
October 2003

2425  Royal  Boulevard  Elgin,  Illinois 60123            Phone: 847-695-5840            Fax: 847-695-6579            E-mail: t.west@bca-arch.com

Architecture                  Landscape Architecture               Planning             Inteior Design

After many months (and some-
times years) of meetings and 
planning, it is finally time to 

send your project out for bid. The limbo 
period between the time bids go out and 
the time they are received can sometimes 
lead owners to:

§Hold their collective breath;

§ Find out if there is a patron saint of the 
construction industry to pray to;

§ Or, get out their set of tarot cards.

It is with this in mind that we are offering 
some tools that can help you navigate this 
grey area of the project.  

Preliminary Construction Cost Estimates
Preliminary cost estimates on a project 
remain critical in making key decisions.  
Early on these estimates are usually 
done on a square footage basis or are 
taken from historical data of past bids.  
Ask your architect to provide you with 
this data during the programming and 
schematic design phases of the project.  
If the project exceeds the square footage 
costs at this early stage it is imperative 
that the owner decide whether some 
building program elements may need to 
be eliminated.  

Cost estimates prior to bid become more 
refined as the project moves forward.  It is 
common for a more detailed estimate be 
performed at the completion of the design 
development phase of the project.  This 
phase is just prior to having the full con-
struction documents and specifications 
developed. This estimate should have 
a line item for each major construction 
trade plus a contingency.  

Scope Creep
Prior to beginning any sizable project it 
is important that a clear program for the 
building be written.  The program out-
lines the proposed spaces in the build-
ing and site as well as the construction 
costs.  As the project moves forward 
in design it should be the architect’s 
responsibility to point out to the owner 
when they feel either the square foot-
age, construction materials and/or 
cost are moving beyond the original 
program.  This unaccounted for growth 
of the project is commonly referred to 
as “scope creep.”  For example, the 
interior finishes of a project are rarely 
known in detail at the programming 
stage of a project.  As the project moves 
into design the owner may request a 
terrazzo finish in the main lobby for 
both aesthetic and maintenance rea-
sons.  While this is a true statement it 
would be the architect’s responsibility 
to persuade the owner that the base bid 
should probably be a lower cost mate-
rial with the preferred terrazzo floor as 
an add alternate.

Base Bid/Add Alternate Bids
The base bid presented by the contrac-
tors to the owner and architect should 
be formally submitted on a pre-set 
form. The base bid amount should 
correlate to the scope and building as 
outlined during the schematic design 
stage. A contractor pre-qualification 
form should also be submitted to the 
architect for review. This form not only 
lists the key contact information but 
also relevant similar work they have 
done, bond company information and 
the proper insurance coverage for the 
project. It should be noted that bids 
might be rejected if this pre-qualifi-

cation information is not submitted 
properly.  

An add alternate to a project is just 
what it sounds like.  It is any compo-
nent of the project--a wing of a build-
ing, a room, or even as small as the 
type of door handles you want-- that 
will be called out as an alternate on 
the drawings/specifications and listed 
separately on the bid form. This way 
the alternate will be broken out as a 
separate line item that can be added if 
the base bid comes in below the proj-
ect budget. Add alternate bids are an 
excellent way to have items from the 
“scope creep” formally bid out but not 
affect the original construction budget 
estimate.  

Setting your priorities
An outgrowth of the base bid/alternative 
add exercise is that the alternates need 
to be prioritized. It is important that 
the bidders know the order in which 
the alternates will be accepted. It is not 
uncommon for the contractor that was 
the low bidder during the base bid to no 
longer be the lowest once the accepted 
alternates are added.  

Given the current competitive bidding 
climate the ability to react clearly once 
the bids are received shows good stew-
ardship of the public’s money as well 
as respect for the contractors who have 
put the time and effort into the bidding.  

It may also allow you to breath a little 
easier the next time! 
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