
This is the first in a series of articles that will discuss progressive design-build and the unique considerations it 
raises for owners/developers, design-builders, contractors, and design professionals.

Progressive Design-Build (PDB) is an emerging delivery method that combines the best aspects of the 
design-build and construction management (CM) at-risk models. It differs from traditional design-build in 
that the design-build team is picked through a request for qualifications early in the project planning 
stage before the scope of the project has been defined. The team then collaborates with the owner 
through all stages of design, from programming all the way through the preparation of construction 
documents. While all design-build projects are “progressive” to some degree, what sets PDB apart is that 
the owner’s selection of the design-builder is based more on qualifications than cost and occurs earlier 
than in traditional design-build.
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As with the CM at-risk model, PDB includes a robust preconstruction effort, and, as the design progresses, 
the project team establishes a Guaranteed Maximum Price (GMP) based upon an agreed level of 
completion of the construction documents. Compared with the traditional design-build model, in which 
the scope of work already may be largely defined at the start of the project (often based upon 
programming and design prepared by a separate architect retained by the owner), the early and ongoing 
collaboration among the owner and the design and construction team in PDB can enhance scope and 
cost certainty and reduce the potential for change orders and disputes.
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PDB projects typically are divided into two phases. Phase 1 includes programming, budget and design 
development, preconstruction services, and development of a GMP. Phase 2 includes design completion, 
construction, and construction administration. The parties will need to agree on the contract format. It 
can be a single integrated agreement that covers both phases or separate agreements for each phase 
(although the parties should agree on the format for the Phase 2 agreement as early as possible).

PDB is attractive because the owner, design-builder, and architect each maintains a high level of 
involvement throughout the project, with regular opportunities to provide feedback and adjust the scope 
and design. This collaborative approach allows for greater flexibility and collaboration than traditional 
design-bid-build, CM, or design-build delivery methods. However, owners, contractors, and design 
professionals considering PDB should keep the following in mind:

San Francisco International Airport has been a leader in progressive design-build and recently used it for successful 
delivery of the Harvey Milk Terminal 1 Boarding Area B, a 619,150 sq. ft. concourse with 25 gates.

PDB requires an active and engaged owner. Throughout the project, the owner is involved in the 
decision-making process and works closely with the design-builder. The owner must have 
personnel who have the time and ability to engage in that process meaningfully.

PDB requires not only that each party is willing and able to fulfill a very active ongoing role, but 
that each party adopt a collaborative mindset and shed old behaviors. PDB will not work if each 
party falls back on the behaviors they might use under traditional project delivery methods.

Things do not always go as planned and it is possible that the owner and the design-builder will 
not be able to agree on a GMP. The contract should address what will happen in such an event. 
The owner will want to include an “off-ramp” that will allow it to use the construction documents 
for the construction and completion of the project. The design-build team likewise will need to 
address this in its scope of services and in the agreement between the design-builder and 
architect.
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Let’s Talk

PDB can create an ideal environment for the owner, design-builder, and architect to succeed. With the 
early involvement of the design-builder and architect, the owner enjoys more control over scope, quality, 
cost, and schedule. The expanded collaboration and communication inherent in PDB also benefit the 
design-builder and architect by reducing opportunities for disputes and claims. However, to be 
successful, all parties must recognize that PDB takes a different set of skills and requires a different level 
of commitment than traditional design-build.

Greyling’s consulting and insurance professionals can advise owners/developers, design-builders, 
contractors, and design professionals on project risks and risk mitigation strategies for progressive 
design-build projects, including tools to assist clients with go/no-go decisions, best practices, teaming, 
prequalification, and benchmarking for professional liability limits for design-build and design assist 
subcontractors. When it is time to insure a project, our insurance team can explain how progressive 
design-build fits in with clients’ existing insurance policies and can offer the best value for project-
specific coverages, including commercial general liability, professional liability, builder’s risk, and 
Contractor’s Protective Professional Indemnity.
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Build a strong team: PDB projects require a high degree of collaboration, so it is important to 
assemble a team with the right experience, expertise, and mindset to ensure success.

Define the scope of work: Clearly defining the project requirements and scope will help avoid 
changes and associated cost increases later in the project. Close coordination throughout the 
design phase can reduce the opportunities for scope creep.

Establish clear communication channels: Regular communication and collaboration between 
the owner and the design-build team are critical for project success. Design charettes, regular 
team meetings, and accurate/timely meeting minutes and reports will help keep everyone on the 
same page.

Ensure quality control: The design-build team should establish quality control processes 
throughout the project to reflect the agreed design and scope and ensure that design changes do 
not negatively impact construction quality, costs, or schedule. Proactive design management by 
the design-builder is crucial.
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To set up a PDB project for success, the project team can take several steps, including:
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