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Key success factors in project procurement 
 
Tim West, associate in our Middle East business, examines the key factors that lead to success 
in project procurement in the Middle East. 
 
Major programmes and capital projects have a history of cost overrun, delays, disputes, poor 
performance and slow innovation rates. Indeed, many of these failures flow from poor 
procurement strategy. 
 
Various reports in the UK sought to re-invigorate the construction industry by challenging the 
status quo. Three reports in particular identified structural failings in procurement and other 
operational flaws that negatively afflicted the industry and blighted successful project delivery: 
 

▪ Constructing the Team by Sir Michael Latham (1994) highlighted the adversarial nature of 
the construction industry and its high transaction cost. This led to a change in payment 
terms, the introduction of statutory adjudication and new ‘collaborative’ contract forms, 
notably the New Engineering Contract (NEC) suite. 
 

▪ Rethinking Construction by Sir John Egan (1998) looked at the experience of other 
industries, highlighting the greater need for leadership, behavioural change and 
improvement in procurement practice. 
 

▪ Never Waste a Good Crisis by Andrew Wolstenholme (1999) considers the role of 
different parties in the industry, the need for greater vision and new supply-side models to 
tackle the crisis of our era. The report cites the importance of efficiency, value-based 
solutions, intelligent and informed clients, and greater integration and collaboration. 

 
The reports were a major catalyst for transforming the UK construction industry, and in particular, 
were pivotal in leading to innovative and successful project procurement practices. While the 
reports may seem UK-centric, the underlying philosophies and recommendations have been felt 
worldwide, including within the GCC region.  
 
The procurement process 

The foundation of any construction project is not the point where the physical building starts to 
become literally set in stone. It is before that, at the very beginning, when the vision is translated 
into a business case or project brief. At this very early stage, the goals and ambitions of the asset 
developer, owner, operator and other stakeholders are established and the venture shaped 
accordingly. The means and process of how the project will be brought to life emanate from the 
procurement strategy. 

The procurement process can be expressed in 11 stages: 

1. Identify the need or want 
2. Develop the business case/project brief to identify goals and objectives 
3. Develop the project plan – time, budget, quality and resource 
4. Select the procurement route – traditional, design and build, management contracting or 

construction management 
5. Prepare the design brief 
6. Receive expressions of interest and prequalification of contractors 
7. Prepare and issue tender documents 
8. Receive and evaluate tenders 
9. Award the contract to the contractor 
10. Execute the project or service 
11. Complete the project and takeover 
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This process of project procurement may well be more challenging than it first appears, since the 
requirements, needs and wants of the asset developer, owner and/or operator might conflict and 
differ from those of other stakeholders who could also have different, and sometimes conflicting, 
agendas.  
 
This is why it is critical to fully discuss and compromise any conflicting issues in terms of the 
project aspirations, budget, programme, etc and to establish a clear project brief at the start to 
ensure that each party is fully aligned and will be pulling in the same direction. 
 
Getting it right early 

The most important factor is understanding what the requirements of the project are and the 
outcomes and benefits expected. This is surprisingly overlooked by many, and a “build it and they 
will come” approach is adopted. Many developers still focus an enormous amount of time and 
energy on the initial capital spend without considering the whole-life cost, desired outcomes and 
benefits of their asset over the period in operation.  

Examples of high-profile failures attributable to poor procurement include the London Jubilee Line 
extension, Cardiff Millennium Stadium and Wembley Stadium. These project failures manifested 
in overruns, delays and disputes. Consequently, the Infrastructure and Projects Authority 
identified six pillars for successful procurement: 

1. Understanding and communicating requirements 
2. Engaging the market 
3. Packaging of the works 
4. Choosing the correct risk allocation model – contracting model 
5. Choosing the best route to market 
6. Communicating the benefits 

To ensure that the desired project outcome is achieved, the six pillars need to mesh together to 
form a cohesive and effective procurement approach. 
 
However, construction projects are nearly always a trade-off between time, cost and quality. 
Getting the right relationship between these factors, while ensuring alignment with the project 
requirements and brief, is fundamental to the procurement process. A quicker completion might, 
for instance, mean compromising on quality or cost. 
 
There may be ways of harmonising these factors, such as by using a two-stage tendering 
process — invoked at an earlier stage than normal to bring a contractor on board as part of the 
consultant team, with the goal to positively shape the pre-construction stage. Another option, 
particularly for larger projects, may involve breaking the construction activities up into a number of 
smaller packages and tendering these one by one to achieve some overlap in the usual design-
tender-construct process. 
 
Teamwork is key 
 
Bringing the contractor and/or operator on board early in the project lifecycle can be a useful 
measure, as it enables the parties to become fully embedded in the project team in a consultancy 
role and immersed in the project before construction commences. This makes a lot of sense — 
the firm doing the building work has a lot of experience to bring to the table and can advise on 
matters such as buildability, material and system procurement as well as logistics and 
programming. This additional expertise is hugely valuable in meeting the project brief, particularly 
with challenging projects where there are significant constraints with respect to time, quality or 
cost. 
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Collaboration also has other benefits. It encourages trust and mutual co-operation, akin to a 
partnership approach, reducing the potential for conflict and adversity and possibly leading to a 
reduction in costs and to programme acceleration. 
 
It can also encourage innovation, with a contractor team able to bring their unique skills and 
expertise to a project in order to introduce creative, innovative and improved ways of working.  
 
Adaptability and thinking outside of the box is key. Careful consideration of the project type, 
value, complexity and risk is needed when assessing the optimal way forward. The most obvious 
procurement route may not be the best one. In the Middle East in particular there is a tendency 
for project teams to choose the pathway they are most familiar with.  
 
Price isn’t everything 
 
When considering tenders and contract award there is often a focus on the lowest tender price, 
which is often prioritised over the requirements established in the business case/project brief. For 
example, complex and challenging projects may be better served by contractors with a higher 
degree of experience and specialism. Competence and expertise for complex and mega-projects 
usually come at a premium, so the lowest-priced tender may not necessarily represent the best 
value. 
 
In other regions of the world, the concentration tends to be on achieving best value, striking a 
balance between competence and price, ensuring that the contractor is the best fit for the job 
while fully aligned to the project goals. 
 
Another complicating factor in the Middle East is that the requirements are not articulated 
correctly. Often the asset developer, owner, operator and other stakeholders may fail to agree 
upon, fully articulate or clearly communicate their brief. This lack of clarity may negatively affect 
the ability of the project team to deliver a project that fully meets their collective needs. 
Complications can be further compounded when these project stakeholders change their mind 
during the procurement or construction process, introducing further uncertainty. 
 
In all cases, flexibility is vital. Construction projects will inevitably be subject to change as they 
progress, so thinking laterally can be a huge advantage.  
 
For example, where the scope and extent of works is uncertain, the use of re-measurement 
contracts can enhance value by achieving a lower final cost and faster completion. With a re-
measurement contract, items and quantities of components can be varied as the scope of the 
project develops, thereby permitting overlap of design and construction and enabling a faster start 
time on site. From a contractual perspective, this approach shifts the balance of risk from the 
contractor to the employer, so the employer must have the appetite to hold such risk.  
 
  
Sustainable alternatives 
 
Another important factor in project procurement is sustainability. This has been a particular 
influence on public sector projects and is increasingly becoming a consideration in the private 
sector too. 
 
Certification schemes such as LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design), GSAS 
(Global Sustainability Assessment System) and BREEAM (Building Research Establishment 
Environmental Assessment Method) validate that a project has reached an appropriate level of 
sustainability. Sustainable development may come at a price, particularly in the context of design 
and quality standards, but it can also bring benefits such as reduced running costs, a positive 
response from local authorities and governments, and a higher return on investment. 
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Sticking to the rules 
 
Experienced construction developers and government entities may well have their own 
preferences or policies when it comes to procurement, perhaps favouring bespoke contracts or 
frameworks. Should they have established policies or methods, then the advantages and 
disadvantages of their chosen strategy/methods, together with the implications of such approach, 
need to be fully understood before it can be accommodated and integrated into a wider 
procurement strategy. 
 
External factors, particularly legislation, will also have a bearing on project procurement. There 
are always going to be local formalities and legislation that have to be followed. 
 
Understanding the local culture and regulations, and the influence of these on the overall 
procurement strategy, is always going to be an important factor in achieving success. 
 
Within the GCC region, the overwhelming amount of programme and project spend is financed by 
regional public bodies, with minimal external investment or private finance. Public procurement 
law and regulation is designed to standardise and regulate public sector procurement, and all 
public bodies are subject to public procurement regulations. Public bodies share the same key 
procurement principles including transparency, fair competition and equity. 

In terms of legal issues, the contract sits at the end of any procurement process governed by the 
local law but may be also subject to the law of another jurisdiction. Public sector procurement is 
highly regulated via public procurement law as opposed to the private sector which will have more 
flexibility with regards to procurement and the terms for such procurement.  

International law and regulation also impacts procurement, for example all UK companies and 
individuals operating overseas are governed by the Bribery Act 2010 while members of the Royal 
Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) are bound by professional and ethical standards. 
 
There is no doubt that setting the right procurement strategy at the outset will help to ensure 
successful project delivery. Understanding, flexibility and collaboration all need to lead the way. If 
they do so, then the road to success will be an easier and more satisfying one. 
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