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Selecting a Contractor

ENGINEERING TIMES

price, cost plus), number of prime contracts, and whether
the project should be phased in its execution.

Step 4. Develop Criteria for Contractor
Selection

■ Overall project management ability and techniques
■ Responsiveness and interest in the project.

By Richard B. Garber, Vice President
A/E/C Risk Management Services
Victor O. Schinnerer & Company Inc.
No matter how good the design or how well administered
the contract for construction, a project can suffer from
costly delays, extras, and disputes when a contractor is selected solely on the basis of price. A carefully chosen
contractor, on the other hand, can help minimize problems inherent in the construction process.
To define an effective contractor selection process, the
project owner must look at the scope and character of the
work, the capabilities required of prospective contractors,
the responsibilities allocated to the design and other consultants, and any externally imposed requirements on the
award of construction contracts. While these factors may
vary significantly from project to project, the steps required to align contractor selection with project requirements are well established.

Step 5. Establish Milestones for Contractor
Selection

The owner is now in a position to establish selection
criteria that fit the specific needs of the project. The following contractor attributes need to be considered:
■ References
■ Previous experience with similar projects, type of contract, geographic area, local labor environment, and
local regulatory agencies
■ Current and projected workload as a percentage of
overall capacity
■ Financial stability and credit rating
■ Management processes, including safety, planning
and scheduling methods, estimating and cost control
techniques, and quality assurance

Step 1. Identify and Rank the Project’s
Objectives
Now the owner should formulate a time line for collecting and analyzing the information provided by the
candidates. At this point, a schedule for the tasks required
to reach contract award can be established.

By applying the previously determined selection criteria, the owner now can weed out candidates that might not
be able to complete the work satisfactorily.
The owner will want to obtain information through
personal interviews, written statements of qualifications,
or a combination of the two. Questions should be

Step 7. Prequalify Contractors

The list of potential contractors should not be too long
because the owner will need to collect information from
each entity on the list. However, the list should include
enough viable candidates to make the procurement process competitive.

Step 6. Put Together a Tentative List of
Contractors

The owner needs to think about project priorities and
make explicit choices. For example, is cost paramount? Is
meeting a particular deadline crucial? How will the constructed facility be used and how does this affect project
priorities? By addressing these issues at this stage, the
owner will ensure that contractor selection decisions are
aligned with project requirements.

Step 2. Identify and Analyze Probable
Sources of Risk
The owner should think about possible problems, their
consequences, and ways to avoid them. Responses during
this problem-seeking step will inform development of the
design, the overall procurement strategy, and the contractor selection criteria.

Step 3. Choose a Construction Procurement
Strategy
The owner should now have sufficient information to
decide on the most effective type of contract (e.g., fixed
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carefully constructed to elicit information that is relevant,
valid, and comparable. During this process, the owner
should take advantage of the opportunity to preview the
contractor’s performance by judging how well requests
for information are handled. Moreover, no contractor
should be prequalified without a visit to the home office
and one or more job sites.
Once the owner has analyzed the information, those
contractors that are not likely to be a good fit can be eliminated. From the remaining candidates, the owner should
then choose those that seem the best suited and invite
them to submit a proposal.

Step 8. Receive and Evaluate Proposals
Bid documents should be clear and unambiguous so
that all bidders rely on the same information and submit
responsive bids. Further, the organization of the document should facilitate final selection of the contractor.
Based on the previously identified project priorities and
criteria for contractor selection, the owner may preassign
a particular priority or weight to bid items to make comparison of bids quick and fair.

Step 9. Award the Contract

to them, even in the subtle message this
program sends to our employees.”
Within its first year, Robinson’s EAH
program has helped three employees buy
homes, and the firm hopes to increase the
number to five employees per year. King
notes that the program “is especially good
for younger engineers, CAD operators,
field folks—the people with the income
levels to get the benefit from the state.”
The first Robinson employee to use the
program was 27-year-old surveying technician Kevin Muhr, who was still living
with his parents at the time. “I was like,
‘Where do I sign?’” he recalls. “I love
working here. It is like my family.”
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Proper planning and preparation should make it relatively simple now to select the contractor. A pre-award
conference can be arranged to resolve any lingering questions or concerns.
To some owners, the above process may seem unnecessarily cumbersome, but the rewards are considerable.
Case studies of projects that have failed—projects characterized by costly disputes and disappointed owners—
show that it is well worth the time and effort to follow
these steps to align contractor selection with project requirements and priorities.
Statements concerning legal matters should be understood to be general observations based solely on our experience as risk consultants and may not be relied upon as
legal advice, which we are not authorized to provide. All
such matters should be reviewed with a qualified advisor.
Victor O. Schinnerer & Company Inc. is managing underwriter for the CNA/Schinnerer Professional Liability Insurance Program commended by NSPE/PEPP since 1957.

transportation, water and system systems,
flood plain and storm water management,
and the like.
The residency requirement benefits the
employee, the firm, and the community,
King explains, because “what we do affects
the public; it affects the residents of the
community. By living in the community,
you have that much more ownership in everything you are doing. You will be driving
by the problems you helped solve. You
could be living next to the person whose
flooding problem you helped correct.
“Not only do we work here,” King adds,
“we raise our families here, too. Our client
communities appreciate our commitment

construction, please contact Carol Morris
at 207-772-3119, ext. 21, or Carly Dinwiddie at 207-469-0532.

Maine Seeks Seniors Who Worked on
Waldo-Hancock Bridge Construction
The Maine Department of Transportation
would like to interview anyone who helped
build the Waldo-Hancock Bridge which
opened on November 16, 1931.
Constructed in record time, at a cost
of $1.2 million, the bridge boasted a
central span of 2,040 feet, which
was two and half times the length of
any other U.S. highway bridge.
The bridge is now being replaced by what will be the first cable-stay bridge built in Maine. The
replacement bridge is scheduled for
completion by the end of 2006.
If you or someone you know
worked on the project’s original
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median income and up to $3,000 for those
earning between 50% and 80%.
Thus, for example, in 2003, a first-time
home buyer in a four-person household
earning $56,500 who participates in an
EAH program in the Chicago area could receive up to $3,000 from the state toward the
down payment.
As a further incentive, the Illinois Affordable Housing Tax Credit program was
introduced in 2002, which allows employers to receive a $0.50 tax credit on income
tax liability for every $1 invested in an
EAH program benefitting households
earning no more than 120% of the region’s
area median income, or roughly $90,000
for a family of four in the Chicago region.
Right now, however, that tax credit is set to
expire at the end of 2006.
The combined state incentives made it a
“win-win-win,” King says, for Robinson to
become the first company in the southern
Chicago suburbs to sign on with MPC to
launch an EAH program. Implemented in
October 2003, Robinson’s program was designed by MPC and is administered by the
Regional Redevelopment Corporation, a
nonprofit member of the Regional Employer-Assisted Collaboration for Housing.
“The employee has to be with the firm
for one year before they can do the program,” King says, which provides a $5,000
forgivable loan in exchange for staying
with the company five more years. In addition, the employee must buy a home in one
of the 35 communities where Robinson
provides municipal engineering services in

. . . Firm Helps Workers Buy First Homes
(Continued from previous page)
only 4% of U.S. companies currently offer
their employees any down payment assistance.
To test the idea in the private sector,
MPC launched a two-year pilot program at
System Sensor, a large manufacturing plant
in St. Charles, Illinois, now owned by
Honeywell. The company provided $5,000
in down payment assistance to each of 35
employees to buy homes within 15 miles of
work. If the employee stayed five years, the
loan would be fully forgiven; if the employee left, the unforgiven portion ($1,000
per year) would have to be repaid.
During the test period, System Sensor
not only recouped its original investment
but also saved an additional $225,000, due
to reduced turnover. Needless to say, the
pilot program has become a permanent fixture in the company.
“It sounded like an excellent program
for us,” King recalls. But it sounded even
better when he learned that Illinois is offering financial carrots to encourage companies to set up EAH programs.
Based on Sensor System’s success, the
Illinois Housing Development Authority in
2001 approved a pool of matching funds,
specifically targeted to employers in northeastern Illinois—where Robinson specializes in public infrastructure projects.
The authority’s match amount is determined by the employee’s household
income and size, with IHDA matching up
to $5,000 for first-time home buyers earning less than 50% of the region’s area
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