant, the manufacturer might contract separately for the building shell, the specialist cleanroom and dry-room systems, and the process equipment installation, since each requires different, highly specific expertise.
The main advantage is access to specialist contractors in each field, which often produces higher-quality work, together with the potential for more competitive pricing through separate tendering of each package (Kerzner, 2022). The client also keeps far greater influence over detailed specification throughout delivery, rather than losing that influence the moment a single contract is signed. Multicontracting also gives the client greater flexibility: if one contractor underperforms, it can be replaced without disrupting every other work package (APM, 2025).
The disadvantage is that the client assumes far greater coordination responsibility. Because no single contractor is accountable for the whole project, the client, or its project manager, must integrate the interfaces between packages itself. For the battery plant, a delay in the cleanroom fit out could directly hold up the process equipment installer, and disputes over which contractor is liable for the resulting delay can be difficult to resolve (Lock, 2020). Multicontracting therefore demands considerably more project management capability and time than turnkey contracting.
Multicontracting is generally the preferred approach for large, technically complex projects where the client has, or can hire, sufficient project management capability to manage several contractual relationships simultaneously. For a manufacturer with an experienced engineering team, this method can secure both higher quality and better value than a single turnkey agreement, but for a client without that capability, it significantly increases the risk of coordination failure.
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The Do-it-yourself method differs from both above because the client undertakes most or all project activities using its own internal resources rather than external contractors (PMI, 2021). This is most viable for organisations that already possess the necessary technical expertise, personnel and equipment.
For the battery plant, DIY would be unsuitable for the main construction, since few manufacturers have in-house capability to build an industrial facility of that scale, but it is well suited to smaller elements of the same programme, such as fitting out internal offices or reconfiguring an existing warehouse for parts storage using the company's own maintenance team.
The main advantage of DIY is control: decisions can be made quickly, changes implemented without renegotiating external contracts, and the knowledge gained remains within the organisation (Kerzner, 2022). It can also reduce cost by eliminating contractor profit margins, provided the organisation already employs suitably skilled staff (APM, 2025).
The disadvantage is that the organisation bears the full technical, financial and operational risk itself. Internal staff often have existing operational duties, limiting how much time they can realistically dedicate to a large project, and organisations lacking sufficient in-house expertise risk cost overruns, delays and quality problems that outweigh any expected savings (Lock, 2020). Because there is no competitive market discipline on price or performance under DIY delivery, inefficient practices can also persist unchallenged.
DIY is therefore most appropriate for small, low-risk or routine work within an organisation's existing capability, such as the office fit-out in the battery plant example, rather than for large or highly technical elements of a capital programme.
Table 1: Comparison of contracting methods
	Method
	Main Advantage
	Main Disadvantage
	Best Suitable Projects

	Turnkey
	Single point of responsibility and accountability; greater cost certainty
	Less client involvement and influence once the contract is awarded; typically, higher contract price
	Standard industrial facilities, hospitals, renewable energy plants

	Multicontract
	Access to specialist expertise per discipline; competitive pricing
	Complex coordination; client bears a greater share of project risk
	Large, technically complex projects with distinct specialist packages

	DIY
	Maximum organisational control; potential cost savings
	Client bears full project risk; may lack specialist knowledge or spare capacity
	Small internal projects, routine maintenance, office fitouts

	Multicontract + DIY
	Balance of internal control and external specialist expertise; high flexibility
	Difficult governance across internal teams and multiple contractors
	Large, mixed-scope programmes combining specialist and routine work
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The Multicontract + DIY approach combines internal delivery with external specialist contracting: the client performs selected tasks itself while contracting out work that requires specialist knowledge, equipment or additional capacity (PMI, 2021). For the battery plant, the manufacturer might contract the cleanroom construction and specialist process equipment installation to external specialists, since this demand expertise it lacks in-house, while its own engineering team simultaneously manages site groundworks and the office fit-out using existing staff.
The main advantage is flexibility: each activity can be matched to whichever delivery method suits it best, retaining strategic control over critical elements while buying in expertise only where it is genuinely needed (Kerzner, 2022). This can also improve cost efficiency, since routine work stays in-house at no contractor mark-up (APM, 2025).
The disadvantage is added complexity. Managing internal teams and multiple external contractors simultaneously requires clear governance and well-defined responsibilities; if roles are poorly allocated, ambiguity over accountability can increase the risk of delays or disputes (Lock, 2020). Structured process frameworks that combine maturity models with PMBOK-aligned guidance can help address this by formalising how internal and external teams’ hand over work (Rdiouat et al., 2021).
This hybrid approach suits large, mixed-scope programmes, such as a manufacturing plant with both highly specialised and routine elements, where the client has some internal capability but cannot realistically deliver the whole project itself. Its success, however, depends heavily on disciplined planning and communication across the internal and external boundary.
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Across the battery plant example, the four methods sit along a broadly consistent spectrum: as the client gives up direct control, it typically gains simplicity and cost certainty, and as it retains more control, it absorbs more coordination effort and risk. Turnkey minimises the manufacturer's management burden and maximises cost certainty but sacrifices influence over detailed design once signed. Multicontracting restores that influence and can improve quality and price through competition, at the cost of significant coordination demands on the client (Kerzner, 2022). DIY maximises control still further but exposes the organisation to the full weight of technical and financial risk, meaning it is realistic only for the smaller, lower-risk elements of the programme. The hybrid approach attempts to capture the benefits of each by matching delivery method to package, at the cost of being the most administratively demanding option to govern.
Selection should not be based on cost alone. Clients and contractors are prone to optimism bias and strategic misrepresentation when forecasting costs and schedules, which can distort the apparent price advantage of one method over another regardless of its underlying structural merits (Flyvbjerg, 2021). A contracting strategy that appears cheapest on paper may still underperform if it fails to allocate risk appropriately or leaves the client without the flexibility to respond to unforeseen circumstances. For the battery plant, this means the manufacturer's final choice should reflect not just headline price, but how well each method matches its actual in-house capability and appetite for risk.
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Contracting plays a fundamental role in project management because it determines how responsibilities, risks and resources are allocated throughout a project's lifecycle. As the battery plant example demonstrates, no single method is universally superior: turnkey offers simplicity and cost certainty at the expense of client control; multicontracting restores control and specialist quality at the cost of coordination demands; DIY maximises control but concentrates risk entirely within the organisation; and the hybrid Multicontract + DIY approach balances these trade-offs at the cost of governance complexity.
This is consistent with perspective-based understandings of project success, which suggest that what counts as a successful outcome depends on the priorities of different stakeholders rather than a single fixed standard (McLeod, Doolin and MacDonell, 2021). Project managers must therefore weigh not only cost, but risk allocation, organisational capability, stakeholder expectations and long-term outcomes before selecting a contracting strategy for a project such as the battery plant described throughout this essay.
As projects continue to grow in scale and complexity, the ability to select and manage the most appropriate contracting method, rather than defaulting to habit or convenience, will remain an essential competency for project managers across every industry.
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