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1. Introduction

Project management is the application of information, skills, tools, and procedures to project activities in order to meet project objectives (PMI, 2017, p.5). One of the first major decisions a project sponsor makes is how to contract out the work. That decision then governs the project's whole governance structure, including who executes the work and under what legal and commercial terms. Contracting is the process of delegating some or all of the project tasks to third parties for a fee rather than utilising the client's own personnel (Winch 2010, p.101). 
This conclusion is based on the make or buy analysis, which determines whether work is best done within the company or purchased from the market. It takes into account the client's resources, technical skill, and risk for each choice (Project Management Institute, 2025, p. 246). Purchasing work in provides quick access to specialist expertise and transfers risk to another party, but also limits the client's direct control over cost, quality, and schedule. (Winch, 2010, pp. 101–102). In practice, there are four primary contracting strategies: turnkey, multi-contract, do-it-yourself (DIY), and a hybrid multi-contract + DIY strategy. 
These are not pricing systems, but rather organisational structures that fall along a spectrum of consumer participation, from minimal in Turnkey to complete internal ownership in DIY (De Marco, 2011, p.25). This essay discusses each method, including its benefits and drawbacks, as well as the types of projects that are best suited to each.

2. Turnkey Contracting
In a Turnkey structure, a single prime contractor is in charge of the whole project life cycle, from design to procurement and construction to facility operation. In complex instances, this can include purchasing the location, arranging financing, and, in the case of private-finance arrangements, running the facility afterwards (Masterman, 2002, pp. 50-51). Winch (2010, pp. 111-112) defines this as a "integrated coalition": the client contracts with a single turnkey company that employs its own specialists, labourers, and subcontractors. The PMBOK Guide defines turnkey as a primary delivery method, alongside design-build and design-bid-build, where a make-or-buy analysis reveals that it is preferable to execute the project externally (Project Management Institute, 2025, p. 247). 
The main advantage is having a single point of contact and accountability, which makes administration much easier than running multiple businesses (Masterman, 2002, p.53). The client gains budget certainty while transferring the majority of the delivery risk to the contractor (De Marco, 2011, p. 23; Kerzner, 2017, p.673). In response, the contractor typically commits to a predetermined lump sum fee and completion date in exchange for time to raise funding or focus on strategy rather than direct site supervision (De Marco, 2011, p.23). 
This promise comes at a genuine cost. Prices are often higher than in more traditional procurement methods because the contractor adds a risk premium (Masterman, 2002, p. 54). Kerzner (2017, p.673) distinguishes Turnkey contracts from cost-plus contracts by stating that the contractor is solely responsible for profit or loss, which may result in cutting corners if the initial design was not detailed with full rigour. 
Turnkey is appropriate for large, technically complex projects where the client lacks the in-house engineering competence to coordinate the work directly. Turnkey projects have traditionally included oil refineries, power plants, and chemical plants (Masterman, 2002, p. 50). According to Pietroforte and Miller (2002, pp.426-427), it is a solid method for infrastructure that is segmented, directly funded, and when the client needs a specific completion date and is willing to fund capital directly.

3. Multi-Contract Method
Unlike Turnkey's single point of responsibility, Multi-contract is built on strategic fragmentation. The client rejects a single general contractor and instead splits the project into defined work packages, signing direct contracts with specialist firms (Masterman, 2002, p.68). In US terms this is the "Multiple Primes" model, where the general contractor disappears and is replaced by a manager responsible for selecting and coordinating every firm involved (De Marco, 2011, pp.20-21). Clough et al. (2015, p.81) note that many modern projects are carried out not by one entity but by several independent prime contractors, each holding a direct legal relationship with the owner.
Clients prefer this strategy primarily for financial and operational control. By signing directly with each supplier, the general contractor’s margin is eliminated and the ability to adjust unawarded packages as the project progresses is retained (Masterman, 2002, p.69). It also enables fast-tracking. Competitive tendering of each package with design and construction overlapping results in speedier completion than conventional, sequential procurement (Masterman, 2002, p.68). 
The downside is that the client has to bear the integration burden, directly coordinating schedules and technical interfaces between multiple firms, as there is no general contractor to take on that role (De Marco, 2011, pp.20-21). If a management firm is employed, then the historical evidence continues to reveal delays caused by disagreements amongst trade businesses over which the manager has no direct authority, and extra costs and the lack of a single fixed price for the full project (Masterman, 2002, p.57).
Multi-contracting suits complex projects needing a wide range of technical specialisms, where the client has, or can bring in, a strong project management team (De Marco, 2011, p.20). US federal agencies running continuous public construction programmes historically favoured this method, judging it better to keep risk and control with the client than hand it to a commercial intermediary (Masterman, 2002, p.56).

4. Do-It-Yourself (DIY) Contracting
In a DIY or in-house execution strategy, the client does not outsource the core work but uses its own workforce, equipment, and resources (Winch, 2010, p.101). Walk (2015, p.158) mentions companies that use permanent specialists to build projects and control construction directly. 
Benefits include eliminating the bureaucracy of negotiating a complex contract before work begins. The employer-employee authority relationship allows goals to be adjusted as work progresses (Winch, 2010, p.101). An internal department is administered as a cost centre rather than a profit centre, thus the client has total financial transparency over its team and the possibility of an external contractor chasing unreasonable profits decreases (Winch, 2010, p.101). Team loyalty meets customer goals, reducing economic conflicts of interest (Walker, 2015, p.158). 
Winch (2010, p.102) identified three drawbacks. When construction is not the company's main activity, direct engagement distracts senior management. A permanent in-house personnel is uneconomical with low project frequency and large fixed expenses in low activity times. In the absence of market competition, complacency, inefficiency, and higher costs might result. Walker (2015, p.158) maintains that most customers cannot maintain a significant internal structure and that UK local government direct labour groups have had mixed results due to political rather than administrative factors. 
DIY is sustainable for large companies with a steady predictable volume of work, such as government agencies or industrial conglomerates, because the recurring transactions justify the fixed costs (Winch, 2010, pp.101-102). The US Army Corps of Engineers, France's Directions d'Equipement, and significant property businesses' in-house facilities-management teams all perform ongoing repairs and maintenance (Winch, 2010 p.101).

5. Multi-Contract Plus DIY
This hybrid method blends the two approaches to get around the rigid limits of each pure model. The client uses its own staff and resources (DIY) for the core, most sensitive, or best-understood packages, while dividing the rest into specialised packages let to outside suppliers (Multi-contract) where it lacks the right skills or equipment.
The method reflects the fact that modern project management no longer works in binary terms — fully in-house or fully outsourced — but needs dynamic adaptability (Project Management Institute, 2025). Coordinating this mix of internal teams and external contractors falls to the client's project management office, turning the project manager into a cultural, technical, and contractual integrator (Kerzner, 2017).
The main advantage is optimised resource use and flexibility: an organisation keeps internal staff focused on core competencies while bringing in specialist expertise from the market exactly where needed (Walker, 2015). It also gives good control over cash flow, avoiding both expensive permanent hires for skills not needed long-term and the extra coordination costs a general contractor would add (De Marco, 2011). It offers better protection of intellectual property too, since strategic components stay in-house while only generic or executional work is outsourced, reducing the risk of sensitive information leaking (Müller and Turner, 2005).
The main weakness is managerial complexity and real potential for conflict. Coordinating a mixed workforce — internal staff following company rules alongside external teams acting on commercial interest — takes real effort and negotiation skill (Winch, 2010). Grey areas can appear around responsibility for defects: if an in-house component fails to integrate with an externally supplied module, establishing fault becomes genuinely difficult, often causing operational deadlock and disputes (Masterman, 2002). Planning effort effectively doubles too, since flexible internal schedules must stay in sync with the fixed contractual deadlines of external partners (Project Management Institute, 2025).
This method suits digital transformation projects, advanced technology development, or complex upgrades within active facilities. It is common among technology firms that build a product's core in-house (DIY) while contracting specialist firms for interface design or cybersecurity (Multi-contract), and in collaborative partnerships that require a controlled merger of internal and external resources (Eriksson, 2010).

6. Matching the Strategy to the Project
Choosing a contracting strategy cannot happen in a vacuum; it must match the project's risk profile, complexity, and nature. For large public infrastructure megaprojects, such as motorways or airports, risk management is the defining issue: huge uncertainty, enormous budgets, and heavy political exposure (Flyvbjerg, 2014, p.10). Pure DIY is impractical here, since public authorities lack the capacity, while Multi-contract can expose a public client to serious cross-contractor disputes. Turnkey, despite its higher price, is often preferred by governments precisely because it shifts cost-overrun risk onto a private partner and guarantees a single point of accountability (Pietroforte and Miller, 2002, pp.426-427).
Private commercial real-estate development sits at the other end. This sector is highly competitive on cost and speed, and successful developers usually hold real in-house construction expertise (De Marco, 2011, p.25). For them, Turnkey would waste capital by handing part of their margin to a general contractor. Using Multi-contract, a developer's own project office can break the project into packages, tender each at the best market moment, and keep the flexibility to change design late in response to tenant demand (Clough et al., 2015, p.81; Masterman, 2002, p.69).
For maintenance inside a continuous production plant, such as a car factory, operational continuity and protecting proprietary know-how matter most. Outside contractors would mean long induction periods, higher safety risk, and possible exposure of patented technology (Müller and Turner, 2005, p.401). DIY fits naturally here: the plant's own staff know the equipment, are aligned with its safety culture, and can carry out upgrades without disrupting production or adding external cost (Winch, 2010, pp.101-102).
Finally, IT and digital transformation projects are the natural home of the hybrid method. In a knowledge economy, source code or a data algorithm is often an organisation's core competitive advantage (Project Management Institute, 2025, p.246). No bank wants to fully outsource its core systems through Turnkey; it keeps them under its own developers (DIY) for long-term security, while contracting specialist agencies directly for peripheral work such as interface design or penetration testing (Multi-contract). This hybrid gives a genuine balance between strategic control and technical efficiency (Eriksson, 2010, p.909; Walker, 2015, p.158).

7. Conclusion
A close look at contracting strategies shows that project success does not depend only on technical execution; it is shaped critically by the contractual architecture chosen at the start. No method is universally superior — each represents a different trade-off between the control a client wants to keep and the risk it is willing to accept and pay for.
Turnkey offers administrative simplicity and financial certainty, an ideal shield for inexperienced clients running giant industrial projects, but at the cost of higher price and reduced control. Multi-contract offers flexibility and financial optimisation on commercial developments but demands exceptional in-house coordination capability. DIY removes third-party profit and gives full control on internal maintenance work, but exposes the organisation to the whole weight of operational risk and to fixed costs hard to justify without steady work. The hybrid Multi-contract plus DIY model answers the needs of the modern, technology-driven world, protecting an organisation's strategic core with its own resources while still drawing on external innovation, at the price of managing mixed teams rigorously.
Ultimately, effective project management demands a realistic assessment of internal capability, risk tolerance, and the true nature of the deliverables before any commitment is signed. Choosing the right contracting method turns a contract from a simple legal barrier into a strategic tool that drives performance and helps guarantee project success.
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