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1. Introduction
Project management is concerned with planning, organising, and controlling resources to deliver a defined scope of work within agreed time, cost, and quality constraints (Kerzner, 2017, p.673). A central decision facing any project sponsor is contracting strategy: the choice of who will carry out the work, and under what contractual arrangement. Contracting refers to the transfer of some or all project activities to external parties in exchange for payment, rather than relying solely on the client's own workforce (Winch, 2010, p.101). A make-or-buy analysis determines whether project work is best done internally or purchased externally, weighing the organisation's resources, skills, and the risks of each option (Project Management Institute, 2025, p.246). Contracting out can access specialist expertise and transfer risk, but it reduces the client's direct control over cost, quality, and schedule (Winch, 2010, pp.101-102). Four broad methods of contracting can be identified: Turnkey, Multi-contract, Do-It-Yourself (DIY), and a hybrid Multi-contract plus DIY approach. These sit along a spectrum of client involvement, from minimal (Turnkey) to total (DIY) (De Marco, 2011, p.25). This essay explains each method, evaluates its advantages and disadvantages, and considers when each is most appropriate.
[bookmark: _Toc234270940]2. Turnkey Contracting
[bookmark: _Toc234270941]Definition
In a Turnkey arrangement, one contractor is responsible for the total project, from design through to handover of a facility ready to operate, sometimes extending to site purchase, project funding, and, under private finance arrangements, subsequent operation (Masterman, 2002, pp.50-51). Winch (2010, pp.111-112) models this as an "integrated coalition", in which the client contracts a single turnkey contractor who deploys in-house professionals, an operative workforce, and subcontractors beneath it. The Project Management Institute (2025, p.247) lists turnkey alongside design-build and design-bid-build as a principal delivery method once a make-or-buy decision favours external delivery.
[bookmark: _Toc234270942]

Advantages
The client deals with a single point of contact responsible for the whole project, which greatly simplifies administration compared with dealing with several separate organisations (Masterman, 2002, p.53). Because the turnkey contractor typically accepts a lump-sum price and completion date, the client gains cost certainty and transfers much of the delivery risk to the contractor (De Marco, 2011, p.23; Kerzner, 2017, p.673). This arrangement is well suited to housing and process-plant work, since it gives the owner time to raise funds while construction proceeds without needing to manage the contractor's internal operations directly (De Marco, 2011, p.23).
[bookmark: _Toc234270943]Disadvantages
The cost to the client is often higher than under more conventional procurement systems, since the contractor prices in a premium for the risk it has assumed (Masterman, 2002, p.54). Kerzner (2017, p.673) frames this as the opposite end of the spectrum from cost-plus arrangements: under turnkey, the contractor assumes full responsibility for profit or loss on timely performance and cost.
[bookmark: _Toc234270944]Suitable projects
Turnkey suits large, technically complex projects where the client lacks the in-house expertise to manage the work directly, historically including process plants, oil refineries, and power stations (Masterman, 2002, p.50). Pietroforte and Miller (2002, pp.426-427) similarly place turnkey alongside design-bid-build and design-build as a segmented, directly funded delivery method suited to facilities where the client wants a single completion date and is prepared to fund the project itself rather than transfer financing risk to a concessionaire.
[bookmark: _Toc234270945]3. Multi-Contract Method
[bookmark: _Toc234270946]Definition
Under the Multi-contract method, the client divides the project into separate packages and enters direct contracts with a number of specialist trade contractors, rather than channelling work through a single main contractor (Masterman, 2002, p.68). De Marco (2011, pp.20-21) describes the equivalent US "Multiple Primes" arrangement, where the general contractor is eliminated and replaced by a manager, possibly the owner's own project manager, responsible for selecting and managing several construction contractors. Clough et al. (2015, p.81) note that on many projects construction is performed by a number of separate prime contractors who each hold a direct contract with the owner.
[bookmark: _Toc234270947]Advantages
Because the employer enters into direct contracts with the works-package contractors, the client retains a greater measure of control over costs and can adjust the scope of uncommitted packages as the project proceeds (Masterman, 2002, p.69). Competitive tendering of individual packages, together with the ability to overlap design and construction as each package becomes ready, has been shown in practice to produce faster completion than conventional procurement on comparable projects (Masterman, 2002, p.68). 
[bookmark: _Toc234270948]Disadvantages
The client carries the burden of integrating the programmes and interfaces of several contractors directly, since no main contractor absorbs that coordination role (De Marco, 2011, pp.20-21). Where a management contractor coordinates works contractors on the client's behalf, clients have historically reported delays caused by trade contractors over whom they have no direct control, plus additional costs and the absence of a fixed contract sum (Masterman, 2002, p.57).
[bookmark: _Toc234270949]Suitable projects
Multi-contracting suits projects requiring several genuinely distinct specialisms, where the client has, or can hire, the project management capacity to coordinate them directly (De Marco, 2011, p.20). Historically, US federal agencies with ongoing construction programmes, such as those requiring phased construction and close consultant and contractor cooperation, adopted this approach precisely because it kept control and risk allocation with the client rather than a single intermediary (Masterman, 2002, p.56).
[bookmark: _Toc234270950]
4. Do-It-Yourself (DIY) Contracting
[bookmark: _Toc234270951]Definition
In the DIY method, the client executes the project using its own in-house workforce rather than engaging external contractors for the substantive work (Winch, 2010, p.101). Walker (2015, p.158) describes this as clients developing projects using specialist staff employed within their own organisation, including the construction phase, using directly employed labour.
[bookmark: _Toc234270952]Advantages
An in-house capability removes the need to write a complete contract before starting, since the authority relationship between client and its own staff allows continual adjustment as the project develops (Winch, 2010, p.101). The client has full visibility of, and control over, the operations and expenditure of its own team, and opportunistic profiteering is minimised because an in-house operation runs as a cost centre rather than a profit centre (Winch, 2010, p.101). Walker (2015, p.158) notes that contributors' allegiance runs directly to the client, reducing conflicting objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc234270953]Disadvantages
Winch (2010, p.102) sets out three drawbacks: if construction is not the client's core business, managing it directly diverts management attention; low transaction frequency can make an in-house capability uneconomic; and lack of external competition can allow inefficiencies to develop, raising costs. Walker (2015, p.158) adds that most clients cannot sustain a genuine in-house capability, and that UK local authority direct labour organisations had a mixed record, for reasons often more political than managerial.
[bookmark: _Toc234270954]Suitable projects
DIY suits organisations running a large, continuous volume of project work, such as government agencies and large industrial firms, once transaction frequency justifies the fixed investment (Winch, 2010, pp.101-102). Winch (2010, p.101) cites the US Army Corps of Engineers and France's Directions d'Equipement as long-standing examples, alongside facilities-management teams that large property-owning firms retain in-house for repair and maintenance work.
[bookmark: _Toc234270955]5. Multi-Contract Plus DIY
[bookmark: _Toc234270956]Definition
This hybrid method combines the two preceding approaches: some activities are carried out using the client's own resources while others are let to external contractors. Clough et al. (2015, p.114) describe the underlying logic from the contracting side: before estimating, a contractor's staff determine which items will be self-performed with its own labour and which will be subcontracted. The same logic applies to a client's overall contracting strategy, where some packages are retained in-house and others let externally.
[bookmark: _Toc234270957]Advantages
De Marco (2011, p.25) frames delivery method choice as a spectrum running from 100% owner to 100% contractor risk and know-how, and the hybrid position on that spectrum allows a client to retain the packages where it has genuine in-house expertise while transferring the packages where a specialist contractor is better placed to manage the risk. This flexibility means cost and risk can, in principle, be allocated activity by activity rather than applying a single blanket arrangement across the whole project.
[bookmark: _Toc234270958]Disadvantages
The trade-off is complexity: the client must manage its own delivery team for the retained scope while coordinating interfaces with external contractors for the rest, combining the coordination burden of Multi-contract with the resourcing burden of DIY. Clough et al. (2015, p.114) note that the boundary between self-performed and subcontracted work must be determined carefully before estimating, since costs are built up differently on either side of it.
[bookmark: _Toc234270959]Suitable projects
This method suits projects with a mixture of strategically core and commercially peripheral activities, where the client has genuine in-house capability for some elements, of the kind described by Winch (2010, p.101) for state agencies and large facilities-owning firms, but needs external specialist input for other elements outside that core capability.
[bookmark: _Toc234270960]6. Comparative Discussion
Reviewing the four methods together shows contracting choice is best understood as a spectrum from full risk transfer to full client control, not a binary choice (De Marco, 2011, p.25). Turnkey maximises risk transfer and simplicity at the cost of control and price (Masterman, 2002, pp.53-54). DIY maximises control but depends on sufficient in-house capability and transaction volume (Winch, 2010, pp.101-102). Multi-contract and its hybrid occupy intermediate positions, trading simplicity for control and cost efficiency, provided the client has the coordination capacity these methods demand (Masterman, 2002, pp.68-69). The choice is also tied to the type of risk transfer sought. Müller and Turner (2005, p.401) note that fixed-price contracts, of which Turnkey is the clearest example, shift essentially all delivery risk to the contractor and can reduce the owner's day-to-day involvement, whereas cost-plus arrangements shift risk back toward the owner and require closer monitoring. A client with limited internal project management resource and a strong preference for cost certainty is pushed toward Turnkey, whereas a client able to stay closely involved is better placed to use Multi-contract or a hybrid arrangement. Historical experience with large projects illustrates the risk side of this trade-off. Flyvbjerg (2014, p.10) finds nine out of ten large infrastructure and engineering projects experience cost overruns, with overruns above 50% in real terms not uncommon, partly attributable to the difficulty of accurately pricing risk at the point a fixed-price or turnkey-type contract is agreed. Mispricing risk transferred under a Turnkey contract, or underestimating the coordination demands of a Multi-contract arrangement, can materially affect whether a project is delivered to budget. Procurement research on partnering extends this logic to how methods can be modified rather than simply chosen outright. Eriksson (2010, p.909) argues that as project complexity, customisation, uncertainty, duration, and time pressure rise, procurement arrangements should shift toward more cooperative governance, regardless of the base contracting method. Clients facing higher complexity may therefore need more collaborative procedures within a Multi-contract or Turnkey arrangement, such as earlier contractor involvement or bid evaluation weighted toward competence over price, to manage risks the base method does not resolve alone.
[bookmark: _Toc234270961]7. Conclusion
This essay has explained the four principal methods of contracting: Turnkey, Multi-contract, DIY, and Multi-contract plus DIY, and evaluated their relative advantages and disadvantages. No single method is universally superior; each balances client control, coordination burden, cost, and risk transfer differently. Turnkey offers simplicity and risk transfer at a price premium, suiting large, technically complex projects beyond the client's expertise (Masterman, 2002, pp.50-54). Multi-contract preserves client control and cost visibility but demands strong coordination capability (Masterman, 2002, pp.68-69; De Marco, 2011, pp.20-21). DIY maximises control but requires genuine in-house capability and transaction volume, and retains risk a specialist contractor might manage better (Winch, 2010, pp.101-102). Multi-contract plus DIY offers a flexible middle path for projects with both core and peripheral activities, at the cost of managing two forms of complexity at once. Effective contracting strategy therefore requires weighing project complexity, in-house expertise, and risk appetite before selecting the method, or combination of methods, best suited to the project.
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