L{hy Value Outweighs lost
t^/hen Selecting an Engineer
BY MITHAEL F. COOPER

"lt is unwise to poy too much, but it's worse to poy
too little. When ylu ply too little, ylLt slmetimes lose
everything because the thing you bought wos incopable
of doing the thing thot you bought it to d0,"
-JOHN
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f you needed major surgery would you seek out the
least expensive doctor you could find? Or would you
search for a doctor who had performed the procedure
many times with a long list of healthy patient
references? The answer here is clear and the field of
engineering is no different. Engineers (and architects)
should be selected the very same way: based on their
qualifications and competence.
The selection of an engineer is among the most
important factors in the success of a building project.
Even though design fees are often only a small fraction of
the total cost of a project, the design irself impacts every
aspect of the cost of construction as well as the operation
and maintenance costs for the life of the facility. Spending
a relatively small amount of money in proper selection
can save significant dollars over the life of the nroiem.
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WHAT IS qEs?
In1972, Congress enacted the Brooks Act (Public Law
92-582), which established a Qualifications-Based
Selection (QBS) process for federal agencies when
procuring professional engineering and architecture
services. QBS is an objective, competitive process for
acquiring professional services for construction projects.
The process delivers to the owner:
* A trusted advisor and partner in the design process

e The added value of specialized, relevanr expertise
* A proven track record of success on similar projects
# Less risk of unanticipated cost increases
* Lower total cost of facility ownership

The selection of professional engineers based on
qualifications, competency, and experience is the enabler
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of project success. Focusing first on the needs of the
project ensures expectations and requirements will be
met or exceeded.

UBs AT WORK
The QBS process is straightforward, easy to implement,
objective, fair, well documented, and designed to be open
to public scrutiny (an essential eiement for publically
funded projects).
The process consists of these steps:
* The owner prepares and issues a project description
r The owner requests statements of qualification
a The owner evaluates qualifications received, based on
snecifi c nrederermined criteria
* The owner identifies the short list of preferred firms
and cond ucts interviews
s The owner ranks the firms based on predetermined

c

interview criteria
The owner negotiates scope of work and design fee
with the highest ranked firm

If an acceptable agreement cannot be reached with the
top ranked firm, negotiations would then begin with the
next most qualified firm.
WHY UsE qBs?
There are a number of reasons why QBS should
be considered for ail building projects. Federal

law requires QBS through the Brooks Act of
7972.Indication is that the requirement will be
expanded to include a broader range of projects,
given the success realized to date. In addition, 44
states, including Michigan and hundreds of local
municipalities, have endorsed QBS as their preferred
procurem ent procedure.
QBS is endorsed by the American Public Works

Association (APWA), which represents owners who
procure engineering services. APWAs publications
state, the "public's best interest is served when
governmental agencies select architects, engineers, and
related professional technical consultants for project
and studies through QBS procedures. Basing selection
on qualifications and competence (rather than price)
fosters greater creativity and flexibility, improves the
delivery of professional services, increases the value to
the owner in construction and life cycle expenses, and
minimizes the potential for disputes and litigation."
QBS is also endorsed by the American Bar
Association (ABA). ABAs model procurement code
states, "The principal reasons supporting this selection
procedure for architect, engineer, and land surveying
services are the lack of a definitive scope of work for
such services at the time the selection is made, and the
importance of selecting the best qualified firm...the
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qualifications, competence, and availability of the most
qualified architect, engineer, or land surveyor firm is
considered initially, and price negotiated later."
The heaith and welfare of communities is best
protected when design is performed in the most
competent and efficient manner possible. The
most qualified firms will be able to meet project
requirements and properly safeguard society and its
limited natural resources. Cheap design is expensive.
Selections based on fee alone often result in projects
with contentious team relationships, poor design
quality, more change orders, higher construction costs,
and higher operating and maintenance costs.
Another proven reason to use QBS is that it works.
When the owner works with an engineer who is a
trusted advisor and partner, the project is specifically
designed to address the need, with appropriate
consideration for safety, fl exibility, performance, energy
efficiency, construction budget, and schedule.

FINAL THOUGHT
Engineering is a professional service, not a commodity
item. Owners are best served by searching for the
best VALUE when selecting their engineers. Fee is
certainly part of a firm's qualifications; it just should
not be the only consideration. A qualified firm with
an understanding of your business, specialized
design expertise, and cost-effective problem-solving
capability will actually deliver a higher quality project
at less cost.
ENONOTES

1. www.qbs-mi.org.

2. "Qualificatlons-Based Selection," publication of the
American Council of Engineering Companies
Engineer," official publication of the Kentucky
Society of Professional Engineers, Volume 45, Fa1l 2008.

3. "Kentucky

Michael F. Cooper, PE, FESD, is a
Principal with Harley Ellis Devereaux.
He has 17 years of experience in the
design and management of complex
building projects, including a number
of LEED-certified facilities. Mr. Cooper
holds a BS in mechanical engineering
from the University of Michigan and an
MBA from the University of Phoenix. He
is a licensed professional engineer in 14 states and has served
as a construction site field enqineer.

