UConn Receives ACEC/NSPE QBS Award for Professional Procurement Practices

UConn’s famous sports teams aren’t the only winners on the Storrs campus these days. The University of Connecticut (UConn) facilities group was the proud recipient of the 2004-2005 American Council of Engineering Companies (ACEC) / National Society of Professional Engineers (NSPE) Qualifications-Based Selection (QBS) Award for Professional Procurement Practices. The award is given to recognize public and private entities that make exemplary use of the QBS process for the selection of design services. By using the QBS process, the most qualified design team is selected by a building owner/manager, based upon a list of pre-determined, objective criteria. 

As part of the aggressive, 10-year, one-billion-dollar UConn 2000 rebuilding and expansion program that started in 1995, UConn officials selected more than 100 professional design firms and negotiated more than $50 million in professional contracts. Projects ranged in size from small renovations up to a $72 million in construction costs. UConn’s selection process and rebuilding program had been touted in publications as becoming a standard that other universities, such as the University of Massachusetts and University of North Carolina, had identified as one on which to model their own upcoming rebuilding programs. 

The QBS Process at UConn

In a presentation about the process, George Kraus. P.E., UConn’s director of design, planning and construction management, explained, “The selection process is one of the most important steps of any major construction project.” Kraus continued, “For QBS to be done right, adequate time must be given to clearly define the project, advertise the project in order to attract the best designers, review qualifications, interview the most qualified firms, select the most qualified firm, and negotiate the contract.” 

For each project in the UConn 2000 program, UConn’s facility group solicited input from the University’s administration, users of the facility and the project manager who was responsible for the project. Clearly defining the project, its duration, and the appropriate sequencing of tasks and projects was required in order to keep University operations running smoothly throughout the process.

UConn officials believed it was critical to have architectural expertise in-house to oversee and manage each project. In addition, overall campus building design criteria were put into place to maintain consistency of design, materials, and standards.

In a concerted effort to attract the best design talent in the country to work on their projects, the University created awareness through the media. Articles about the UConn 2000 program appeared in the general press and trade journals, and the University’s facilities staff promoted the projects and the process through presentations to industry organizations and on the University’s website.

Selections Process
The five-person selection committee for a project was typically comprised of two building users, the project manager, a third party neutral, and the senior facilities administrator. The first meeting of the selection committee was used to establish review criteria, distribute requests for proposals, and list all information on the website.  

Each request for qualifications stipulated that designers must have past experience in the specific building type being constructed at UConn. For instance, experience in designing and building chemistry laboratories and with working on a fully operational college campus was required for any team being considered for the new chemistry building. Each project was looked at closely in terms of the size and type of design firm that would be the best fit for the particular job under consideration.

Interested firms had to submit their qualifications (letter of interested, Standard Forms 254/255, and description of similar projects) demonstrating its past experience in the specific building type at hand. Integrity of the firm being considered was very important. UConn needed to have complete confidence in the design team’s staff and reputation in order for them to be selected. UConn officials scrutinized the design team’s past track record, both with the State of Connecticut and with the prospective firm’s past and current clients. Firm references were thoroughly checked and verification was made that the key individual architects and engineers proposed for the UConn project, indeed, had recent experience relevant to UConn’s design criteria. 

At the second committee meeting, the selection committee used their pre-determined selection criteria to rate each qualifications package submitted. Typical criteria included design quality, experience with the specific building type, legal and claims history, and team composition. After each committee member listed their top choices, the group had an open dialog amongst themselves to help them pare down the list to the top five firms that should be interviewed and to identify specific issues to be addressed in the interview. 

Upon notification to the firms on the short-list, an interview was scheduled, guidelines for the process were developed and specific issues to be addressed were shared. The top firms were invited to submit their approach to the project in a formal interview.  

The UConn Touch

As an added step, which wasn’t typical to the traditional QBS process, UConn held informal meetings between the short-listed firms and the users and project managers of the project. The purpose was to give firms an opportunity to better understand the project and for UConn’s staff to get to better know the prospective design teams better. 

A third committee meeting was held to hear and see the formal presentations of the short-listed firms. Each interview lasted one hour—45 minutes for the presentation, with 10-minute setup time, and a 5-minute breakdown allowance. The committee formally adjourned in between each presentation to take a break and clear their heads. At the end of the presentations, the committee members individually rated each team’s presentation, and the scores were totaled. Before the final recommendation was sent on to the vice chancellor, references were thoroughly checked. 

While quite thorough, the entire process took no more that three months time from start to finish. The QBS process clearly helped to guide UConn officials in selecting the most qualified firm for each project. The integrity of the process provided the confidence state officials and state residents needed to support the process. And support the process, they did. In 2004, the Connecticut legislature voted to approve UConn 21st Century to maintain and improve UConn’s campus for the next 10 years. As with any process, Connecticut strives to continually improve the program. In 2005, the Governor’s Commission on UConn Review & Accountability made recommendations that include having an independent building committee manage construction under a full-time director of projects who would report to the Board of Trustees, hiring an independent code compliance, and having all building inspections overseen by the Department of Public Safety.
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