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Project management involves applying knowledge, skills, tools and techniques to deliver a unique product, service or outcome within agreed requirements for scope, time, cost and quality (PMI, 2021). Since projects are temporary and uncommon, sponsoring organisations often lack all the specialist expertise needed for delivery, as Larson and Gray (2014) explain. Contracting therefore enables clients to obtain external capabilities. According to APM (2019), a contract is a legally enforceable agreement that assigns duties, payment arrangements and risks between a client and one or more suppliers. The chosen contracting method determines the number of suppliers, their responsibilities and the level of delivery responsibility kept by the client.
This choice is strategic because it influences risk, collaboration and delivery outcomes. Williamson (1979) argues that organisations should consider asset specificity, uncertainty and transaction frequency when deciding whether to perform work internally or purchase it from the market. Work that is specialised and uncertain can be difficult to manage through contracts, while standardised work is often easier to outsource. El-Sayegh and Ahmed (2020) identify delivery-method selection as a crucial early owner decision, while Chen, Tang and Zhong (2022) show that unsuitable methods can cause coordination problems and rework despite contractor competence.
This essay critically examines turnkey, multi-contract, do it yourself, and hybrid contracting methods. As Meredith et al. (2016) note, these approaches determine delivery responsibilities rather than payment arrangements. The discussion applies these methods to a UK smart metering programme and identifies appropriate selection criteria.
[bookmark: _Toc238404293]Turnkey Contracting
Under a turnkey arrangement, one contractor manages the complete project lifecycle, including engineering, procurement and construction, before delivering a commissioned and operational asset to the client. As Jiang (2026) explains, the client should then only need to operate the completed facility. Responsibility for design problems, coordination issues and system integration is therefore placed with a single provider.
A key benefit is clear accountability because the contractor controls both design and construction, which reduces disputes between separate designers and builders when costs or schedules change. According to El-Sayegh and Ahmed (2020), integrating these activities can also shorten the project duration. This approach requires limited client management and is therefore useful where the owner has little internal project delivery expertise. Research by Ackah and Sekyi-Ansah (2025) found that turnkey and EPC arrangements increased contractor accountability and reduced risks retained by petroleum project owners in Ghana. Risk allocation is also supported through contracts such as the FIDIC Silver Book, which assigns most project risks to the contractor on the basis that an experienced contractor can manage them effectively (Varavenko, Lyapustina and Kovalev, 2022).
However, transferring risk increases the contract price because contractors include allowances for uncertain costs and liabilities (Jiang, 2026). Clients also have less influence over detailed design decisions, while late changes may become costly through formal variation procedures. Lee and Chong (2021) argue that contractual provisions alone cannot ensure successful performance in BIM-enabled EPC megaprojects, since trust and previous working relationships remain important. Turnkey delivery may therefore be less reliable when the supplier is unfamiliar to the client. Furthermore, excessive risk transfer can be harmful. The House of Commons Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs Committee (2018) found that government contracts associated with Carillion allocated risks that contractors could not realistically control, ultimately creating costs for the public sector. Turnkey contracting is consequently most appropriate for projects with stable specifications and established technology, including power plants, industrial facilities and process plants, whereas it is less suitable for projects with changing or unclear requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc238404294]Multicontract Contracting
Multicontract delivery separates a project into individual work packages, each awarded to a specialist contractor through a separate agreement. The client, or an appointed project manager, remains responsible for coordinating these contracts. For example, design, civil engineering, mechanical works and commissioning may be procured separately.
Its main advantage is access to specialist competition because clients can appoint the most suitable supplier for each package and compare package costs through tendering. According to Andi, Sugianto and Lukas (2024), this can reduce costs and improve technical quality. The method also provides flexibility because packages can be tendered as designs develop, allowing some activities to begin before the full project scope is finalised. Clients retain control over design decisions and allocate risks to the parties best able to manage them. Tembo-Silungwe and Khatleli (2017) suggest that detailed and appropriate risk allocation improves outcomes, whereas broad risk transfer can lead to disputes and cost increases.
However, the client assumes responsibility for integrating all packages. Each contract interface can create delays, unclear responsibilities and disputes. An, Li and Zeng (2023) state that coordination demands increase rapidly as the number of separate contracts grows, particularly for clients with limited commercial expertise. The client must therefore have strong technical and commercial capability to prepare specifications, select contractors and monitor performance. The National Audit Office (2025) links many unsuccessful UK government digital procurements to weak internal client capability. Multicontract delivery is most suitable for experienced clients with effective project controls, particularly where work packages can be separated and design requirements are still developing. Typical examples include hospitals, university campuses, staged infrastructure programmes and refurbishment projects.
[bookmark: _Toc238404295]Do-It-Yourself (DIY) Contracting
In the DIY approach, the client delivers the project through internal staff, resources and project management capabilities, while external purchasing is mainly limited to materials or standard goods rather than delivery responsibility.
This method can provide greater control, organisational learning and lower direct costs because it avoids contractor profit margins, risk allowances and tendering costs. Changes can also be managed internally without formal variation claims, which is valuable when requirements are likely to develop. Davies and Denicol (2022) argue that excessive outsourcing weakens an organisation’s ability to manage programmes and assess suppliers, whereas internal delivery develops lasting capability. Similarly, Williamson (1979) suggests that work which is highly specific to an organisation may be managed more efficiently within the organisation than through contracts.
However, DIY requires sufficient internal expertise and capacity. Where specialist knowledge is unavailable, quality and delivery performance may decline, while all financial, technical and scheduling risks remain with the client. Project activities may also compete with normal operations for staff and attention. According to the Infrastructure and Projects Authority (2025), this pressure can reduce confidence in the delivery of major government projects. DIY is most suitable for smaller and knowledge-based activities, such as process improvement, internal system configuration, organisational change and research, but it is less appropriate for major construction projects requiring specialist equipment, licences and trades.
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The hybrid approach combines external specialist contracts with internally delivered activities, while the client retains responsibility for project integration and management. It applies make or buy decisions to individual work packages rather than to the entire project.
Its principal benefit is that internal expertise can focus on high value areas, including requirements, stakeholder engagement, data, integration and assurance, while highly specialised or resource intensive work is outsourced. According to El-Sayegh and Ahmed (2020), this arrangement can maintain organisational learning and reduce costs compared with complete outsourcing. As the client remains actively involved in delivery, information gaps are reduced and emerging problems may be identified earlier.
However, hybrid delivery creates significant management demands because the client must both complete internal work and supervise external suppliers. Responsibilities can become unclear when internal delays affect contracted work, which may lead to valid contractor claims and difficult disputes about responsibility. Chen, Tang and Zhong (2022) argue that hybrid arrangements perform well only when activity dependencies are assessed carefully and package boundaries are placed where connections are limited. This method is therefore appropriate for transformation and technology programmes where internal business knowledge is essential, while external technical expertise is also required.
[bookmark: _Toc238404297]Contextual Application: A UK Energy Supplier’s Smart Metering Programme
A medium sized UK energy supplier implementing a smart metering programme must procure and install meters for household customers while linking meter data with billing and customer service systems. A turnkey contract could transfer regulatory delivery responsibilities to an experienced meter operator and reduce internal management needs. However, it would be unsuitable for customer focused activities because customer contact, tariff arrangements and complaint handling depend on knowledge specific to the supplier and cannot be fully defined for an external provider. Davies and Denicol (2022) also warn that outsourcing such work may reduce the organisation’s future operational knowledge.
A fully internal approach is unrealistic because large scale installation requires certified engineers, vehicles and storage facilities that the supplier may not possess. Although multi-contract delivery could provide competitive prices through separate contracts for meter supply, installation, communications and systems integration, it would create several interfaces for a small commercial team to manage within a regulatory deadline. According to the National Audit Office (2025), weak internal capability can undermine complex public procurement programmes.
The hybrid approach is therefore the most suitable option. Meter supply and field installation can be competitively outsourced, while systems integration and customer communication remain internal because they rely on the supplier’s billing expertise. The supplier should retain programme integration, supported by clear interface agreements and package level risk registers (Tembo-Silungwe and Khatleli, 2017). This choice accepts greater coordination responsibility in return for stronger customer control and retained organisational capability.
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The four contracting methods differ according to the degree of responsibility retained by the client. Turnkey delivery transfers most risk to one contractor and reduces client involvement, although it can be costly and less flexible, making it suitable for stable and clearly defined capital projects. Multi-contract delivery offers specialist expertise and competitive pricing but requires the client to manage complex interfaces effectively. DIY provides maximum control, flexibility and organisational learning, but depends on sufficient internal capacity and leaves all risks with the client. The hybrid approach can allocate capabilities efficiently, although it requires highly developed project management skills.
No approach is universally preferable because suitability depends on project scope, technological uncertainty, market conditions, client capability and risk appetite (El-Sayegh and Ahmed, 2020; An, Li and Zeng, 2023). Project managers should therefore select a method at project initiation after assessing package dependencies and determining which party can manage each risk most effectively. As the House of Commons PACAC (2018) shows through the Carillion case, transferring a risk to an incapable supplier postpones rather than removes it.
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