
 

“IMPROVING THE BUSINESS OF ENGINEERING” 

 
Issue Paper: QUALIFICATIONS BASED SELECTION 

Desired Outcome: 

That qualifications based selection (QBS) is recognized as the best means by which to assure the most 
creativity and innovation in the design of public works projects and, ultimately, the lowest overall 
project cost and value. 

Issue:  

While Washington State law mandates the use of QBS for procurement of architecture and engineering 
(A/E) services, many public owners either fail to understand QBS’s policies and requirements or use 
practices which defeat QBS by too often focusing on short-term, upfront costs.  In doing so, such 
public owners unwittingly harm their project’s success and overall costs. 

Background: 

QBS was developed to procure services for which price competition made no logical sense.  For example, 
it makes logical sense that innovation and creativity cannot be fairly and accurately priced until both the 
owner and A/E have engaged in a collaborative process and the full scope of work is mutually 
understood and agreed upon.  An engineer can scarcely be expected to "hard bid" (submit a firm price) 
for a project when part of that cost will be determined only after mutual determination of an owner's 
needs and intentions.  Hence, the recognition that A/E services are best procured with qualifications at 
the forefront.  Select the best design team and then collaboratively define the project and parameters 
focusing on the end results. 

So how does Washington law address these concepts in statute?  The answer is that Washington law 
absolutely and fully embraces them.   
 
RCW 39.80.010 establishes the clear policy and directive to all levels of Washington State government. 
 

The legislature hereby establishes a state policy, to the extent provided in this chapter, 
that governmental agencies publicly announce requirements for architectural and 
engineering services, and 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. 
 

Breaking this policy into its component parts leads one to several clear observations: 
 

1. Selection of A/E services must be accomplished through evaluation of competence and 
qualifications. 

2. The public owner must negotiate a contract. 

3. The public owner is obligated to pay a fair and reasonable price. 
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Of course, it is self-evident that public owners must follow both the spirit and letter of the law to fully 
meet the Legislature’s directives and to fully receive the intended benefits – i.e. quality, innovation, and 
cost savings. 
 

Impact on Industry: 

When QBS is followed it has a substantial positive impact on the A/E industry.  QBS allows firms to 
bring their most talented and best teams to projects.  It fosters creative solutions and a collaborative 
working environment that allows partnering to happened with the public owner’s team.  For this work, 
an engineering firm expects to be compensated fairly and reasonably as required by law.  Conversely, 
when a public owner becomes overly fixated upon upfront cost or on other contractual factors that 
that cause an engineering firm to alter its normal and customary practices, then negative consequences 
occur. 

Impact on Public Owners: 

There are numerous positive impacts for public owners when QBS is followed. 

QBS protects the public welfare.  Most individuals would not select medical or legal services based solely 
on cost — these highly skilled services are too important to leave to the lowest bid.  Likewise, engineering 
is a highly skilled service that should not be selected on basis of the firm offering the cheapest price. 
Engineers design the highways and bridges we drive on, our water treatment systems, and all other 
infrastructure and systems upon which we rely.  Design services provided directly affect the health, safety 
and welfare of the public.  It is important that only the most qualified and experienced firms be tasked 
with this critical function. 

QBS protects the taxpayer.  Over the life of a project, engineering services account for less than one-
half of one percent of total project costs.  Yet these services play a profound role in determining overall 
project costs.  A well designed project by a highly qualified firm will stay on time and on budget; solve 
construction and operational challenges; experience fewer change orders during construction; enhance 
performance of the completed project; and lower long-term maintenance and repair costs.  A 2009 study 
by the University of Colorado and Georgia Tech found that using a QBS process to procure engineering 
services results in lower construction costs and lower schedule growth, which means real cost savings to 
the taxpayer. 

QBS benefits small firms.  QBS helps small firms compete by providing a forum to demonstrate their 
unique capabilities that often include a greater degree of niche market expertise; knowledge of local 
regulations and business practices; and greater involvement of senior level management in the execution 
of a project. 

QBS promotes technical innovation.  Using QBS, owners have the opportunity to fully define the project 
scope during the selection process. This process fosters innovative, cost-saving and timesaving 
approaches to problems; ensuring that the final project meets or exceeds the functional and performance 
goals set by the owner. 

 

 


