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1.1 Preparation
The process of getting prices in 
from builders requires a rigorous approach

Going out to tender is undoubtedly the best way of getting a building job done 
at the most competitive price. However, the procedure needs to be properly 
organised in order to ensure you pick the right builder, and that the build runs 
as smoothly as possible when work goes on site. 

The starting point is your plans. It is unwise to seek prices from builders 
based only on the planning drawings, as any estimates received are unlikely to 
give a true indication of costs. The plans required for pricing have to be those 
approved by Building Control; builders want properly detailed plans, elevations 
and section drawings that are fully compliant with the Building Regulations. In 
addition, Building Control may well have requested structural calculations for 
some aspects of the project; this information will also be needed by the builder 
pricing the work. The approved drawings generally only show the structural 
aspect of the project and often do not include items such as wiring schedules 
or mechanical services (heating and plumbing), so a decision needs to be made 
about whether these are to be included or addressed later. 

Sometimes as part of the planning conditions, the planners may want to 
approve the choice of face bricks and roof tiles, which again has to be dealt 
with prior to tendering. If it is not known which brick or tile is going to be 
selected, then they need to be covered by a PC sum (prime cost sum — a term 
used to describe items that have not yet been finalised). Any other unknowns 
can either be omitted at this stage or perhaps covered by further PC sums or 
provisional sums (a term used to indicate an estimate for an item which can 
not be given a fixed price). 

Most projects can benefit from having a specification describing in detail each 
aspect of the job and should include all PC and provisional sums and perhaps a 
contingency sum too. Ideally, the specification should be prepared by a profes-
sional. If it is written by someone new to the job, it may give incorrect or unclear 
information that could prove expensive later. In addition to describing what 
work is required, the specification should also state which contract will be used.
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Once all the documents are in place, the next move is to decide which build-
ers are going to be invited to tender. To a large degree, the choice of builder 
depends on the size of the project to be carried out. If it is a smallish extension, 
it’s probably best to look at small builders who are more likely to be interested 
than larger companies. Once there is a shortlist of at least four builders, contact 
each one by phone or email and ask if they are interested in tendering. It is 
important they know what the proposed work consists of and your timescale 
— there is not much point in receiving an interesting price only to find that 
your builder can’t start for a year or more.

When you receive the tenders, it is likely there will be some diversity in prices. 
There are, after all, three types of builders: the ones who will submit a properly 
priced tender based on current costs; the ones who are not too busy and will 
put in a low price to get the job; and finally, the ones who are very busy and 
come back with a high price knowing that if they get the work there will be 
good profit in it. As a result, the lowest price is not necessarily the best one to 
accept, but after carrying out some research may still be worth considering. 
If the feedback you receive is not that good, think about talking to one of the 
other builders who tendered, assuming their price is competitive. The other 
option is to go back out to tender with different builders. 

Before finally engaging your chosen builder, make sure they understand and 
agree with the clauses within the contract, particularly regarding completion 
dates and payment clauses. It’s important to also thoroughly check the build-
er’s credentials and ask for contact details of clients and architects they have 
worked for during the past year. In addition, in no circumstances should upfront 
payments ever be agreed, and all interim valuations must be based on the value 
of work carried out plus the cost of any materials on site.

1.2 Going Out to Tender
How to engage with builders

1.3 Receiving Tenders Back
How to assess and compare prices
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Once all of the quotes are received, further checks need to be made before engag-
ing any of the operatives to make sure they are reliable and skilled. Although 
there may be financial benefits to undertaking the job using individual trades, 
the management of the site can be quite intense. Site organisation is paramount 
to ensure the work proceeds without delays and careful planning is required 
to achieve this. It’s important to make sure that operatives are there when 
required and that scaffolding and periphery plant is available when it’s needed. 
The decision on whether to employ a builder or do the project management 
yourself is something that needs careful thought, as the smooth running of the 
job is completely down to the expertise of the person in charge. 

1.4 Final Checks
What to do before engaging with a builder
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The aim of going out to tender for works is to obtain a fair and competitive price 
from the market to achieve the project you are proposing. Sounds simple enough, 
doesn’t it? The problem with this is that it is similar to phoning three different 
car manufacturers and asking for a price for a four-door family hatchback: the 
variables are limitless, and the basis of your enquiry is fundamentally flawed, 
being open to interpretation, tactics and assumptions. Without ever trying to 
be fraudulent or sneaky, the three car dealers will come back with different 
products and prices which all seemingly satisfy your brief. Construction falls 
into this scenario — that said, the price/cost is generally a lot higher and the 
variables and potential for mistakes much greater. 

The need for comprehensive, well thought-out tender documents is essential, 
both in terms of receiving realistic prices for your project, and in ensuring your 
project remains in line with the projected budget when it goes on site. 

Fixed-price contracts are found in every walk of life: it’s the principle of offer 
and acceptance. For instance, this may be the stated cost in the supermarket 
(the ‘offer’), which you ‘accept’ by taking it to the till and paying for the item. 
It is no different when appointing a contractor for your project, except that 
this tends to involve larger sums of money than the typical supermarket trip. 

Among its advantages, fixed-price certainty will (hopefully) offer: cost cer-
tainty; budget forecasting; cash flow; comfort for funders/lenders (credibility); 
predictable income and profit stream for the contractor; and simple valuation 
of works carried out. Why then do fixed-price contracts sometimes seem to 
result in different (usually higher) costs than we hope for or signed up to?

The contract price is only based on the information available to the parties 
who enter into that contract — the ‘inputs’. If you have any room in those tender 
documents for assumption or interpretation, this has the potential to impact on 
the pricing and ultimately the robustness of that contract. For example, your 
documentation shows doors on the drawings, but the specification does not 
capture these. The contractor could price the scheme using hardboard-faced 
flush doors, when you are expecting hardwood. There is no right or wrong in 
this case, simply interpretation and assumption.

2.1 The Importance of Preparation
Tendering explained — and why detail is essential

2.2 Fixed Price Quotes
Working on the Garbage In, Garbage Out principle, ensure your 
documents are complete
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Whether you opt to use a professional adviser to prepare and carry out your 
tender process, or ‘go out to tender’ yourself is a key decision. Certainly, the 
preparation of a comprehensive and suitable suite of documents is key to the 
robustness and effectiveness of the process, and as such, it virtually always pays 
to have these drawn up by your architect or a quantity surveyor — both of 
whom are well versed in the tendering process.  

The quality of the documentation is paramount to the reliability of the ten-
der returns, and it is essential that the documents are properly prepared and 
thought out. Remember, planning drawings are not construction or pricing 
documents, merely pictures showing what the local authority will let you build. 
The full range of specification and Building Control documentation is quite a 
technical challenge, and unless you are an experienced builder, the documents 
would greatly benefit from professional assistance. 

However, the inputs into these documents can be prepared by you. For exam-
ple, consider preparing ‘room data sheets’ — a series of sheets reflecting exactly 
what you are expecting to see in each room, on each wall, floor and ceiling. 
This can then be taken by your architect or surveyor and used as the basis for 
confirming that the specification exactly reflects your expectations. 

Remember that the responsibility for understanding the project and imparting 
this understanding on to others lies with you — you must either be able to 
communicate this to your team (via perhaps the room data sheet approach) or 
the contractor via the tender documents.

2.3 Using a Professional
Should you outsource the preparation of documents to a 
professional, such as an architect?

In simple terms, you need to write down what you want. This is more complex 
than at first glance, as you need to incorporate the various influences on a 

2.4 What to Include
The tender pack involves all the key information

The fixed-price reliability of your contract is only as good as the inputs pro-
vided in the tendering information and subsequent contract documentation.
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project, which may include the specification, the drawings, the performance 
requirements, the legislative framework and permissions (planning, Building 
Control, etc), timescales and method of procuring this. Thinking about the 
factors above, just sending planning drawings to a builder can be filed away as 
a foolhardy approach.

To plan the project properly, the contractors will need: 

l A framework to cost the job;
l A timescale to price the work, mobilise for the 
work, and physically carry out the work;
l A copy of the legislative framework;  
l A commercial incentive to carry out the works — contrac-
tors are in the business of making a profit, after all. Recognise this 
and be mindful of the attractiveness or not of your scheme.

Whichever way you procure the work, the fixed nature and reliability of that 
tender depends on the quality of the documentation that supports and grounds 
it. Planning drawings do not achieve cost certainty. 

The pack will need to contain these key documents:
l Building Control suitable drawings;
l Specification;
l Programme of works;
l Cost framework/contract sum analysis;
l Any site or time-specific issues (working hour restrictions, for example);
l Agreed process for payment and valuation of works completed;
l Planning permission compliance locked into the works;
l Any other legislative requirements locked in to the proposed contract;
l Invitation letter setting out the tendering process

The point of the documentation is to avoid assumption and ‘want of knowl-
edge’. Make sure the documents are consistent with each other, too, again to 
avoid the opportunity for interpretation. 

Your goal is to get a price that is comprehensive, realistic and comparable 
with the rest of the market to understand if you are getting best value. You can 
always tweak and alter the works before going into contract, but the tender 
process should be controlled and consistent across the tendering companies.
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Finding contractors is always challenging. It is advisable to initially approach at 
least four (ideally six) informally, to brief them about your scheme and to gauge 
interest. You should ideally seek these six out by recommendation, personal 
knowledge and reputation, but it never hurts to throw an unknown ‘wild card’ 
into the mix as it may well assist in flushing out the most competitive price, 
as newer companies are keen to break into markets. You don’t necessarily need 

As well as a costed and detailed return relating to your work, there are additional 
supporting documents that you should request as part of the tender return from 
your contractors. These include:

l Evidence of public and employers’ insurance;
l Contractors’ all risks insurance;
l Professional reference from previous clients or consultants;
l Details of similar previous projects;
l Key personnel who are likely to be involved in your scheme;
l Key subcontractors used;
l Any exclusions from the tender, ie items which are not included in the bid.

When you start the tendering process it is not unusual to have a couple of 
companies drop out and decline to tender after you have sent out the paperwork. 

Don’t be offended or take it personally. It is very common and simply a 
consequence of a very busy forward workload and the cost of tendering if the 
contractor decides they don’t want a job — just a cursory glance at the time 
taken to prepare a tender should mean there is no surprise when I state that 
tendering costs are significant, and run into thousands of pounds a year for 
competent and successful contractors.

Once the documents have been sent, give each contractor a follow-up call to 
check if they have everything they need. It’s an interesting phenomenon that 
human contact gets results — having a person you speak to by name will ensure 
they are more personally committed to your project. Email is impersonal and 
easy to ignore or decline.

2.6 Inviting Builders to Tender
How many to talk to? And how to get them interested?

2.5 What to Request
Builders should be returning more than just a price to you
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The timeframe for tendering is affected by several factors:

l Your desire for a quick response;
l Your programme requirements;
l The tendering contractors’ appetite for the work;
l The tendering contractors’ time commitments;
l The tenderers’ supply chain.

In other words, looking at the list above you can see that your desire for a 
speedy response may well be thwarted by the contractors being too busy, too 
pressured or simply not interested if you place an unrealistic timescale on the 
pricing process. 

It helps when putting a timescale on the tendering stage to think about the 
process the contractor is undertaking.

They will take receipt of the documentation, and appraise the nature and 
scope of the documents — are they easy to understand, are any areas open to 
excessive interpretation or assumption, etc? The documents are then ‘marked 
up’, or put into packages (materials enquiries, mechanical and electrical works, 
windows, roofing, for instance) to be sent to their specialist subcontractors. 
When these are sent out, the clock starts ticking — not only is the contractor 
working within your timeframe, but their supply chain also needs time to do 
its specialist pricing. While we all assume that our job is the only thing in 
contractors’ minds, this does not take into account the five other tenders and 
the actual projects each are working on at the same time.

Once these prices are back and the contractor has measured and understood 
all their direct works, they will collate the price. In reality, therefore, it would 
seem almost impossible to do all this in under a month, yet we all persist in 
thinking that we can get tenders back in a week. 

2.7 Timeframes
How long will it all take?

to award the contract to this company, but this does give you an idea of what 
the market may come down to via successful negotiation.

Having whittled the list down via conversations and gauging interest, you 
will probably have three to four companies who have agreed to tender. These 
will form your list, and will all be sent a pack of documentation.
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Hopefully you will receive back the tenders requested from your contractors. 
The first instinct is to look at the bottom-line number and base your reaction 
and understanding of the job entirely on this. However, this can give rise to 
unfair comparisons and unrealistic expectations of the price you will end up 
paying, and can be a false indicator of the true cost.

When looking properly at your tender returns, it makes sense to create a 
spreadsheet to compare each price. You can take the contract sum analysis 
that your contractors will have completed, and use this as a basis for accurate 
comparison. Essentially, you enter into the sheet the list of work headings on 
the left-hand column, and then create a column for each tenderer, entering in 
the broken-down prices. Immediately you will be able to understand exactly 
how different contractors have apportioned costs, see any omitted items and 
any areas of immediate concern. Typical things to look for include:

l Front-loaded prices: The overall cost of the works may be as expected, but 
when carrying out this analysis you notice that one contractor has a much higher 
cost for foundations than the others, and decorations are a lot cheaper. Why? 
Well, this can be a tactic whereby the contractor is hedging their bets against 
the typical problems found on site — when issues arise during the excavations, 
any extra costs will generally be proportional to the amounts allowed in the 
tender, which if artificially inflated, may bring in additional profits. Equally, 

2.8 Analysing the Returns
How to process what you get back from builders

Don’t set too short a timescale — the main response you will get is a polite 
letter declining the opportunity to price your work. Be realistic and speak to 
your contractors prior to sending out enquiries, find out their time concerns, 
and set a tender return period accordingly. Anything less than three weeks is, in 
my view, inviting a sloppy heavily caveated tender return that will then require 
four more weeks of negotiation and interrogation to get right. It’s better to have 
a realistic tender period and serious credible estimates back as a consequence. 

Another useful piece of advice — don’t send out for tender at the beginning 
of August. You will probably get all your enquiries returned unpriced while 
everyone is on holiday.

Halfway through the tender period, speak to each of the contractors to see 
how they are getting on and if they need anything else. Remember, personal 
buy-in gets results!
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when you have had a lot of additional costs early on, as a client you will be 
keen to save money, and the decorations are a simple DIY task in the main. 
Omitting these from your contractor to save money takes away some of their 
anticipated profits. Therefore, if they have deflated these costs they may well 
be looking to hedge against this. Call me cynical, but I have certainly seen this 
on many occasions. 

l Omissions to the prices: Once scheduled out and compared, you can look 
at the items that may not be included. To get a full comparison between your 
tenderers, you will need to ‘plug’ those missing items back in with an allowance 
commensurate with the other contractors to get a comparable price.

l Provisional allowances: PC (prime cost — denoting items that have yet 
to be finalised) and provisional sums need to be identified and considered. If 
the contractors have made certain items provisional, you need to check that 
they have allowed the same amount of money for a true comparison between 
them at this stage. Therefore, if necessary ‘plug’ the same provisional sum into 
all the tenders.

The aim is to get a level playing field where each bid has been understood 
and balanced with the others to get a true picture of the costs. At this point, 
you can now better appreciate the likely costs of the work, and select those 
contractors who you wish to engage with further —normally the lowest two. 
You will then be able to ‘interview’ them further about their bids  — flush out 
the items you think are limited, and try to get them to firm up the provisional 
sums by agreeing to fixed prices for these items so that you are ensuring that 
all the ‘known unknowns’ are established, interrogated and processed. You are 
now ready to start… H
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Templates

3 
3.1 Tender Covering Letter
3.2 Sample Contract Sum Analysis
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By Post and Email 

XYZ Builders Limited
Unit 1, Industrial Park
Nowhere Drive
County 
AB1  2YZ

For the attention of: ____________
My Ref: ______________
DD MM  YY

Dear Sirs

RE: Project name, address and postcode

Further to our telephone call and subsequent emails, I invite you to tender for the above.
 
I enclose the following tender documents to enable you to submit a bona-fide tender:
l Employer’s requirements
l Preliminaries
l Drawings, specifications and other tender information noted
l Form of tender 
l Template for contract sum analysis
l Planning permission and subsequent conditions

Please note:
The building contract _____________ will be used.
The employer shall not be bound to accept the lowest or any tender which he may receive. Neither 
will the employer be responsible for any cost incurred in the preparation of any tender nor for any 
costs or expenses incurred in submitting a tender. 

Please note that your tender is to be returned to the above address as agreed  
no later than 5pm on DD MM YY.

Please note that the following documents are to be submitted with the tender:
l Completed form of tender 
l Completed contract sum analysis 
l Any qualifications and clarifications 
l Provisional programme indicating anticipated start on site date as well as contract period
l Details of employers’ and public liability insurance, and contractors’ all risks insurance
l Reference(s) from previous clients or consultants
l Details of similar previous projects
l Key personnel who will likely be involved in the scheme
l Key subcontractors used

If you have any queries or would like to arrange your site visit, please contact  
_____________ (tel: ___________ ) in the first instance. 

Yours faithfully, 

MY NAME HERE
Myname.mysurname@abcd.co.uk

Enc: Tender documents

3.1 Sample Tender Covering Letter
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1.00 
DEMOLITION & SITE SET UP
Remove timber stud partitions, 
ceilings and drylining ....................................................................
Strip out electrics ...........................................................................
Remove existing landscaping .......................................................
DEMOLITION & SITE SET UP TOTAL ...........................................

CONSTRUCTION 2.01 
Below ground drainage ..................................................................
Groundworks ..................................................................................
External walling .............................................................................
Structural steelwork ......................................................................
Raised timber floor .........................................................................
Internal walls ..................................................................................
Stairs and balustrades ...................................................................
Windows and doors .........................................................................
Internal doors and joinery ............................................................
Ceiling finishes ................................................................................
Plastering and screeding ...............................................................
Wall finishes .....................................................................................
Floor finishes ...................................................................................
Decorations .....................................................................................
Fixtures and fittings .......................................................................
External works ...............................................................................
CONSTRUCTION TOTAL .................................................................

PLUMBING WORKS
Pipework
- Basement .......................................................................................
- Ground floor ..................................................................................
- First floor .......................................................................................
- Second floor ...................................................................................
Installation of sanitaryware
- Basement .......................................................................................
- Ground floor ..................................................................................
- First floor .......................................................................................
- Second floor ...................................................................................
PLUMBING WORKS TOTAL ...........................................................

Item Description                                             Contract Value 

3.2 Sample Contract Sum Analysis

ELECTRICAL WORKS
Containment ....................................................................................
New mains and distribution ..........................................................
Power supplies ................................................................................
Mechanical supplies .......................................................................
Underfloor heating ..........................................................................
Kitchen supplies .............................................................................
Wire all light fittings .......................................................................
Shaver points ..................................................................................
Wire external lighting ....................................................................
Wire BT and data  ...........................................................................
Garage wiring ..................................................................................
Commissioning ................................................................................
Earthing and bonding ....................................................................
Electrical spares .............................................................................
Testing and certification ................................................................
Operating and maintenance     
manuals ...........................................................................................
ELECTRICAL WORKS TOTAL ........................................................

PRELIMS & MANAGEMENT PRELIMS & MANAGE
Site manager ...................................................................................
Setting out engineer .......................................................................
Health & safety inspections ..........................................................
Site set up ........................................................................................
Demobilise .......................................................................................
Office set up .....................................................................................
First aid provisions ........................................................................
Fire extinguishers/points ..............................................................
Skips/waste removal ......................................................................
Scaffolding .......................................................................................
Alterations to scaffold ....................................................................
Hoisting ............................................................................................
Misc plant ........................................................................................
Crane ................................................................................................
Temporary services .......................................................................
Temporary water and electric ......................................................
Insurances  ......................................................................................
General labour ................................................................................
Final clean .......................................................................................
PRELIMS & MANAGEMENT TOTAL ............................................

Item Description                                              Contract Value 


