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1. [bookmark: _Toc237715758]Introduction
Organisations use projects to introduce defined changes within agreed limits of time, cost, quality and performance. The Association for Project Management (APM, 2025) defines project management as applying processes, methods, knowledge, skills, and experience to achieve specific objectives. Yet an organisation rarely possesses every resource required for delivery. A project may demand specialist labour, technical knowledge, or temporary capacity that its existing workforce cannot provide efficiently.
The decision about who performs the work also determines how the project is governed. Contracts divide activities between the client and external providers and assign responsibility for cost, delay, quality and technical failure. Organisations may use contractors to gain expertise, overcome limited capacity, shorten delivery time, or avoid retaining resources needed only temporarily. These reasons do not make contracting out automatically advantageous. The client must still define its requirements, select competent providers and monitor their performance. The Cabinet Office (2026) identifies inappropriate or disproportionate risk allocation as a significant cause of contract underperformance and failure. Assigning responsibility to a contractor may shift contractual risk, but it does not remove the client's financial or operational consequences. Excessive risk transfer may instead increase tender prices, encourage quality reductions, or lead to disputes.
This essay compares four methods: turnkey, multicontracting, do-it-yourself (DIY), and multicontracting combined with DIY. They describe how project work is allocated and organised, not how contractors are paid; they must therefore be distinguished from pricing arrangements such as fixed-price and cost-reimbursable contracts. Building a three-bedroom house provides a common setting to assess their effects on cost, time, quality, control, coordination, accountability, and risk. A method is suitable only when its demands match the project’s complexity, the certainty of its scope and the client’s actual ability to manage the responsibilities retained.


[bookmark: _Toc237715759]2. Critical Evaluation of Contracting Methods
[bookmark: _Toc237715760]2.1 Turnkey Contracting
Under turnkey contracting, the client appoints one organisation to deliver a completed, usable asset. The contractor normally coordinates design, procurement, construction, specialist subcontractors, testing and handover. For the three-bedroom house, the homeowner would define the required rooms, performance standards and budget, while the contractor would translate that brief into the finished building. FIDIC (2017) places responsibility for both design and execution upon the engineering, procurement and construction contractor. Turnkey nevertheless describes how responsibility is allocated; it does not necessarily mean that payment will be based on a fixed price.
Bringing these activities under one contractor can reduce the client’s administrative burden and avoid disputes between separately appointed designers and builders. It may also allow design and construction to overlap, shortening delivery time. Konchar and Sanvido (1998) found that design-and-build projects generally achieved better cost and schedule performance than fragmented delivery arrangements. Their findings support integration, but they do not prove that every turnkey project will perform better. Design-and-build is not identical to turnkey, and evidence from United States building projects cannot be applied uncritically to every sector or client.
Greater integration also reduces the client’s direct influence over design and supplier selection. Changes requested after work begins may become expensive, while an unclear brief gives the contractor room to interpret requirements in ways that protect its own margin. The contractor may also charge a risk premium or reduce specifications to the minimum level permitted by the agreement. The Cabinet Office (2026) warns that disproportionate risk allocation can produce higher prices, underperformance or even contractor failure. A single contractual counterparty therefore provides clearer accountability but also creates dependency. If that contractor becomes insolvent or performs poorly, the client may still be left with an unfinished or defective house.
FIDIC (2017) advises against turnkey when tenderers lack sufficient information to assess the requirements or when the client intends to supervise the work closely. Turnkey is therefore most suitable when the required outcome can be defined early, design changes are unlikely, and the contractor has proven technical and financial capacity. It is less convincing for heritage work, experimental designs or clients who expect continuing customisation. Even where it is suitable, independent inspection remains necessary because contractual risk transfer cannot substitute for effective client oversight.
[bookmark: _Toc237715761]2.2 Multicontracting
Multicontracting divides the project into separate work packages, each governed by a direct agreement between the client and a specialist contractor. For the three-bedroom house, the homeowner might appoint different providers for architectural design, groundwork, brickwork, roofing, plumbing, electrical installation and finishing. This gives the client direct authority over supplier selection, specification and sequencing, but no contractor accepts responsibility for the completed house as a whole. The client therefore takes on the integration role the principal contractor performs under turnkey delivery.
Direct appointment can improve access to specialist expertise and allow each package to be competitively tendered. It also enables the client to replace one poorly performing contractor without terminating the entire delivery arrangement. Rojas (2008) found that public projects using multiple prime contracts had approximately 5 per cent lower direct costs than comparable single-prime projects. However, this result came from public construction projects and measured direct costs; it cannot establish that multicontracting always produces a lower total cost. The comparison may exclude the client’s management time, professional advice, duplicated administration and the financial effects of coordination failures. Removing a main contractor’s margin may therefore reduce the visible contract price while relocating costs to the client.
Every division between work packages also creates an interface that must be managed. If incorrect building work prevents the plumber from installing pipework, each contractor may deny responsibility for the resulting delay or defect. The client must identify the cause, resolve the disagreement and revise the programme. Research by Alaloul, Liew and Zawawi (2016) ranked scheduling, quality-assurance planning and participation by all parties among the most influential coordination factors in building performance. Although their study was conducted in Malaysia and did not examine multicontracting alone, its findings illustrate why separating interdependent activities requires more than issuing individual contracts.
This method also increases the technical and regulatory knowledge required of the client. For domestic projects involving several contractors, the Construction (Design and Management) Regulations 2015 still require the client to assign responsibility for construction-phase coordination (HSE, 2025). Multicontracting is therefore defensible when package boundaries are clear, and the client has sufficient expertise, time and access to professional management support. It may suit an experienced property developer or technically competent homeowner. For an inexperienced client, the promised control may have little practical value because contractual authority cannot compensate for weak scheduling, technical understanding or interface management.
[bookmark: _Toc237715762]2.3 Do-It-Yourself Contracting
Under the do-it-yourself (DIY) method, the client performs most or all project activities using personal or internal resources rather than appointing external contractors. When constructing a three-bedroom house, this could include purchasing materials, organising the programme, and completing selected tasks such as decorating, flooring, or basic landscaping. DIY therefore gives the client direct control over artistry, materials, and timing, but it also concentrates responsibility for performance, safety, and compliance on the client.
The most apparent advantage is the potential saving in labour costs and contractor profit margins. Coase (1937) argued that firms may perform activities internally when the cost of arranging and monitoring external transactions exceeds the cost of internal production. This principle offers a theoretical justification for DIY, although its application to an individual homeowner is limited because Coase’s analysis primarily concerned firms. A homeowner undertaking a single project may lack the equipment, supplier relationships and repeated experience that make internal delivery economical. Apparent savings may be absorbed by tool purchases, material waste, slower progress, corrective work and income lost through time diverted from paid employment.
DIY can also provide flexibility because the client can alter the sequence or specification without negotiating contractual variations. However, frequent informal changes may weaken cost and schedule control. Moreover, direct control does not guarantee quality. Where the client lacks technical competence, the absence of an independent contractor may increase the probability of concealed defects and poor artistry. If such failures occur, the client cannot seek contractual remedies against another party and must bear the cost of correction.
Legal and safety requirements impose further limits. In England and Wales, electrical installation work must comply with building regulations, while specified higher-risk work requires appropriate inspection, approval and certification (Planning Portal, no date). Similarly, anyone employed to work on domestic gas appliances must be competent and registered with the Gas Safe Register (HSE, 2024). These requirements do not prohibit all forms of DIY, but they show that personal ownership of a project does not remove statutory obligations.
DIY is therefore most suitable for small, low-risk and readily inspectable activities where the client has demonstrable competence, sufficient time and suitable equipment. It may be appropriate for decorating or landscaping but is far less defensible as the principal method for constructing an entire modern house. Choose the method because the required capability genuinely exists, not merely because external labour appears expensive.
[bookmark: _Toc237715763]2.4 Multicontracting Combined with DIY
Multicontracting combined with DIY is a hybrid method in which the client appoints separate specialist contractors for selected work packages while completing other activities personally or through internal resources. For the three-bedroom house, qualified contractors could handle structural work, roofing, plumbing, electrical installation, and gas services, while the homeowner handles decorating, flooring, and landscaping. Responsibility is therefore divided according to the client’s judgement about competence, cost and risk.
The method can reduce expenditure where the client possesses relevant practical skills and limits DIY involvement to work that can be completed safely and to an acceptable standard. It also preserves direct choice over materials and specialist providers without requiring the client to perform technically demanding activities. Unlike full DIY, it lets competent professionals handle safety-critical work. Compared with turnkey contracting, however, it allows greater influence over design and artistry and may avoid paying a principal contractor to manage straightforward activities.
These advantages depend upon accurate self-assessment. A client may underestimate the duration of DIY work or overestimate personal competence, delaying contractors whose activities depend upon its completion. For example, late completion of internal preparation could prevent electricians, plumbers or decorators from beginning their packages. Contractors may then charge for disrupted schedules or prioritise other projects. Research by Alaloul, Liew and Zawawi (2016) indicates that scheduling, communication and participation among project parties significantly affect building performance. In a hybrid arrangement, these responsibilities do not disappear; much of the coordination burden falls directly upon the client.
Responsibility for defects may also become difficult to establish. A contractor may argue that failure resulted from the client’s materials or artistry, while the client may attribute it to defective professional installation. Such interfaces can weaken accountability and complicate warranties. Furthermore, using several contractors does not remove regulatory obligations. Where a construction project involves more than one contractor, the client must make appropriate arrangements for principal designer and principal contractor responsibilities under the Construction (Design and Management) Regulations 2015 (HSE, 2025).
This method is most suitable for self-build housing or small refurbishment projects where activities can be clearly separated, and the client has practical competence, sufficient time and strong organisational ability. It is less suitable for fast-track, technically integrated or safety-critical projects because delays in one retained activity can affect several contracted packages. Its effectiveness therefore rests not on the proportion of work retained, but on whether responsibilities and interfaces are allocated to parties genuinely capable of managing them.
[bookmark: _Toc237715764]3. Conclusion
The four contracting methods differ mainly in where responsibility for delivery and coordination lies. Turnkey contracting concentrates responsibility in one provider and can reduce the client’s administrative burden. Still, this convenience comes at the cost of reduced control, potential risk premiums, and dependence on the contractor’s competence and financial stability. Multicontracting gives the client direct access to specialists and greater influence over individual packages, but makes the client responsible for integrating the work. DIY provides the greatest personal control and may reduce direct labour expenditure, but these benefits disappear quickly where limited competence, rework or opportunity costs are ignored. Combining multicontracting with DIY allows more selective allocation of activities, although its many interfaces can create uncertainty over scheduling, defects, and accountability.
For building a three-bedroom house, no method is inherently superior. Turnkey likely suits an inexperienced homeowner with a stable specification, whereas multicontracting requires stronger technical and managerial capability. Full DIY is difficult to justify for an entire house because regulatory, safety and quality demands exceed the abilities of most individual clients. The combined method may be appropriate where the homeowner has proven skills and restricts personal involvement to clearly separated, low-risk activities.
Contracting out can provide expertise, capacity and clearer accountability, but it cannot remove the client’s exposure to project failure. A defensible choice must therefore reflect the certainty of the scope, the interdependence of activities, the consequences of failure and the client’s genuine ability to manage the responsibilities retained.
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