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Project management is the application of knowledge, skills, tools and techniques to a temporary endeavour undertaken to create a unique product, service or result (Project Management Institute, 2021). Turner (2014) also stresses that projects organise human, financial and material resources to deliver a unique scope within cost and time constraints. Because project work is temporary and often specialised, organisations may not hold every required skill or resource in-house. Project sponsors therefore need to decide whether work should be delivered internally or contracted to external parties.
That question is what a contracting strategy in project management is about. A contract, in this context, is not simply a legal document; it is a mechanism for allocating scope, cost, time and risk between the client - the organisation sponsoring the project - and one or more external parties who deliver part or all of the work (Association for Project Management, 2019; Adekunle et al., 2026). The method chosen shapes almost everything about how a project is subsequently run: who controls design decisions, who absorbs the financial consequences of delay or defect, how much coordination the client's own project team must carry out, and how much capability remains inside the client organisation once the project is complete.
Organisations contract work out for several recurring reasons: they may lack specialist skill or capacity in-house, want to transfer delivery risk to a party better placed to manage it, want to benefit from competitive market pricing, or simply want their own staff to stay focused on ongoing business activity rather than a one-off project (Turner, 2014; Walker, 2015; de Oliveira, Lopes and Abreu, 2021). Equally, keeping work in-house is sometimes the more sensible choice - for example, where the work is small in scale, commercially sensitive, or the client already has spare, suitably skilled capacity of its own.
This essay evaluates four methods of contracting: Turnkey, Multi-contracting, Do-it-Yourself (DIY), and Multi-contract + DIY (Declerck, De Bourse and Navarre, 1983; Turner, 2014). It explains what each method involves, the projects it suits, and its relative advantages and disadvantages. A single example - construction of a new 200-bed regional hospital - illustrates how the same project may be delivered differently according to the client's priorities, risk appetite and in-house capability.
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Turnkey contracting is the method in which a single contractor, or a single consortium acting as one, takes responsibility for the entire project scope: design, procurement, construction or production, testing and commissioning (Turner, 2014; Adekunle et al., 2026). The name reflects the idea that the client is handed a complete, working facility and need only "turn the key" to begin using it (Walker, 2015). In construction and engineering, this is often formalised as an Engineering, Procurement and Construction (EPC) contract, under which the contractor is paid a fixed or guaranteed maximum price for a fully defined deliverable.
This method suits large, well-specified capital projects where the client wants certainty over price and completion date and lacks in-house design and construction capability. A hospital new build illustrates this well: an NHS Trust's core expertise lies in running clinical services, not managing construction, so appointing a single EPC contractor to design, build and commission the new hospital lets clinical leaders focus on service planning while transferring technical delivery risk to a specialist organisation.
The principal advantage of turnkey contracting is single-point accountability: the client has one organisation to deal with, and that organisation is responsible for resolving problems at the interface between design and construction, rather than leaving the client to referee disputes between separate designers and builders (Turner, 2014). Because the contractor prices and commits to the whole scope up front, the client typically gains cost and time certainty, and because design and construction can be run as one integrated process rather than in strict sequence, delivery is often faster than a multi-party approach (Walker, 2015; Panakaduwa, Coates and Munir, 2025).
These benefits involve trade-offs. After contract signature, the client's freedom to change designs or insist on particular technical solutions is reduced because variations can be costly and slow (Walker, 2015). The client also becomes dependent on one contractor. Fixed-price risk may lead the contractor to include a contingency premium or seek savings within the specification, creating tension between margin and quality (Association for Project Management, 2019). For the hospital, the Trust gains clearer price and time responsibility but sacrifices some day-to-day influence over detailed design.
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Multi-contracting describes an arrangement in which the client enters into several direct contracts with different specialist contractors for different work packages, rather than passing the whole scope to a single main contractor (Turner, 2014; Winch, 2010; Hughes and Champion, 2022). The client, usually supported by its own project manager or a professional consultant, retains responsibility for coordinating and integrating the work of the separate contractors itself.
This method suits complex projects made up of distinct, specialised work packages, where the client, or a project manager acting on its behalf, has strong technical and coordination capability, and where close control over design and cost matters more than the simplicity of a single contractor. The hospital example applies well here: the structural shell, the M&E services, and the specialist medical equipment installation are each highly specialised, and a Trust may prefer to contract each separately so it can select the strongest specialist for every package and retain direct influence over clinical-critical specifications, such as theatre ventilation or imaging suite shielding.
The advantages of multi-contracting centre on control and value. Because each package is tendered separately, the client can select the best available specialist for each area of work rather than accepting whichever subcontractors a single main contractor happens to prefer, and competitive tendering of each package can reduce cost compared with paying a main contractor's management fee and mark-up on subcontracted work (Winch, 2010; de Oliveira, Lopes and Abreu, 2021). The client also keeps far greater influence over detailed specification throughout delivery, rather than losing that influence once a single contract is signed.
Its weaknesses mirror turnkey's strengths. With no single contractor accountable for the whole scope, the client carries interface risk: delay or defects in one package can affect others and responsibility may be disputed (Turner, 2014). The method therefore requires substantial project-management capacity for sequencing and information flow. In the hospital, a late equipment-footprint change could require the Trust's team to coordinate modifications to M&E work already completed.
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Do-it-Yourself, sometimes described as direct labour or in-house delivery, is the method in which the client executes the project using its own internal workforce and resources rather than contracting any external party for the core work (Turner, 2014; Walker, 2015; Umeokafor, Windapo and Olatunji, 2024). No external main contractor or design consultant is engaged; the client's own staff design, plan and carry out the work themselves.
This approach best suits smaller-scale, lower-risk projects, work requiring confidentiality that the client is reluctant to expose externally, or situations where the client already has spare, suitably skilled capacity. Returning to the hospital example, DIY would be entirely inappropriate for the main hospital building, far too large and demanding for an NHS Trust's own estates team, but it is exactly right for refurbishing a single outpatient suite or upgrading part of the building management system — work well within the scope and skill of an in-house estates team.
The advantages of DIY delivery are straightforward. The client retains full control over quality, scheduling and day-to-day priorities, there is no contractor mark-up or profit margin to pay, and carrying out the work builds or retains valuable institutional knowledge and technical capability inside the organisation for future projects (Association for Project Management, 2019). It is also the natural choice where the scope is sensitive, and the client would rather not share detailed information with an outside party.
The disadvantages, however, limit DIY to smaller or more routine work. The client bears all the technical and delivery risk itself, with no external party to share or absorb it, and the approach is inherently constrained by the scale and specialist skill of the internal team — most clients simply do not have in-house capability to deliver large or highly specialised capital works. Diverting internal staff onto project work can also disrupt their normal operational duties, and because there is no competitive market discipline on price or performance, inefficient practices can persist unchallenged (Turner, 2014). For the hospital example, the Trust's estates team is well placed to refurbish a single suite, but hopelessly under-resourced to build an entire new hospital block.
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The fourth method combines the previous two: the client executes some work packages itself, in-house, while simultaneously contracting other work packages out to multiple external specialist contractors, rather than committing the entire project scope to either approach alone (Declerck, Debourse and Navarre, 1983; Turner, 2014; Laryea and Watermeyer, 2024).
This hybrid suits larger programmes made up of a genuinely mixed portfolio of work: packages that are specialised or beyond the client's in-house capacity, alongside other packages simple or sensitive enough that the client is equipped and willing to deliver itself. Large capital programmes phased over several years are a natural fit, since the balance can shift as the client's own capacity and confidence grows. In the hospital example, the Trust might contract the main clinical building shell and its M&E services to external specialists, because those tasks demand skills it lacks in-house, while its own estates team simultaneously demolishes an old ward block and carries out landscaping using in-house labour, work well within its existing capability.
The advantage of this hybrid method is flexibility: every package can be matched to whichever delivery method suits it best, rather than forcing an entire project into a single mould. This can reduce overall cost, since simple or low-risk work stays in-house at no contractor mark-up while genuine specialist expertise is bought in only where it adds the most value, and it allows the client to retain some institutional capability and site knowledge even on a project that is largely delivered externally (Winch, 2010).
The disadvantage is complexity. Of the four methods, this is the most administratively demanding: it requires clear governance to decide which packages are best delivered in-house and which contracted out, and strong coordination not only between the external contractors, as in pure multi-contracting, but also between those contractors and the client's own internal delivery teams (Turner, 2014). Ambiguity over where in-house responsibility ends and a contractor begins is a particular risk at the interfaces between the two types of work, and the client remains exposed to the coordination risk inherent in multi-contracting for every package it does choose to contract out.
Table 1: Summary comparison of the four contracting methods
	Method
	Best Suited To
	Key Advantages
	Key Disadvantages

	Turnkey
	Large, well-defined, well-understood projects needing price/time certainty
	Single point of accountability; cost & time certainty; faster integrated delivery
	Limited client control after signature; dependent on one contractor; risk premium in price

	Multi-contracting
	Complex projects with distinct specialist packages and strong client PM capability
	Best-in-class specialists per package; competitive pricing; greater client control
	Client carries interface/coordination risk; needs significant PM capacity

	Do-it-Yourself (DIY)
	Small-scale, low-risk, sensitive, or in-house-capacity-matched work
	Full control; no contractor mark-up; retains institutional knowledge
	Client bears all risk; limited by internal skill/scale; no market discipline

	Multi-contract + DIY
	Large mixed-scope programmes with both specialist and routine packages
	Flexible; matches method to package; cost-efficient; retains some in-house capability
	Most complex to govern; ambiguity at in-house/contractor interfaces
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No contracting method is universally superior. Selection depends on project scale and complexity, in-house capability, risk appetite, required design control and market maturity. Turnkey suits large, well-defined projects where price, time and single-point responsibility matter. Multi-contracting suits complex projects where a capable client values specialist choice and direct control. DIY suits smaller, lower-risk or sensitive work within existing capability. Multi-contract + DIY provides flexibility for mixed-scope programmes but requires stronger governance and coordination.
As the hospital example illustrates throughout this essay, most real capital projects do not fit neatly into a single method. The project manager's task is to weigh these trade-offs deliberately, as part of a considered contract strategy, rather than defaulting to habit or convenience (Turner, 2014; Association for Project Management, 2019).
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