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Contracting in Project Management: Methods, Advantages, and Disadvantages
1.Introduction
Project management is widely recognised as the discipline of planning, organising, and controlling resources to achieve defined objectives within constraints of time, cost, and quality. Within this discipline, contracts play a central role because they establish the legal and operational framework through which responsibilities, risks, and deliverables are allocated among stakeholders. Contracting is not merely a procedural necessity; it is a strategic choice that can determine the success or failure of a project. The decision to contract out certain tasks, or to retain them in-house, reflects considerations of expertise, risk appetite, and efficiency.
This essay examines four contracting methods commonly employed in project management: Turnkey contracting, Multicontracting, Do-It-Yourself (DIY), and the hybrid Multicontract + DIY approach. Each method will be explained in detail, with attention to its advantages and disadvantages, as well as the types of projects for which it is most suitable. By analysing these methods, the essay aims to demonstrate how contracting choices shape project outcomes and why managers must carefully evaluate which method aligns with their strategic objectives.
2.Turnkey Contracting
The Turnkey method is characterised by the delegation of complete responsibility to a single contractor who delivers the project from design to completion. The client provides specifications, and the contractor executes all tasks until the project is ready for immediate use.
One of the main advantages of turnkey contracting is the single point of responsibility. The contractor manages all aspects, reducing coordination burdens for the client. This arrangement also facilitates risk transfer, as the contractor assumes most risks related to design, procurement, and construction. Furthermore, integrated execution often accelerates project delivery, making turnkey contracts attractive for projects where time efficiency is critical. Costs and timelines are usually fixed upfront, providing predictability.
However, the disadvantages are equally significant. The client has limited control over design and execution, which may result in misalignment between the contractor’s interpretation of specifications and the client’s expectations. Contractors may also charge premiums for assuming full responsibility, leading to potentially higher costs.
Turnkey contracts are most effective in large-scale infrastructure projects, such as power plants or manufacturing facilities, where clients prefer minimal involvement and want a ready-to-use solution. In the UK, turnkey contracting has been widely used in public-private partnership (PPP) projects, such as the construction of schools and hospitals under the Private Finance Initiative (PFI). These projects highlight both the efficiency of turnkey arrangements and the risks of reduced client oversight, as seen in criticisms of PFI schemes where long-term costs exceeded initial projections (HM Treasury, 2012).
3.Multicontract Approach
The Multicontract method involves the client engaging multiple contractors for different components of the project. Rather than relying on a single entity to deliver the entire scope, the client divides the project into packages — for example, separate contracts for design, civil works, mechanical installation, and IT systems. This approach is often chosen when projects are highly complex and require diverse technical expertise that no single contractor can provide.
Advantages
The most significant advantage of multicontracting is specialisation. Each contractor focuses on their area of expertise, which can enhance quality and innovation. For instance, in a large infrastructure project, one contractor may specialise in tunnelling, another in electrical systems, and another in signalling technology. This division allows the client to access the best available skills in the market.
Another advantage is flexibility. The client can select contractors based on competitive bidding, tailoring the team to the project’s needs. This can also lead to cost efficiency, as contractors compete for specific packages rather than the entire project. In some cases, this reduces overall expenditure compared to a turnkey arrangement, where a single contractor may charge a premium for managing all aspects.
Disadvantages
Despite these benefits, multicontracting presents considerable challenges. The most prominent is coordination complexity. With multiple contractors working simultaneously, the client must ensure that schedules, deliverables, and technical standards align. This requires strong project management and integration skills.
Another drawback is risk retention. Unlike turnkey contracts, where risk is transferred to a single contractor, in multicontracting the client retains responsibility for integrating the different packages. If one contractor delays their work, the ripple effect can disrupt the entire project. Disputes between contractors are also more likely, especially if responsibilities overlap or are poorly defined.
Finally, multicontracting can lead to fragmentation of accountability. If problems arise, it may be difficult to determine which contractor is responsible, leading to disputes and potential litigation.
Suitable Project Types
Multicontracting is particularly suitable for complex projects with diverse technical requirements, such as IT systems integration, transport infrastructure, or large construction projects. For example, in the UK’s Crossrail project, multiple contractors were engaged to deliver different sections of the railway and its systems. This allowed the project to draw on world-class expertise in tunnelling, station design, and signalling. However, the project also suffered from delays and cost overruns, partly due to the difficulty of coordinating so many contractors (National Audit Office, 2019).
Another UK example is the London 2012 Olympic Games infrastructure programme, which relied heavily on multicontracting. Different contractors were responsible for venues, transport upgrades, and the Olympic Village. While the Games were ultimately delivered successfully, the complexity of managing multiple contracts required the establishment of the Olympic Delivery Authority, a body dedicated to integration and oversight. This illustrates that multicontracting can succeed if supported by strong governance structures.
Critical Reflection
The multicontract approach highlights the tension between specialisation and integration. While it allows access to the best expertise, it places heavy demands on the client’s project management capacity. In practice, success depends on the strength of the client’s governance framework, the clarity of contractual boundaries, and the effectiveness of communication among contractors.
In the UK context, lessons from Crossrail and the Olympics suggest that multicontracting can deliver high-quality outcomes but requires robust oversight mechanisms such as dedicated delivery authorities, integrated programme boards, and transparent reporting. Without these, the risks of delay, cost escalation, and disputes increase significantly.

4.Do-It-Yourself (DIY) Contracting
In DIY contracting, the client undertakes most of the project work internally, using in-house resources.
The advantages of DIY contracting are clear. The client enjoys maximum control, overseeing all aspects of the project. This arrangement can lead to cost savings, as contractor premiums are eliminated. Moreover, skills and expertise remain within the organisation, ensuring knowledge retention.
However, DIY contracting places significant demands on the client. It requires substantial internal capacity and expertise, leading to resource strain. The client also bears all risks of delays, cost overruns, and technical failures, resulting in risk exposure. Without external specialisation, projects may suffer from inefficiency or reduced quality.
DIY contracting is most suitable for small-scale projects or organisations with strong internal expertise, such as software development within a technology company. In the UK, DIY contracting is often seen in local government IT projects, where councils develop systems internally to reduce reliance on external suppliers. While this can save costs, failures such as the abandoned NHS IT programme (National Programme for IT) demonstrate the risks of insufficient expertise and overreliance on internal resources (House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, 2013).
5.Multicontract + DIY Hybrid
The Multicontract + DIY method combines external contracting with internal execution.
This hybrid approach offers balanced control, allowing the client to retain oversight of critical tasks while leveraging external expertise. It can also provide cost efficiency, as internal execution reduces reliance on expensive contractors. The client enjoys flexibility, deciding which tasks to outsource based on strategic priorities.
Nevertheless, the method is not without drawbacks. Managing both internal teams and external contractors can be complex, leading to coordination challenges. Risks are divided, but unclear boundaries may cause disputes, resulting in risk sharing issues. The approach also demands strong project management capabilities, creating resource pressures.
This hybrid method is effective for medium-scale projects where the client has partial expertise but requires external support. In the UK, hybrid contracting has been used in university campus developments, where institutions manage certain aspects of design and planning internally while contracting out construction and specialist installations. This allows universities to retain control over academic priorities while benefiting from external expertise in construction.
Comparative Discussion
When comparing the four methods, it becomes evident that no single approach is universally superior. Each method reflects a trade-off between control, risk, cost, and efficiency. Turnkey contracts excel in simplicity and risk transfer but limit client involvement. Multicontracting enables specialisation but demands strong coordination. DIY offers control and cost savings but exposes the client to risks. The hybrid approach balances internal and external execution but requires advanced project management skills.
The choice of method depends on project scale, complexity, and client capabilities. Large infrastructure projects benefit from turnkey contracts, complex technical projects from multicontracting, small-scale expertise-rich projects from DIY, and medium-scale hybrid projects from the Multicontract + DIY approach. Ultimately, contracting decisions must align with organisational strategy, resource availability, and risk appetite.
UK case studies such as Crossrail (multicontract), PFI hospitals (turnkey), and NHS IT (DIY) illustrate the practical implications of these methods. They demonstrate that while contracting methods offer theoretical advantages, their success depends on effective implementation, stakeholder alignment, and robust project management practices. Moreover, these examples highlight the importance of governance and oversight. For instance, the National Audit Office has repeatedly emphasised that weak integration and oversight in multicontract projects lead to inefficiencies, while PFI schemes show that turnkey arrangements can lock clients into inflexible long-term contracts.
Another critical dimension is the cultural and organisational context. In the UK, public sector projects often face scrutiny over transparency and accountability, meaning contracting choices must balance efficiency with public trust. DIY approaches may appear cost-effective but can attract criticism if failures occur, as seen in the NHS IT case. Conversely, turnkey approaches may deliver efficiency but risk accusations of outsourcing too much control. Thus, contracting is not only a technical decision but also a political and organisational one.
Looking forward, contracting methods are also influenced by emerging trends such as digitalisation, sustainability, and collaborative contracting models. For example, the UK government has promoted “alliancing” in infrastructure projects, where multiple contractors and the client share risks and rewards. While not one of the four methods discussed here, such innovations highlight the evolving landscape of project contracting and the need for flexibility in choosing approaches.

6.Conclusion
Contracting in project management is not simply a technical mechanism for allocating tasks; it is a strategic lever that determines how risks, responsibilities, and resources are distributed across stakeholders. The four methods explored — Turnkey, Multicontract, DIY, and Multicontract + DIY — each embody different philosophies of control and collaboration. Turnkey offers efficiency and risk transfer but can distance the client from critical decisions. Multicontracting enables specialisation but demands sophisticated coordination. DIY maximises control and knowledge retention but exposes the client to significant risks. The hybrid model seeks balance, yet requires strong managerial capability to succeed.
The UK case studies of PFI hospitals, Crossrail, and the NHS IT programme illustrate that contracting choices have profound consequences not only for project delivery but also for public trust and long-term value. They show that efficiency gains can be offset by inflexibility, that specialisation can be undermined by weak integration, and that internal control can falter without adequate expertise. These lessons underline that contracting is as much about governance and accountability as it is about cost and schedule.
Looking ahead, contracting in project management must adapt to emerging pressures such as sustainability, digitalisation, and collaborative delivery models. The UK’s move towards alliancing and integrated project teams reflects a recognition that traditional contracting methods may not always meet the demands of complex, multi-stakeholder environments. Project managers must therefore approach contracting not as a one-size-fits-all solution but as a dynamic choice shaped by context, capability, and strategic priorities.
Ultimately, the essence of contracting in project management lies in its ability to align delivery mechanisms with organisational goals. A well-chosen contracting method can transform a project from a technical exercise into a vehicle for long-term value creation. The challenge for managers is to balance efficiency with accountability, risk transfer with stakeholder engagement, and short-term delivery with sustainable outcomes. In this way, contracting becomes not merely a legal framework but a cornerstone of responsible and effective project management practice.
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