
2020 Project Delivery Symposium

Managing Risk on Federal Projects

The GSA Perspective: Learning from our Legacy
Prof. Spiro N. Pollalis
Harvard University

Prof. S.N. Pollalis, March 10, 2020 1



Santiago Calatrava
“if I were a painter…”
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A Building Project has Stakeholders

Individuals or organizations actively involved
• Client
• Final user 
• Project team
• Suppliers 

or have an interest in the development
• Citizens
• Government
• Politicians
• Competitors
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Project Management

The ART and TECHNIQUE to plan, organize, manage and control the 
RESOURCES needed to achieve a predefined set of OBJECTIVES of a 
PROJECT
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Project:
• Leeds to a unique product, with characteristics defined, up to a point, as the
project progresses

• A team is assigned for the duration of the project
• Temporary, with a Start and an End

Art:
• A methodology is not enough. Human factor...

Technique:
• Tools and processes
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• Resources
• People
• Physical resources
• Time
• Money

• Objectives
• Safety
• Quality
• Cost
• Planning
• Others
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Objectives

• The first and most relevant question to ask to properly manage a 
project is the definition and understanding of the OBJECTIVES and the 
PHILOSOPHY of the CLIENT 

• Who is actually the client and the “non evident” objectives must be 
considered
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Project Areas
PMI Functions

• Scope
• Quality 
• Cost
• Schedule
• Team
• Integration
• Communication
• Risk assessment
• Purchasing
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Project Management
• Project delivery; organization
• Clarify and structure responsibilities
• Communication/information transfer
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Additional tasks
• Management of design
• Site Acquisition
• Demolition
• Image/public relations
• etc...
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Tools
• Gantt diagram
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Tools
Software tools

• They may save a lot of work . Theyt may even be 
essential.

• They are TOOLS. They do not think.
• They are TOOS. They are not objective.
• Their internal logic is not always applicable to the 
problem (resources)

• Not everyone can understand their output
• Common sense is essential to use them

GIGO; GARBAGE IN  GARBAGE OUT
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The client is most important

• Implication
• Clarity of objectives. Compromises
• Clear responsibility assignments
• Capacity and will to make decisions
• Capacity and will to have the decisions implemented

THE CLIENT IS THE ONLY SINGLE FACTOR   ESSENTIAL FOR SUCCESS
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The project manager
• Takes care of the team! 
• Gets enough resources
• Looks for intelligent hard‐working people
• Knows the team: competences, preferences
• Motivates
• Asks for top performance. Does not ask for the impossible
• Corrects errors
• Shares the success. Assumes the errors
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The project manager

• Sets clear objectives and guidelines
• Shares information
• Gives freedom. Supervises progress. Helps
• Teaches. Educates
• Involves the members of the team in the meetings 
with the client, suppliers, contractors, users, etc.

• Promotes group feeling
• Avoids internal competition. Promotes cooperation
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The project manager

• Documents: meeting minutes, reports, 
agreements, etc.

• Does not assume that everyone will fulfill his 
compromises. Supervises, verifies

• Checks the facts. Checks again 
• Pays attention to relationships among people
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The project manager

• Pays attention to delivery dates: supplies, permits, 
licences, etc. 

• Keeps contigencies: budget, schedule... 
• Analyzes the consequences of the problems
• Understands the state of mind of the client
• Impact of changes in the organization of the client
• Expectations of key participants
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The project manager
• When problems appear...

• Tries to keep calm. Does not lose objectivity. The 
situation  could be worse... 

• Tries to find solutions from the very beginning. 
Avoids the temptation to start looking for culprits.

• Goes to the client with the problem clearly defined 
and, if possible, with a solution.

• Does not blame the client (at least not from the 
beginning)

• It pays to be brave
• Perseverance
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Key Point

• The Key Point is to develop TRUST
• Other issues are ABSOLUTELY IRRELEVANT if there is no 

trust
• The client always DOUBTS
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Traditional Project Delivery

OWNER

A/E DESIGN 

architect, 
engineers, etc.

SUBCONTRACTORS

CONSTRUCTOR
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Traditional Project Delivery

OWNER

A/E DESIGN 

architect, 
engineers, etc.

SUBCONTRACTORS

CONSTRUCTOR

CONSTRUCTION 
MANAGER
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OWNER

DESIGN

PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

(arquitects, 
engineers)

CONSTRUCTORS SUPLIERS

SUBCONTRACTORS SUBCONTRACTORS

CONSTRUCTION 
MANAGER

Traditional Project Delivery
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Organizational Diagrams of Delivery Methods

Design / Build The traditional method Construction  Management

Owner
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Contractual arrangements

Owner Contractor

$ contract
Time

$

$

$

$

Initiation Program Construction

Program ConstructionDesign concept

ConstructionDesign concept Construction docs

ConstructionConstruction docs

Design / Build

Bridging

Traditional

Turnkey
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Delivery Methods observed in projects

$

$
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Program Construction

CDs Construction

Construction

CDs

Construction

Multiple 
contracts

Prime 
contract

Program

Design / Build
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Construction
Management

Program
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Project A

Project B

Project C

Project D

$    Contract

Time

Define requirements
Owner’s control over changes

Enforce contract
Risk of conflict
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Lump‐sum Contract

Price is fixed at $10,300
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a = if final cost is $9,500, contractor profit is $800 (8.42%)
b = if final cost is $10,000, (as expected) contractor profit is $300 (3%)
c = if final cost is $10,500, contractor loss is $200 (‐1.9%) 
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Time and Materials Contract
Price = cost plus 5%
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Final Cost

a = if final cost is $9,500, contractor profit is $475 (5%)
b = if final cost is $10,000, contractor profit is $500 (5%)
c = if final cost is $10,500, contractor profit is $525 (5%) 
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Guaranteed Maximum Price
Price = cost of work plus 
fixed fee of $500 with a 
maximum price of $10,500
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a = if final cost is $9,500, contractor profit is $500 (5,26%)
b = if final cost is $10,000, contractor profit is $500 (5%)
c = if final cost is $10,500, contractor profit is $0 (0%) 
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Financing and operation risks

Design‐related risks

Construction coordination risks

Owner’s risks under contractual arrangements

Design / Build Traditional

Multiple 
contracts

Prime 
contract
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Cruzcampo Pavilion (Seville 1992)
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Athens Olympic Stadium
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Bilbao
Guggenheim
Museum

Prof. S.N. Pollalis, March 10, 2020 32



Spangler Student Center, Harvard Business School

DEAN OF HBS
Dean Kim Clark

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
Steve Wheelwright, Professor, Sr. Assoc. Dean, MBA Pgm

Angela Crispi, Asst. Dean, Chief Planning Officer

Dave Moffatt, Chief of Operations

Lisa Pisano, Exec. Director, MBA Program

John Barszewski, Director of Construction & Planning
Sharon Black, Director of Planning

PLANNING TEAMS OWNER'S CONSULTANTS
Building Operations IT/AV Geotechnical Permitting

Public Spaces Student Services Civil Food Service
Hospitality Campus Services Audio Visual Cost Estimator

MBA Program Offices

PROGRAMMING TEAM
USER GROUP (Building Operations) Architectural Resources Cambirdge, Inc.

Building Program

USER GROUP (Public Spaces)  HBS PROJECT MANAGER
 ARCHITECTURAL/ENGINEERING

USER GROUP (Hospitality) Robert A.M. Stern Associates

Architectural Design

STUDENT ADVISORY COMMITTEE  
CONSTRUCTION MANAGER

William A. Berry & Son, Inc.

Pre-Construction
General Construction

Jim Donovan
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Petronas Towers
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US 84 Mississippi River Bridge; Natchez‐Vidalia Bridge
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GSA Cases

• Federal Construction
• Site Acquisition

•Renovations
• Occupied Buildings
• Sole Sourcing (rare)

•Build to Suit
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Warroad, MI
LPOE Project Manager 

LAND PORTS OF ENTRY SERVICE CENTER 

Contracting 
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Contracting 
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Facilities & Asset Management  PM 
Operation Project Manager 

Warroad Port Director 

JULIE SNOW ARCHITECTS KRAUS-ANDERSON CONSTRUCTION HELEN MIRRA 
AIA Project Artist 
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FAITHFUL + 
GOULD 

Cost Estimating 
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Landscape Architecture 

JACOBS 
Civil Eng. 

MEYER, BORGMAN, 
JOHNSON 

Structural Eng. 

SEBESTA 
BLOMBERG 

MEP 

FUTRELL 
Fire Protection 

GLOBAL DEFENSE SOLUTIONS 
Security 

Fire & Life Safety 

SURVEYING 

Site Work Drilling 

Concrete: Pre-
Cast & Cast-in-

Place 

Structural 
Steel 

Roofing 

Drywall 

Mechanical Electrical 

Glazing 

Flooring 

Fire Protection 

Firing Range Communications 
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SUBCONTRACTORS 

Pipe Pile 
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San Francisco FB
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NOAA
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Van Buren, ME, LPOE
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SSA NATIONAL SUPPORT CENTER
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ERIE CH COMPLEX, 
ERIE, PA
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50 UNP, San Francisco, CA

Phase 1: 50%DDs
May‐July 2010  ‐‐> GAP between phases:

0‐50% DDs

NYA WSP & 
Flack+Kurtz Phase 2: 50‐100% DDS

90%CDs
100% BDs

Client & Tenant

GSA 

AE
HKS, Inc.

CMa
VANIR

CXa
AECOM

Subcontractors
multiple

CMc
HDCC

CXa
HKS, Inc. JACOBS HDCC AECOM

Subcontractors

Subcontractors Subcontractors

multiple

ARG

Subcontractors

multiple

AE CMa CMc
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Warren E. Burger FB&CH, Saint Paul, MN
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1800 F
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Aspinall FB&CH, Grand Junction, CO
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RODINO JR. FB
NEWARK, NJ
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TARIFF BUILDING, WASHINGTON, DC
HOTEL MONACO
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ALMERIC L. CHRISTIAN FB&CH
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