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Contractor clients
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Listen and learn

Contractor clients want better relationships
with architects, inds Matt Thompson in

the first of a series of the RIBA's round table
discussions to harness the lessons of recession

Matt Thompson

For architects, contractors are a significant
client body. According to the most recent
RIBA Business Benchmarking survey of
chartered practices, nearly a fifth of archi-
tects’ fees come from contractor clients.
This reflects the confirmed popularity of
design-build contracts as the procurement
route of choice: over half of all private con-
tracts and 40% of all public contracts are de-
sign-build.

The 2013 Building White Paper on Client
Intelligence found that head clients (in this
context, contractors’ paymasters) retain a
ruthless focus on cost and efficiency when
they buy construction work, and transfer
project risk by predominantly using lump-
sum design-build contracts. The reasons for
this are simply about supply and demand.
In the current market, where there are too
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many suppliers chasing too few jobs, head
clients hold the balance of power.

Ontop of this, head clients see build qual-
ity as the most important factor when select-
ing a contractor, still widely enforced with
the use of crippling retention payments. This
places enormous commercial and technical
pressures on contractors, who remainjittery
about the prospects of economic recovery
and who as a sector have endured a spate of
firms going to the wall. The net result is that
they are looking to share the strain with -
and extract more value than ever from - their
supply chain and their architects.

The RIBA’s round table discussions and
subsequent filmed interviews with contrac-
tor clients have confirmed thistrend, with an
emphasis on the critical role architects can
play in efficient delivery, cost-effectiveness,
cost savings and risk reduction.

Not surprisingly, the discussions con-

Far too often architects
dismiss the importance of
the delivery phase... Their
interest does wane. It's
frustrating for contractors
and totally disappointing for
the client

TOP TIPS FROM CONTRACTOR CLIENTS

1. Listen

2. Collaborate
3. Immerse

4, Repossess

5. Acknowledge

Right Once on site the flow

of information is critical,

as contractor clients
understand better than most.
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firmed the traditional divide between the
two parties. Architects are still characterised
asagroup that could improve its design man-
agement skills and that needs to understand
the contractors’ priorities of buildability,
risk and commercial viability. Unfortunate
as this stereotype is, the fact that it persists
and is still highlighted by contractors, par-
ticularly in this forum, is instructive.

In contrast, architects and architecture
are highly valued by contractors, enabling
them to differentiate themselvesin the mar-
ket. Steve McGuckin, managing director at
Turner & Townsend, recognises their vital
contribution: ‘Contractors look for creativi-
ty, problem-solving and delivery from their
architects, ultimately giving the head cli-
ent something they didn't even realise they
wanted.’

However, they also believe that archi-
tects could improve their performance by
giving more weight to contractors’ commer-
cial priorities. Mark Wakeford, managing
director of Stepnell, tries to contextualise
the issue: ‘Once we're on site and chasing
design details to deliver the project to what
is often a very tight programme and, in the
current climate, very tight cost constraints,
having a design that is both late and poor or
insufficient is a very expensive luxury that
we cannot afford.

Contractors acknowledge that architects’
fees are structured to reflect their upfront
investment in briefing and design. None-
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theless, contractors would like them to find
ways to remain engaged all the way through
to practical completion and beyond. Colin
Tedder, technical director for Bouygues UK,
says: ‘Far too often architects dismiss the im-
portance of the delivery phase and their fees
are front-ended so there’s no fee to deal with
that latter stage.’ John Frankiewicz, chief
executive of Willmott Dixon Capital Works,
agrees: ‘Their interest does wane. It’s frus-
trating for us and totally disappointing for
the client.’

This call to stay engaged is part of a wider
entreaty for architects to listen harder and
understand contractors’ drivers, stresses
and strains. For many, the concern is about
design management and risk mitigation. As
well as form, function and beauty, contrac-
tors need cost-effective, buildable and timely
designs produced in collaboration with the
supply chain.

Contractors find that they cannot always
rely onarchitectural practices to manage the
design process adequately, despite a wish
that things were otherwise. Paul Chandler,
executive vice president of Skanska UK, em-
ploys 150 design managers - many of them
architects - to ensure that the flow of infor-
mationis correct, timely, and gets to the right
people. ‘In an ideal world, we wouldn't have
to do this,” he says, ‘but we find it is the only
way to de-risk a project.’

There is a sense that this is connect-
ed to architects’ loss of leadership in the
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If designers and
constructors get their
relationship right to
deliver what clients want,
everybody else will fall in

design-build environment and their struggle
to adjust to their position as one link in the
supply chain. ‘Architects have been used to
sitting at the head whereas in a collaborative
process it’s a very flat structure,’ says Chan-
dler. ‘Some have yet to make the cultural
shift to even the playing field, to realise that
we're all batting for the same team.’

With this shift comes a reassignment of
responsibility for design quality. Although
it is traditionally regarded as the architect’s
responsibility, contractors are much more
likely to view it as shared with the whole sup-
ply chain, with themselves as overall custo-
dians. Inevitably, this has redefined quality
away from the grand ‘iconic’ aesthetic vision
towards the ‘grunt and grind’ of buildability
and delivery. It has also reinforced the per-
ceptionthat there are two typesofarchitect -
those who are good designers and those who
are meticulous detailers - and that they are
not always found together in one practice.

Contractors really want to work with
architects who will listen carefully and un-
derstand their needs, work collaboratively,
and supply better solutions. What’s missing
is the competence to extend their undoubt-
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ed creativity to meet practical commercial
imperatives. Mark Wakeford again: “We'd
love to see the ability to identify costs, cost
savings or cost wastage, and work within the
team to mitigate those risks and reduce that
wastage.’

Paul Morrell, for three years the govern-
ment’s chief construction advisor, warns
against losing sight of value, which he ar-
guesis fundamentally generated on drawing
boards, not building sites. In what he calls
anintegrated industry, individual contribu-
tions are equally respected, and that respect
isnever given at the expense of anyone else’s.
As he puts it, ‘If designers and constructors
get their relationship right to deliver what
clients want, everybody else will fallin.’

With developments in procurement
heading towards a one-stop-shop for head
clients, and technological advances in BIM
and design for manufacture favouring
increased collaboration, the number of con-
tractor clientsislikely to grow. Thelesson for
architects is clear: know your client, under-
stand their priorities, and listen carefully.
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