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Qualifications Based Selection of Contractors
The purpose of this paper is to present and explore Qualifications Based Selection (QBS) of
contractors. This paper contains a discussion of QBS and the construction industry, an
explanation of QBS benefits and challenges, consideration of how QBS works with various
project delivery systems, and owner suggestions for QBS best practices. This document is
limited to a discussion of QBS and is not intended to offer a comparison to other selection
methodologies. Organizations must decide for themselves whether to utilize or participate in
contractor selections using a QBS process.

QBS & The Industry: An Introduction
Qualifications Based Selection (QBS): A procurement method in which
the final criteria for selection are qualifications and demonstrated competence.
Price and cost are not selection criteria, but they may be
considered during contract negotiation.

Qualifications Based Selection (QBS) of contractors represents a response to the ever-changing
demands of owners and the marketplace.
More and more owners, public and private, are requesting and/or requiring additional services
from their contractors. Owners want contractors to participate in a team environment,
together with owners and their designers, to provide preconstruction services (in lieu of just
estimating services), to prequalify subcontractors, to assist the governing agencies, and
perform in other advisory capacities. In this new era of early and increased contractor
involvement, many owners are willing to consider construction services as being in alignment
with architectural and engineering services – all part of a professional team and all selected
through a Qualifications Based Selection process.
QBS creates a focus on quality and value, not price. It rewards the organizations and the people
who can anticipate success through teamwork and who can demonstrate proactive behavior. It
elevates construction to a service profession. QBS of contractors recognizes that construction
is not a commodity – it is knowledge and service. QBS reinforces the fact that construction
teams bring a unique and valued service to the client. Furthermore, QBS facilitates workforce
satisfaction of construction professionals, who can enjoy the practice of construction and avoid
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their work being “commoditized.” The QBS method attracts high quality designers and
contractors not only to the project but also the industry.
The selection of a team through a QBS process should create a “win-win-win” environment of
collaborative success for all parties involved. QBS requires overcoming the status quo and
embracing a different culture. With that shift, it will be necessary to utilize different processes,
people, contracts, and procurement methods. It may also require new or alternative
interpretations of existing procurement codes or passage of enabling statutes.
Presenting its own challenges, QBS will not be for everybody or every project. Reflective of the
value being increasingly found in collaboration, QBS is, however, a method of selection that will
be attractive to some members of our industry.
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Selection Criteria for QBS
Qualifications Based Selection (QBS) of architects and engineers is developed in the Brooks Act
(Public Law 92-582 – See Appendix A). Even though contractor selection is not contained in the
Brooks Act, if QBS of contractors is undertaken, contracting services should be competitively
procured through a QBS process modeled after the approach developed in the Brooks Act.
Doing this would enable an owner to utilize identical criteria to select the most qualified
architectural, engineering and contracting firms based on:
• Demonstrated competence
• Qualifications
QBS may include other selection criteria such as:
• Experience and past performance of the firm
• Experience and past performance of assigned individuals
• Experience and past performance with desired delivery system
• Capacity to perform the work
• Financial strength and bonding capability
• Management plan, subcontractor relationships and technical capabilities
• Safety plan and safety record
• Quality assurance plan
Similar to many common interpretations of the Brooks Act, QBS of contractors cannot include
items such as:
• Fees, price, work-hours or other cost information. These and other price-related terms
are negotiated after selection.
Because absolutely no consideration of cost is allowed, including fee or general conditions, this
selection method is referred to as “pure QBS” in the 2004 edition of AGC’s Project Delivery
Systems for Construction.
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Benefits of QBS for a Project
Using Qualifications Based Selection to assemble the project team simultaneously with the
selection of the design team has numerous positive effects on the project and the parties
involved. Interviews with owners, designers, and contractors have determined characteristics
associated with a team selected by QBS and identified associated benefits and advantages:
The best team for the project is selected. QBS allows owners to define their goals and
selection criteria so they can select the most qualified team for the project in an open, fair,
objective and honest procurement process – creating transparency in decision-making. Owners
state that the absence of price considerations assists them in keeping control of the selection
process and maintaining focus on qualifications. Thus, QBS affords owners the utmost
flexibility in selecting the firms best able to execute their project requirements while appealing
to high-quality designers and contractors. The added benefit of owner and designer
involvement in the prequalification of subcontractors further enhances the team.
Cooperation and collaboration replace adversarial relations. QBS provides professional,
defined, results-focused options for owners, designers and contractors – shifting the mindset
from self-interest to collaboration toward a common goal in the best interest of all parties and
the project. Transparency eliminates hidden agendas, and the alignment with professional
services creates emphasis on service and relationship.
Lower design and construction costs and higher quality work result. Early, simultaneous team
creation offers better predictability of price, schedule, and quality and requires no design or
bridging documents. This continuity through design/preconstruction and construction/post
construction without “handoffs” during various phases provides a better ability to sequence
construction accurately and quickly. With the budget known to team members from the
beginning of the project, the team can develop a cost model prior to starting design and then
design to the cost model. Transitioning the owner away from a mentality focused only on price,
QBS facilitates optimal design and value maximization within a defined budget – resulting in the
owner getting “the best bang for the buck.” This “designing to budget” also allows the team to
evaluate design alternatives and/or the owner’s “wish list” while keeping the budget on track.
For contractors and designers, repeat work is a strong, motivating force that drives the quality
of services provided under a QBS competition. Good work is rewarded with additional work
opportunities and builds long-term relationships reinforced by trust.
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Expectations for a QBS Team
Qualifications Based Selection is the impetus for and demands much on-going collaboration.
What can all parties hold each other accountable for in this team environment? What are
reasonable expectations of an owner from a team procured through a QBS competition? What
are reasonable expectations of the designer and contractor?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Alignment of common goals and objectives
Permeation of trust throughout the entire team relationship
Transparency in decision-making and documentation
Open, candid, timely communications
Increased cooperation, flexibility and service to owner
Faster resolution of challenges and problems
Increased value for each dollar spent
Shorter design and construction schedules
Improved construction quality
Fewer warranty problems
Fewer legal entanglements; therefore, lower costs

Potential Challenges of QBS
Owner, designer and contractor discussions have revealed the following potential challenges of
Qualifications Based Selection from their perspectives:
•

•

•

•

QBS requires all team members to adopt a true “win-win-win” collaborative culture.
This team culture should extend to senior management, design and construction
supervision, staff and field management, and inspectors.
QBS requires different procurement methods, different processes, and different
contracts for team success. The implementation of old methods may yield predictable,
adversarial results.
QBS requires a timely, proactive escalated dispute resolution process. If team members
embrace the collaborative approach, this process will probably never be used, but it
should be established at the first team meeting.
QBS requires involved, empowered leadership from all key members of senior
management.
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When Is QBS Used?
Qualifications Based Selection is applicable for all types and sizes of construction projects,
including vertical, horizontal and industrial applications for private and public owners. They
may include individual projects, multiple phases of a project or a construction program
consisting of multiple projects. They may include K-12 schools, community colleges,
universities, institutional work, athletic facilities, health care facilities, hotels, detention
facilities, roads, streets, highways, bridges, rail projects, water and wastewater plants,
renewable energy projects, power plants, and more.
The market for use of QBS has not been limited to only large projects. Although smaller
contractors may be wary of competing in a QBS process, experience has proven that physical
size and dollar amount become inconsequential to success. Commitment to the characteristics,
culture, means and methods, and procedures required to be an effective alternate
procurement delivery methods contractor will determine success. In locations where owners
have adopted a QBS approach, there have been numerous opportunities under $5 million
available for those willing to change to meet the needs of performing in a team environment.
QBS may be used for many forms of project delivery, primarily Construction Manager At-Risk
(CMAR), Design-Build (DB), and Integrated Project Delivery (IPD). QBS will greatly enhance the
opportunity for success in all delivery methods because the early involvement of all team
members at the earliest, critical meetings embraces and promotes teamwork, collaboration,
innovation, sustainability, and utilization of technology such as Building Information Modeling
(BIM).
QBS may be used effectively in the following delivery methods, as shown in Figure 1, QBS as
Compared with Other Selection Methods, on page 9:
Multi-Party (Relational) Contracting
• Integrated Project Delivery (IPD – Alliancing or Relational Contracting), in which the
owner, primary design consultants and contractor execute a single contract. There is
generally a simultaneous selection of the entire team to enhance and promote an
integrated, collaborative culture and approach to the project.
Non-Multi Party (Transactional) Contracting
• Construction Manager At-Risk (CMAR – CM/GC, CMc, ECI), in which the owner contracts
directly with the designer and builder. There is generally a simultaneous selection of
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•

•

the designer and builder to allow a full array of preconstruction services to be provided
from the initiation of design.
Design-Build (DB), in which the owner contracts directly with one entity for design and
construction. Under a QBS approach, there is a one-step selection process to enable the
owner to participate in all design-phase meetings without spending the funds and time
to prepare a two-step competition, bridging documents, etc.
Job Order Contracting (JOC), in which the owner may contract with a designer and a Job
Order Contractor or just a Job Order Contractor (similar to DB) to execute small projects
on an as-needed basis.

Figure 1. QBS as Compared with Other Selection Methods
Selection Method
Basis of Final Selection
Delivery Method
Competitive Sealed Bid –
Low Bid

Low Bid of Total Construction Cost

Design-Bid-Build (DBB)

Technical Score & Total Construction Cost

Design-Bid-Build (DBB)
OR
Design Build (DB)

B) Best Value (JOC)

Technical Score & Coefficient Applied to
Unit Price Book

Job Order Contracting (JOC)

C) Best Value Proposal

Technical Score / Sum of Fees, General
Conditions, etc.

Construction Manager At-Risk
(CMAR)
OR
Design-Build (DB)
OR
Non-Multi Party IPD

Qualifications Based
Selection (QBS)

Demonstrated Competence and
Qualifications,

Construction Manager At-Risk
(CMAR)
OR
Design Build (DB)
OR
Integrated Project Delivery (IPD)
OR
Job Order Contracting (JOC)

Best Value
(Qualifications/Price)
A) Best Value Bid

Excludes Fees, Price, Work-Hours, etc.

9
Qualifications Based Selection of Contractors
August 2009

Successful Implementation: Best Practices for QBS
Owners who have successfully procured teams through a Qualifications Based Selection process
have the following suggestions for best practices regarding the Issuance/Response and
Evaluation/Scoring to a Request for Qualifications:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Recognize and plan for the extensive amount of owner participation required during
design/preconstruction and construction.
Limit selection committee size (recommend a maximum of 7 – maintain odd number).
Provide education and training to selection committee members.
List selection criteria and weight according to importance before issuing the solicitation.
Make the weighting structure known to those participating in the procurement process.
Provide clear directions to firms participating and provide answers to questions in a
responsive manner.
Ensure that the selection committee scores in accordance with selection criteria.
If an interview is required, publish the desired topics and their associated weighting to
the firms being interviewed.
Be prepared to publish results – transparency is critical to avoid protests. All of the
names of the selection committee and the competitors can be removed, but the scoring
should be revealed in accordance with the criteria after execution of a contract.
Feedback should be available and provided to those requesting it who participated in
the procurement process.
In all cases, contract terms and conditions, fees, price, etc. are negotiated subsequent to
selection. If a mutually-acceptable agreement cannot be executed with the top-ranked
firm, the owner may terminate discussions and initiate discussions with the next-ranked
firm. Negotiations cannot be held with more than one firm at a time and cannot be
reopened with a firm once they have been terminated.

QBS: The Way to Collaboration
Now is the time to consider the use of Qualifications Based Selection of contractors.
Particularly in this era of Integrated Project Delivery (IPD) and increasing appreciation of
collaboration, the industry recognizes the benefits of early involvement of the key members of
project teams. While QBS will not be for everyone or every project, owners should certainly
have QBS available to them as an option for the selection of contractors. Qualifications Based
Selection of contractors is a practice worthy of consideration.
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Appendices
A. The Brooks Act: Federal Government Selection of Architects and Engineers
B. Sample QBS Legislative Language – Arizona Statute
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Appendix A
The Brooks Act: Federal Government Selection of Architects and Engineers
Public Law 92-582
92nd Congress, H.R. 12807
October 27, 1972

An Act
To amend the Federal Property and Administrative Services Act of 1949 in order to establish
Federal policy concerning the selection of firms and individuals to perform architectural,
engineering, and related services for the Federal Government.
Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America in
Congress assembled, That the Federal Property and Administrative Services Act of 1949 (40
U.S.C. 471 et seq.) is amended by adding at the end thereof the following new title:
"TITLE IX – SELECTION OF ARCHITECTS AND ENGINEERS
"DEFINITIONS
"Sec.901. As used in this title
"(1) The term 'firm' means any individual, firm, partnership, corporation, association, or other
legal entity permitted by law to practice the professions of architecture or engineering.
"(2) The term 'agency head' means the Secretary, Administrator, or head of a department,
agency, or bureau of the Federal Government.
"(3) The term "architectural and engineering services" means –
1. professional services of an architectural or engineering nature, as defined by
State law, if applicable, which are required to be performed or approved by a
person licensed, registered, or certified to provide such services as described in
this paragraph;
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2. professional services of an architectural or engineering nature performed by
contract that are associated with research, planning, development, design,
construction, alteration, or repair of real property; and
"POLICY
"Sec.902. The Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the Federal Government to
publicly announce all requirements for architectural and engineering services, and to negotiate
contracts for architectural and engineering services on the basis of demonstrated competence
and qualification for the type of professional services required and at fair and reasonable
prices.
"REQUESTS FOR DATA ON ARCHITECTURAL AND ENGINEERING SERVICES
"Sec.903. In the procurement of architectural and engineering services, the agency head shall
encourage firms engaged in the lawful practice of their profession to submit annually a
statement of qualifications and performance data. The agency head, for each proposed project,
shall evaluate current statements of qualifications and performance data on file with the
agency, together with those that may be submitted by other firms regarding the proposed
project, and shall conduct discussions with no less than three firms regarding anticipated
concepts and the relative utility of alternative methods of approach for furnishing the required
services and then shall select therefrom, in order of preference, based upon criteria established
and published by him, no less than three of the firms deemed to be the most highly qualified to
provide the services required.
"NEGOTIATIONS OF CONTRACTS FOR ARCHITECTURAL AND ENGINEERING SERVICES
"Sec.904. (a) The agency head shall negotiate a contract with the highest qualified firm for
architectural and engineering services at compensation which the agency head determines is
fair and reasonable to the Government. In making such determination, the agency head shall
take into account the estimated value of the services to be rendered, the scope, complexity,
and professional nature thereof.
"(b) Should the agency head be unable to negotiate a satisfactory contract with the firm
considered to be the most qualified, at a price he determines to be fair and reasonable to the
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Government, negotiations with that firm should be formally terminated. The agency head
should then undertake negotiations with the second most qualified firm. Failing accord with the
second most qualified firm, the agency head should terminate negotiations. The agency head
should then undertake negotiations with the third most qualified firm.
"(c) Should the agency head be unable to negotiate a satisfactory contract with any of the
selected firms, he shall select additional firms in order of their competence and qualification
and continue negotiations in accordance with this section until an agreement is reached."
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Appendix B – Sample QBS Legislative Language – Arizona Statute
(Text highlighted for emphasis.)
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