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The AIA collects and disseminates Best Practices as a service to AIA members without endorsement or recommendation. 
Appropriate use of the information provided is the responsibility of the reader. 

       
   
SUMMARY 

Design-assist contracting is a construction 
management method to improve quality and 
maintain cost. It is most commonly used when a 
specialty trade, fabrication or building method 
requires a unique solution or set of trade skills. 
Design-assist contracting is best suited for design-
build or construction management at risk (CM@R) 
projects in which the architect and owner work with 
trades people, manufactures and subcontractors to 
develop a budget and project schedule for a unique 
solution, material or construction application, such 
as reproducing historic windows or finishing plaster 
walls. 

THE STATUS QUO 
Building materials, technologies, and construction 
techniques continue to change and become more 
complex, often leaving tradespeople and 
manufacturers the keepers of information. As a 
result, the construction industry has many experts 
and consultants to help architects and builders 
transcend the intricacies of building with unfamiliar 
products. The current process, however, can repeat 
steps and produce inefficiencies that can and often 
do lead to cost overruns and time delays. Design-
assist contracting can be a more streamlined and 
effective way of addressing unique requirements or 
needs when a project requires a high level of 
specialty. 

THE DESIGN-ASSIST PROCESS 
There are three phases to design-assist contracting.  

During phase one the owner develops a clear 
statement of work; a scope of work, goals of the 
design-assist portion of the project, a budget, and a 
schedule.  

In phase two the design-assist contractor will help 
the architect do research and write specifications. 
The owner pays a fee for the documentation the 
design-assist contractor and architect produce. The 
specifications and research is for the use of the 
contracted design-assist contractor, if the person 

who helps develop the documentation does not 
meet the budget determined in phase one the 
documentation can be used by another contractor.  

Next the construction contract is adapted to reflect 
the design-assist project once a design-assist 
contractor is chosen that can meet the scope, 
budget, and schedule. If no one can meet all three 
criterions the owner has the right to use any other 
means to complete the work including bidding the 
work with the information developed by the design-
assist contractor.   

THE SELECTION PROCESS 
The selection process is similar to a standard 
qualification based selection process and follows the 
following four steps: 

1. Formulate a scope, budget, and schedule for 
the project with a breakdown of budget and 
schedule for the individual activities. The budget 
and schedule must be realistic and as complete 
as possible.  

2. The architect, owner, and contractor meet to 
review the project and determine aspects that 
are design-assist candidates. This list should 
include all complex building situations, critical 
project elements, or areas where a 
subcontractor or tradesperson is better versed 
on the subject than any member of the core 
team. 

3. Issue a request for qualifications (RFQ) and 
request for proposals (RFP) for each of the 
specific design-assist project portions. When 
issuing the RFP and RFQ, be sure to include 
the project budget and scope of services 
required.   

4. Identify a short list of subcontractors from the 
RFQ and RFP submissions. Ask those on the 
short list to develop a project management plan 
that includes their own budget and scheduling. 
They should also describe how they plan to 
approach the project and what knowledge they 
bring to the project. 
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Finally, choose a trade subcontractor for each 
design-assist portion of the project. With the trade 
subcontractor now part of the team, the architect 
and the tradesperson can work together to finalize 
the documents and specifications. This process has 
been used to eliminate shop drawings when 
prepared by the design assist contractor. The 
process can help the architect develop documents 
that can be used for as-built documents and 
documents for other trade subcontractors to use if 
the design-assist project affects their work. This then 
can eliminate steps and time in the overall process. 
It can be as flexible as need be to gain the greatest 
amount of efficiency on any given project.  

As more information is learned, and the owner 
becomes better informed the ability to make critical 
decisions regarding the cost and the commitment of 
funds to the trade subcontractor is greatly improved.  
It also provides for the architect to spend more time 
in the design of the project and less time chasing 
down technical information that is available to the 
design assist contractor.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Before proceeding with design-assist contracting, 
the owner must clearly define the scope of the 
project and design priorities and communicate these 
to the design and construction team. 

Design-assist contracting has been successfully 
used for 

• Exterior enclosure systems that are comprised 
of highly detailed stone work  

• Terra cotta, the application of both old and new 

• Historic lighting restoration and replication 

• Custom windows for new or historic applications 

• Decorative finishes, painting, fabrics, and 
plaster 

• Custom furniture 

By using the methods described above, the owner, 
architect, and contractor should be able to deliver a 
project on schedule, with fewer requests for 
information and fewer changes. 

About the Contributor 
David H. Hart, AIA, is the architect of the Utah State 
Capitol and executive director of the Capitol 
Preservation Board, which oversees the Capitol 
complex. He is responsible for overall management 
of the Capitol Hill facility in Salt Lake City. He can be 
reached at 801-538-3074 or dhart@utah.gov. 

RESOURCES 

More Best Practices 
The following AIA Best Practices provide additional 
information related to this topic: 

13.05.01 Planning for Effective Project Closeout 

13.04.03 Elements of Realistic Project Budgets 

For More Information on This Topic 
See also “Project Controls” by 
Lowell Getz, CPA, and Frank A. 
Stasiowski, FAIA, The Architect’s 
Handbook of Professional 
Practice, 13th edition, Chapter 
14, page 444.  

See also the 14th edition of the 
Handbook, which can be ordered 
from the AIA Bookstore by calling 
800-242-3837 (option 4) or by  
email at bookstore@aia.org. 
 

Feedback 
The AIA welcomes member 
feedback on Best Practice articles. To provide 
feedback on this article, please contact 
bestpractices@aia.org. 
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