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This short paper 
summarises MITIE 
Asset Management’s 
approach to project 
accountability in the 
design and installation 
of building services.

The accountability gap
It is more than ten years since the 

Egan Report, Rethinking Construction, 

described the separation of design 

from the rest of the project process 

as a “fundamental malaise”. This 

separation reflects the entrenched 

construction industry model, 

whereby responsibility is spread 

along the supply chain from owner 

or developer to architect, quantity 

surveyor, consultants, building 

contractor and finally down to 

building services engineers.

Accountability gaps emerge at 

every link in this chain and especially 

between design and installation. 

Architects and consultants may 

produce impressive designs that 

are accepted by the client and 

costed by the quantity surveyor, but 

once in the hands of the building 

services contractor, prove impossible 

to deliver at budget. The engineers 

may have to redesign or re-specify, 

forcing project costs up and output 

down. This never made economic 

sense, even in the construction boom 

years of the 1990s and early 2000s. In 

a fierce recession, there is no place 

at all for this level of inefficiency. 

Why the gap persists
In an online survey conducted by 

the cross-industry body Constructing 

Excellence last year, less than half the 

respondents believed the projects 

they work on are completed to time, 

to budget and consistently exceed 

expectations. The core principle 

of integrating design with delivery, 

which should by now have been fully 

established as best practice, has also 

failed to make its mark. Only 56% of 

respondents said that integrating the 

process and the team around the 

project is a “very important driver” for 

change. 

The core of the problem was perhaps 

pinpointed by the Strategic Forum’s 

Profiting from Integration report 

in 2007: “the uptake of projects 

operating in an integrated fashion 

is somewhat slower than had been 

expected.  There remain some 

material obstacles…. for example, 

the proliferation of contracts and a 

residual clinging to traditional, and 

some might say, outdated views on 

risk transfer.” 

Figure 1 

Closing the gap
MITIE’s principle of accountable 

design and installation aims to 

overcome these views through a 

sequential shift in the traditional 

contracting procedure. In the old 

method (Figure 1 below), the specialist 

building services engineers are not 

invited to bid until after the building 

design has already been signed off 

and costed. This is far too late for the 

engineers to make their expert input 

and they are frequently left trying to 

bridge the gap between what has 

been specified, and what will actually 

achieve the client’s requirements.
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A cooperative model (Figure 2 

below) engages the engineers much 

earlier in the project process - ideally, 

before specification and costing.  

This enables engineering expertise 

to be factored into the design 

from the start, ensuring that client 

expectations are realistic, practical 

and deliverable. 

It is fundamental to this model that 

the building services engineers 

must receive, and agree with, the 

client’s scope of work and cost plan 

before taking on a project. Only by 

exercising influence over the design 

at this formative stage can they 

guarantee to balance the budget 

with the outputs. 

Figure 2

Accountable 
consultancy and 
installation
This approach is efficient, transparent 

and proof against gaps in project 

accountability. The engineers’ early 

influence on the design empowers 

them to take complete responsibility 

for the success of the delivered 

project. The building contractor has 

an expert ally who will consider, from 

the start, factors such as carbon 

outputs, energy generation including 

low-carbon options, sustainability, 

BREEAM standards, and compliance 

with legislation. The result is certainty 

of cost and output for contractor and 

client alike.

The effect of this approach on the 

installation phase goes beyond 

budgetary control. A competent, 

experienced and independent 

building services partner can be 

expected to apply best practice 

in engineering the right solution, 

before sourcing the best product for 

the purpose. Such an organisation 

will actively engage with the supply 

chain to find innovative ways to do 

things better, seamlessly linking
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designs and services to ensure 

everything is delivered precisely to 

plan.

For this model to work there has to be 

absolute trust between the parties, 

supported by rigorous targets, service 

level agreements and KPIs; ideally 

within a longer-term framework 

where benefits can accrue on all 

sides. MITIE’s experience within 

such relationships suggests that the 

ideal of ultimate efficiency through 

integration is well within the industry’s 

grasp, making it possible to close the 

costly gaps once and for all.
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