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1.0 Executive Summary

This report examines the main contractor’s approach to managing the subcontractor tendering process across a number of work packages. It outlines the main stages involved, including pre-qualification and due diligence, issuing invitations to tender, managing tender queries, and considering ethical responsibilities. The report also highlights the importance of providing clear tender information, clearly defining the scope of works, and maintaining effective communication with subcontractors throughout the tender period (RICS, 2023).

In conclusion, the report identifies that adopting a structured and consistent approach to subcontractor tendering, supported by ethical and transparent procedures, enables the main contractor to receive more reliable subcontractor prices, promotes fair competition within the supply chain, and reduces the likelihood of disputes arising during the construction phase (CIOB, 2021).
2.0 Terms of Reference

2.1 The principal focus of this report is:

2.1.1 To examine the key stages of the subcontractor tendering process from the perspective of a Tier 1 main contractor;

2.1.2 To demonstrate an understanding of supply chain management and risk control within construction procurement;

2.1.3 To consider the role of the Quantity Surveyor in managing subcontract tendering activities effectively.

The report is submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the module Commercial Management and is due for submission on 16th January 2026.
3.0 Procedure

This report is based on secondary research using a range of academic textbooks, professional guidance, and UK construction industry websites. Sources include guidance published by the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS), the Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB), and UK government bodies. Lecture notes and module learning materials also provided background knowledge to support the research.
4.0 Findings

For a Tier 1 main contractor tendering for a large commercial project in Wales, subcontractor procurement is one of the most important commercial and operational activities. Modern construction projects rely heavily on specialist subcontractors to carry out complex elements of the works, and it is common for a large proportion of the overall project value to be delivered through the supply chain. This means that the selection and management of subcontractors can have a significant influence on project cost, programme, and overall performance (Ashworth, Hogg and Higgs, 2019).

The Quantity Surveyor plays a key role in managing the subcontractor tendering process. The QS is responsible for ensuring that tenders are obtained in a competitive and fair manner, while also complying with relevant legal and ethical requirements. In addition, the QS must ensure that subcontractor quotations are clear and consistent so they can be properly compared and aligned with the main contractor’s overall tender strategy (RICS, 2023).

4.1. Key Stages of the Subcontractor Tendering Process

From the main contractor’s perspective, the subcontractor tendering process typically follows a structured sequence:

Packaging of Works – Breaking the project into trade packages aligned with subcontractor capability.

Preparation of Tender Documentation – Including drawings, specifications, scope of works, preliminaries, and contractual terms.

Pre-Qualification and Due Diligence – Assessing subcontractor competence, experience, and financial standing.

Issuing Invitations to Tender (ITT) – Distributing tender documents to selected subcontractors.

Tender Period Management – Handling queries, issuing clarifications, and conducting mid-tender meetings.

Tender Analysis and Normalisation – Ensuring quotations are compliant, complete, and comparable.

Selection and Recommendation – Identifying preferred subcontractors based on cost, risk, and capability.

Each stage contributes to the reliability of the final tender sum and the successful delivery of the project.

4.2. Pre-Qualification and Due Diligence 

Pre-qualification is an important part of the subcontractor tendering process and is used by Tier 1 main contractors as a key method of managing risk. The main purpose of pre-qualification is to ensure that only subcontractors who are suitably experienced, competent, and financially stable are invited to tender for work packages. If this stage is not managed properly, the project may be exposed to a number of risks, including delays to the programme, poor quality of work, subcontractor insolvency, and reputational damage to the main contractor (Ashworth, Hogg and Higgs, 2019).

Importance of Pre-Qualification

Pre-qualification allows the main contractor to assess whether a subcontractor has the necessary experience and technical ability to deliver a specific package of works. This is particularly important on large commercial projects, where specialist trades are often required to deliver complex elements of the building. The process also enables the contractor to review the subcontractor’s health, safety, and environmental performance, which is a key consideration when working on high-risk construction sites (CIOB, 2021).

In addition, pre-qualification provides an opportunity to assess the subcontractor’s management structure, availability of labour, and capacity to deliver the works within the required programme. By assessing these factors at an early stage, the main contractor can reduce the risk of appointing a subcontractor who may struggle to perform once construction is underway. Pre-qualification is commonly carried out using a Pre-Qualification Questionnaire (PQQ) or through recognised accreditation schemes such as Constructionline, which help demonstrate that minimum industry standards have been met (RICS, 2023).

Financial Due Diligence

Financial due diligence forms a key part of the pre-qualification process, particularly in periods of economic uncertainty. The main contractor must be confident that a subcontractor has sufficient financial resources to complete the works without experiencing financial difficulty. This typically involves reviewing audited accounts, turnover levels, cash flow, and net asset positions. Credit checks and payment histories may also be considered to identify any warning signs of financial instability (RICS, 2023).

Undertaking financial due diligence helps protect the project from the risk of subcontractor insolvency, which can lead to delays, increased costs due to re-procurement, and disruption to the construction programme.

Compliance and Capability

Due diligence also ensures that subcontractors comply with statutory and contractual requirements. This includes checking appropriate levels of insurance, training and competency certifications, and compliance with UK construction legislation and regulations relevant to Wales. Ensuring compliance at this stage helps reduce legal risk and supports the successful delivery of the project.

4.3 Importance of Clear and Unambiguous Tender Information 

Clear and unambiguous tender information is an important part of the subcontractor tendering process. Subcontractors rely on the information provided by the main contractor to prepare their prices, and if this information is unclear or incomplete, it can lead to mistakes and misunderstandings. On large commercial projects, poor tender information is one of the main reasons why subcontractor prices vary and why problems can occur later during construction (Morledge, Smith and Kashiwagi, 2013).

If drawings, specifications, or other tender documents are not clear, subcontractors may make their own assumptions about what is included in their package. This can result in different subcontractors pricing different scopes of work, which makes it difficult for the main contractor to compare tenders fairly. In some cases, this can also lead to disputes once the works are underway.

Standardisation of Information

Standardisation of tender information helps ensure that all subcontractors are pricing the same requirements. All subcontractors invited to tender should receive the same set of documents, including issued-for-tender drawings, specifications, and clearly defined scopes of work. Where relevant, employer’s requirements and programme information should also be included. Any clarifications or changes issued during the tender period should be shared with all subcontractors at the same time to avoid confusion (Hughes, Champion and Murdoch, 2015).

Providing the same information to all tenderers helps ensure that differences in prices are due to genuine competition rather than different interpretations of the work. If subcontractors receive inconsistent information, it can lead to inaccurate pricing and increased commercial risk for the main contractor. A consistent approach to tender information therefore supports a fairer and more reliable tendering process.

Impact on Cost Certainty

When tender information is unclear, subcontractors often include qualifications, exclusions, or additional allowances in their prices. Some subcontractors may add extra costs to cover potential risks, while others may leave out items that are not clearly described. This can create problems after the contract has been awarded, as missing or disputed items may result in variations and increased costs (Brook, 2016).

From a cost point of view, unclear tender information reduces cost certainty and increases the likelihood of claims during construction. Providing clear and detailed information at tender stage allows subcontractors to price the works more accurately and helps the main contractor prepare a more reliable overall tender sum.

Role of the Quantity Surveyor

The Quantity Surveyor has an important role in managing tender information. The QS is responsible for checking that drawings, specifications, and scopes of work are consistent and do not contradict each other before they are issued. During the tender period, the QS also deals with subcontractor queries and ensures that any clarifications are issued formally and shared with all bidders (Seeley and Winfield, 1999).

By managing tender information effectively, the Quantity Surveyor helps improve the accuracy of subcontractor pricing and supports a clear and fair tendering process.

4.4 Defining the Scope of Works

The scope of works is a key part of subcontract tender documentation and clearly sets out what each subcontractor is required to deliver. It defines the limits of each trade package and forms the basis on which subcontractors prepare their tender prices. A well-defined scope helps ensure that all parties have a shared understanding of responsibilities, which reduces uncertainty and risk throughout the project.

Importance of a Clear Scope

A clear scope of works enables subcontractors to price their packages accurately and consistently. By stating what is included, excluded, and assumed within each package, the scope reduces the risk of misunderstandings at tender stage (Brook, 2016). This is particularly important on commercial projects where several subcontractors may be working in the same areas or contributing to interconnected building systems.

Clear scopes also support effective tender comparisons. When all subcontractors price against the same information, differences in tender values are more likely to reflect genuine commercial differences rather than misinterpretation of requirements (Ashworth and Perera, 2018). This improves cost certainty for the main contractor and reduces the risk of selecting a tender that appears competitive but is based on incorrect assumptions.

Risks of an Unclear Scope

If the scope of works is poorly defined, subcontractors may interpret their responsibilities differently. This often results in inconsistent pricing, as some tenderers may include items that others exclude (Cartlidge, 2017). Such inconsistencies can make tender appraisal difficult and increase the likelihood of cost issues emerging later.

During construction, unclear scopes commonly lead to disputes over responsibility, particularly at interfaces between trades. These disputes often result in variations, claims, and delays, which can have a negative impact on both programme and cost (Murdoch and Hughes, 2008). On large commercial projects with complex services and specialist trades, unclear interfaces can significantly disrupt coordination and sequencing of the works.

Best Practice Approach

Best practice is to issue a detailed, trade-specific scope of works for each subcontract package. This scope should be coordinated with the drawings, specifications, and preliminaries to ensure consistency across all tender documentation. The use of responsibility matrices is also recommended, as these clearly allocate responsibility for interfaces, builder’s work, and temporary works (Chappell and Willis, 2010). This approach improves clarity, reduces risk, and supports successful project delivery.

4.5 Invitations to Tender (ITT) Process 

The Invitation to Tender (ITT) process is an important stage within construction procurement, as it formally invites subcontractors to submit competitive bids for specific packages of work. The purpose of the ITT is to ensure that subcontractors fully understand the scope, contractual requirements, and submission expectations, allowing the project team to obtain clear and comparable tender returns.
Issuing the ITT
The ITT is usually issued electronically through a secure Common Data Environment (CDE). Using a digital platform helps ensure that all subcontractors receive the same information at the same time and reduces the risk of document errors or outdated revisions being used (CIOB, 2021). Subcontractors are given a defined tender period, which should be aligned with the overall main contract programme. Allowing sufficient time for the tender process enables subcontractors to review the documents properly, assess risks, and prepare accurate pricing. This supports better cost certainty and reduces the likelihood of errors or claims at a later stage.

Information Included in an ITT

For the ITT process to be effective, it must include clear and comprehensive information. This typically begins with a cover letter and instructions to tenderers, setting out submission deadlines, contact details, and any specific requirements. The scope of works should be clearly defined and supported by coordinated drawings and specifications to avoid misunderstandings. A tender return schedule and a standard pricing format are also essential, as these ensure all subcontractors price the work on a like-for-like basis (RICS, 2023).

In addition, the ITT should include the proposed contract conditions and any amendments, programme requirements, and a breakdown structure for pricing. Providing this information at tender stage ensures subcontractors are aware of their contractual responsibilities and programme constraints before submitting their prices.

Ensuring Clarity and Compliance

Clear and well-structured ITT documentation reduces the risk of non-compliant tender submissions. Poorly written or incomplete information can result in assumptions, qualifications, or inconsistencies within tenders, making evaluation more difficult for the Quantity Surveying (QS) team. By issuing clear instructions and well-coordinated documents, the QS team can simplify tender analysis and support the selection of the most suitable subcontractor based on price, compliance, and capability (CIOB, 2021).

Overall, a clear and structured ITT process is essential for achieving competitive pricing, reducing procurement risk, and supporting successful project delivery.

4.6 Ethical and Legal Considerations

Ethical and legal considerations are an important part of the subcontractor tendering process in the UK construction industry. Tier 1 contractors must ensure that tendering is carried out in a fair and professional manner, as poor practice can lead to legal issues, disputes, and damage to the contractor’s reputation. Following ethical standards also helps to create trust between the main contractor and subcontractors.

Transparency and Fairness

Transparency and fairness are key ethical principles during tendering. All subcontractors invited to tender should be treated equally, with no company given an unfair advantage. This means that all tender documents must be issued at the same time and contain the same information for each tenderer (RICS, 2023).

During the tender period, subcontractors may ask questions about the scope of works or contract requirements. Any responses or clarifications provided by the contractor should be shared with all tenderers, not just the party that raised the query. This helps ensure that all subcontractors are pricing the work based on the same information and supports a fair comparison of tenders.

Confidentiality

Confidentiality is another important ethical consideration in subcontractor tendering. Tender submissions often include sensitive information such as pricing, construction methods, and supplier details. Contractors have a responsibility to ensure that this information is kept secure and only accessed by those involved in the tender review process (CIOB, 2021).

If confidential information is shared inappropriately, it can lead to a loss of trust and may breach UK competition law. Maintaining confidentiality helps protect subcontractors and ensures that the tender process is carried out professionally and ethically.

Legal Compliance

The subcontractor tendering process must also comply with UK law. One of the main legal requirements is compliance with competition law, which aims to prevent unfair practices such as collusion or price fixing between tenderers (CMA, 2022). Contractors must ensure that their tender processes do not encourage or allow this type of behaviour.

In addition, contractors must comply with anti-bribery legislation, such as the Bribery Act 2010, which makes it illegal to offer or accept bribes during procurement. Basic principles of UK contract law must also be followed to ensure that tender documents and agreements are legally valid. Failure to meet these ethical and legal requirements can result in legal action and reputational damage, highlighting the importance of compliance during subcontractor tendering.

4.7 Communication Protocols and Mid-Tender Engagement 

Good communication during the tender period is very important in achieving accurate and competitive subcontractor prices. Clear communication helps avoid confusion, ensures fairness between tenderers, and allows the Quantity Surveying (QS) team to assess tenders more effectively. If communication is poor, subcontractors may make assumptions, which can lead to errors or non-compliant tender submissions.

Tender Queries and Clarifications

Formal communication procedures should be in place at the start of the tender process. Subcontractors should be instructed to submit all tender queries in writing using an agreed method, such as email or a Common Data Environment (CDE). This helps keep a clear record of all communication and supports auditability (RICS, 2023).

All responses to queries should be reviewed and agreed by the project team before being issued. This ensures that the information provided is accurate and consistent with the tender documents. Any clarifications issued must be shared with all tenderers, not just the subcontractor who raised the query. This approach helps maintain fairness and ensures that all subcontractors are pricing based on the same information.

Mid-Tender Meetings

Mid-tender meetings can be useful when used correctly. These meetings give the contractor an opportunity to clarify the scope of works, programme constraints, and any key technical risks. They also allow subcontractors to raise concerns or highlight issues that may affect their pricing or ability to meet programme requirements (CIOB, 2021).

However, it is important that mid-tender meetings are managed carefully. Any information that could affect pricing or scope must be formally recorded and issued to all tenderers. This ensures that the tender process remains fair and transparent. When managed properly, mid-tender meetings can help improve the quality and accuracy of tender submissions.

Fostering Competition

Open and professional communication throughout the tender period helps encourage competition. When subcontractors feel that the process is fair and well managed, they are more likely to submit competitive and realistic prices. Clear instructions and timely responses to queries also help maintain good relationships with the supply chain (RICS, 2023).

Overall, effective communication and controlled mid-tender engagement play a key role in achieving successful subcontractor procurement and value for money.
5.0
Conclusion
The subcontractor tendering process is a complex but important part of a Tier 1 main contractor’s overall tender strategy. By using effective pre-qualification methods, issuing clear and consistent tender documentation, and clearly defining the scope of works, the main contractor can obtain accurate and comparable subcontractor prices. Managing the tender process ethically also helps ensure fairness, transparency, and compliance with legal requirements throughout procurement.

Effective communication and structured tender procedures improve cost certainty and reduce commercial and programme risk. They also support positive relationships with the supply chain and contribute to improved project outcomes. From a Quantity Surveyor’s perspective, understanding and managing the subcontractor tendering process is essential, as it plays a key role in achieving value for money and delivering successful commercial results on large-scale commercial projects in Wales.
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