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Avoiding Risks When
Hiring Architects,
Engineers and Surveyors

by Robert “Bob” C. Rabeler, PE, QBS Coalition Chairman
Phone: 616.835.2145 | info@qgbs-mi.org

ater utility operators face a steady stream

of risks, from extreme weather events and

terror attacks to industrial accidents and

aging infrastructure failure. But a risk factor
that receives relatively little attention is the selection and
hiring of professional service providers, such as engineers,
architects, and surveyors.

Under constant pressure to do more with less, opera-
tors may be encouraged to eke out cost savings through
low bid procurement. However, seeking savings on design
fees can lead to unintended consequences, including poor
quality, expensive change orders, litigation or worst of all,
injury and public health crises.

Selecting the engineer or architect with the lowest bid
seems fiscally responsible but selecting your professional
based on price can actually result in higher project costs
that far outweigh the initial design savings ten, twenty,
fiftyfold or more.

While navigating potential hazards can be challeng-
ing, there are measures you can take to select the most
qualified professionals to design your project, substantial-
ly reducing your risk.

One of the most effective approaches to select engi-
neers and architects is Qualifications-Based Selection or

simply, QBS. QBS is a competitive contract procurement
process whereby consulting firms submit qualifications to
a procuring entity (owner) wxho evaluates and selects the
most qualified firm, and then negotiates the project scope
of work, schedule, budget, and consultant fee.

Research shows that projects using the QBS method
have 70% fewer cost overruns, shorter schedules and im-
proved construction quality.

The Problem with Low Bid

Low bid procurement can actually cost taxpayers money over the life of the project.

Y conireion

Design fees are about 2% of the overall project cost, but have a major impact on
the remaining 98% of the life cycle costs.

Projects that use QBS had 70% fewer cost overruns.]
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THE RISKS OF LOW-PRICE SELECTION

How can low price selection lead to higher overall
project costs? The services provided by your architect or
engineer are the most important factor in determining a
project’s overall construction and lifecycle costs. Design
fees are typically less than 2% of the total lifecycle cost
of a project. Yet, these design services determine the other
98% percent of costs.

Projects that
use QBS

Fewer cost
overruns
(70% fewer)

Shorter
schedules

Improved
construction
quality

Design fees are a tiny portion of overall project costs, but can have
a tenfold impact or more on the results.]

When design professionals are selected based on price,
they have to reduce their budgets which forces them to
select systems that are easiest to design, as opposed to
evaluating multiple systems and helping the Owner select
the most economical and cost-effective solutions. Designs
that result in high operations and maintenance costs can
quickly exceed the tiny savings of the engineering fees by
orders of magnitude.

Engineering drawings with minimal details often
require more layout and decision-making in the field by
the contractor, which adds to the cost of construction and
increases the likelihood of error or change orders.

One mistake or omission made during the design phase
could result in enormous additional costs -- financial,
legal and social. Many modern-day disasters and public
health crises stemmed from cost-cutting measures.

A study of consultant procurement conducted by the
University of Colorado and Georgia Institute of Technolo-
gy supports QBS.

RESOURCES FOR REDUCING
RISK WHEN SELECTING ENGINEERS,
ARCHITECTS AND SURVEYORS

It is important that each water system establish and
follow a standard process in selecting professional service
providers. A documented process promotes transparency
and trust to your constituents.

The American Public Works Association (APWA) notes
that “Consultant selection can be politically sensitive
and has potential for controversy and misunderstanding.
Adopting a written Professional Services Selection Policy
can protect staff and the agency from allegations of
impropriety and inspire confidence in staff recommen-
dations within the governing body, the public and the
consulting community.”

Public water systems that use QBS promote transparency and are
better able to control construction costs.]

NEW TO QBS?

There are many free resources available to guide you
through the process. The American Public Works Associa-
tion (APWA) offers the APWA Red Book, a guide for public
agencies which includes a step-by-step process, templates
and detailed discussions on formulating contracts with
professional service providers.

The Qualifications-Based Selection coalition website
(http://www.QBS-MlL.org) is another source of free guid-
ance, such as videos, checklists, and sample Requests for
Proposal, as well as interview rating forms with weight-
ed scoring.

Reduce your risk — hire the best with QBS! ®

Public agencies that use Qualifications-Based Selection to
procure architectural and engineering services are better able
to control construction costs and achieve a consistently high
degree of project satisfaction than those using other methods.
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