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What is Project Burden?
Each delivery method will require different amounts of time and attention on the owner’s part. They’ll also 
have to take on varying levels of risk. In this document, we call this project burden.

An increased project burden would require more time and energy from the owner. They’ll be responsible 
for risk management, could potentially be exposed to legal burdens, and will have to take on administrative 
tasks, that can feel like busy work. This can include tasks such as more phone calls, coordinating the project 
team, paperwork, managing documentation like submittals and RFIs, understanding and managing a variety 
of contracts and legalese, and playing the “middle man” between parties.

It’d make sense that as an owner, you’d want to use the project delivery method with the least burden. 
However, some owners can interpret this as a loss of control over the project. When working with the right 
project team, no matter what project approach you take, decisions will always be yours to make. Your team is 
just there to support and guide you, not dictate what you can and cannot do. 

Of the three project delivery methods, design-build offers the least project burden for the owner, as the 
design-builder steps in to hold contracts, handle disputes, and take care of the administrative duties 
associated with the project. 

There are three main ways to approach a construction project: design-build, 
design-bid-build, and construction manager at risk. Each approach will have a 
different team structure, which can effect everything from the project’s budget 
to the amount of the owner’s time and attention that is required throughout the 
process.

Detailed descriptions on each delivery method and their pros and cons 
are included on the following pages. But first, we’ll take a quick look at 
necessary terminology and some data on each delivery method. 

CONSTRUCTION PROJECT 
DELIVERY METHODS

Performance Measure DB vs CMAR CMAR vs DBB DB vs DBB

Unit Cost 1.9% Less 1.6% More 0.3% Less

Cost Growth 2.4% Less 1.4% Less 3.8% Less

Delivery Speed 61% Faster 25% Faster 102% Faster

Schedule Growth 3.9% Less 2.2% More 1.7% Less

By the Numbers: A Look at Each Delivery Method’s Schedule & Budget
The graph below shows how each delivery method compares in terms of the project’s cost and 
schedule. The data is from a study that compared information from over 350 projects. 

Data from “Revisiting Project Delivery Performance 1998–2018” by the Construction Industry Institute (CII)
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With a design-build (DB) approach, you’ll enter into a contract with one firm, the design-builder. 
This firm will establish contracts with the architect. That said, this doesn’t mean the design-builder 
will select the other firms without the owner’s input. You will have a say in all firms that end up on 
the project team, just as you would with any other project delivery method. 

The main difference will be that these firms won’t be contractually tied to you, but instead to the 
design-builder. Your design-builder takes on the burden of coordinating these firms and the risk of 
hiring them for you. In general, the design-build approach leads to fewer change orders, reduced 
administrative burdens for the owner, lower project costs, and fewer disputes resulting in litigation. 
This method is typically more efficient as design changes can be vetted and executed more quickly. 

According to the CII’s 2018 study, design-build projects cost less than construction manager at risk (CMAR) 
and design-bid-build (DBB) projects. They also found that design-build costs will increase by a lesser amount 
as the project progresses -- 2.4%  less than CMAR and 3.8% less than DBB. The same study also found that 
design-build projects are, on average, quicker to build. Delivery speed for a project is 61% faster than CMAR, 
and 102% faster than DBB. Schedule growth is 3.9% less than CMAR and 1.7% less than DBB.

To prevent cost increase, most deign-build projects are delivered via a guaranteed maximum price (GMP). 
This is a commitment made by the design-builder that the project’s costs will not exceed the established 
price. If they do, the design-builder is at risk for the overrun. 

Should you opt for a design build approach, you may find that you have fewer qualified firms to choose 
from. Be sure to do some research before selecting your partner to ensure you find a trustworthy and 
knowledgeable design builder that will be your advocate throughout the project.
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1. DESIGN-BUILD (DB)

Design Build Summary
The owner has one contract and one point of contact - the design-builder. The design-
builder enters into contracts with the architect and other project partners, and removes 
much of the project’s burden and risk from the owner. This approach allows for more 
collaboration between the construction and design teams, which typically results in 
lower costs and a faster project delivery.



2. DESIGN-BID-BUILD (DBB)
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The design-bid-build (DBB) project approach begins with the owner selecting an architect. Once the 
project is designed, it will go through the bidding process. 

During the bidding process, a list of general contractors (GCs) will be invited to submit a bid for 
the project. They’ll reach out to subcontractors who specialize in a particular trade, and they’ll get  
pricing for the completion of that part of the project. These prices will then be assembled into a bid, 
which represents an overall cost for the project. The owner then reviews the bids and selects a GC. 

Once a GC is chosen, the owner will enter into a contract with them, separate from the contract the 
owner holds with the architect. In DBB, there is no contractual obligation between the GC and the 
architect. As a result, there tends to be less collaboration between these two firms. 

The GC will begin construction, building per the drawings and specifications developed by the 
architect. However, disputes may arise between the architect and general contractor because they 
are working somewhat independently. Because the owner is approving the architect’s drawings, the 
liability for any misalignment of plans and construction specifications falls to the owner. 

The owner will likely spend more time managing the project with a DBB approach as opposed to a 
design-build or even a CMAR approach. They will hold responsibility for the project’s execution, and 
are at risk for more change orders. 

This is the method that many owners are most familiar with. Because multiple bids are solicited from 
different GCs, it provides the sense that an owner is getting the best possible price. However, when 
compared to a design-build approach, DBB costs more, and the overall project cost increases an 
average of 3.8% from project start to finish, according to the CII’s 2018 study.

Design-Bid-Build Summary
The owner holds separate contracts with the architect and the GC. The owner is the central 
point of contact for the project, meaning they shoulder all the risk and responsibility. Because 
the GC and architect work somewhat independently,  misalignment of plans and construction 
specifications can cause conflicts and more change orders. That said, multiple bids from different 
GCs are solicited, allowing for more pricing options, though that doesn’t always translate to the 
lowest cost.



3. CONSTRUCTION MANAGER AT RISK (CMAR)

With the construction manager at risk (CMAR) delivery method, the owner starts by choosing a 
construction manager (CM). Then, the owner and CM choose an architect and the design phase 
begins. Because the CM is on board during the design phase, they’re able to act as a consultant to 
the owner. However, there is no contractual responsibility for the architect to follow the CM’s advice 
or direction, allowing the owner to maintain complete control over the project. 

With the architect’s design expertise and the CM’s construction know-how, these two parties can 
create a more cohesive plan in the beginning of the project. That said, the owner is responsible for 
changes and document completeness, as the CM and architect are not contractually obligated to 
one another. This leads to an increase in time and effort on the owner’s part. 

During the design phase, the CM will provide cost estimates based on the architect’s drawings. 
These estimates must be in line with the established budget before the architect moves on to the 
next phase of the project, helping to maintain control of the budget. 

These estimates will then be assembled into a guaranteed maximum price (GMP), which helps to 
keep costs under control. That said, this doesn’t always mean a less expensive project. CMAR will 
cost on average 1.9% more than a design-build project, per the CII’s 2018 study.

It’s worth noting that design-builders can also utilize a GMP approach for their projects. So if the 
certainty of the project’s cost appeals to you, you’ll have that with a design-build approach, in 
addition to its many other benefits. 

As the design phase draws to a close, construction begins, and the CM then takes on the role of 
general contractor (GC), and completes the construction of the project. 
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Construction Manager at Risk Summary
The owner starts out by hiring a CM, and they’ll work together to hire an architect. The CM and 
architect will collaborate during the design phase, and the CM will create a MP. The CM and 
architect aren’t contractually obligated to one another, so if issues arise, the owner will likely be 
involved, resulting in increased time and effort spent on the project for them. 
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DELIVERY  
METHOD

PROS CONS

Design-Build
The owner has one contract 
with a design-builder. The 
design-builder has contracts 
with and is responsible for 
managing and coordination 
all other firms.

• One point of contact for 
design and construction

• Minimal risk to owner for 
design and construction

• Transparency during 
design and construction

• Guaranteed maximum 
price

• Potential loss of owner 
control (though unlikely 
with an experienced 
design-build team)

• Limited options on who 
you can hire for this 
method – they must 
have experience

Design-Bid-Build
The owner first chooses a 
design team to design the 
building. Then, the project 
is bid and it awarded to 
a general contractor who 
completed the construction 
of the project. 

• Traditional method that 
people are used to 
implementing

• Complies with the public 
bidding market

• Adversarial relationship 
based totally on price

• No owner input on 
subcontractor selection

• Zero builder input 
during design creating 
an opportunity for 
change orders

Construction Manager 
at Risk
The owner first chooses 
a construction manager. 
Then, an architect is 
brought on board and 
the design is created 
collaboratively. The 
construction manager acts 
as the general contractor 
to complete the design’s 
construction. 

• Builder input during 
design – constructibility 
reviews and value 
engineering

• Understanding of cost 
and schedule before 
construction begins

• Guaranteed maximum 
price

• Design risk still remains 
with the owner

• Control of the project 
is transferred to CM at 
construction

• Minimal input of the 
owner on subcontractors 
utilized on the project

THE PROS AND CONS OF EACH DELIVERY METHOD
Each delivery methods has advantages and disadvantages. Understanding them will help you 

decide which approach is the best for your construction project. 


