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When projects encounter cost overruns, delays, or quality 

concerns, it’s not uncommon for construction teams to point to 

one of the familiar culprits charged with executing the project: 

the contractor and the designer. Over my career, spanning 

roles in design, construction management, and as an owner, 

I believe the owner plays a critical yet often overlooked role 

in a project’s success. Owners have unique responsibilities 

that can either support or complicate project outcomes. When 
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also reinforces accountability among team members.

Tom noted that a critical challenge for owners is to motivate 

their internal teams to appreciate the significance of timely 

decision-making in construction. Project decisions can have 

major cost implications, tying up capital and creating risk for 

everyone involved if they are delayed.

The concept that “time is money” is embodied in the Federal 

Highway Administration’s “Every Day Counts” initiative, as 

discussed by Mike Mendick, PE, CCM, District Engineer for the 

Connecticut Department of Transportation. He highlighted the 

importance of decisions that are data-backed and leadership-

supported, and — most of all — made timely to limit cost 

overruns associated with extended performance of a project.

2. DEFINE AND ALIGN PROJECT SCOPE

Katie Choe, CCM, Chief of Staff for the Massachusetts Bay 

Transportation Authority (MBTA), emphasized the importance 

of owners determining their project’s scope from the outset, 

which is difficult in an organization such as MBTA, given the 

complex demands of aging infrastructure. However, Katie also 

noted the need for realism when defining scope to avoid scope 

creep, especially with stakeholders who do not necessarily fully 

understand the design and construction process. “We have to 

know what we want to be successful, and we’re not always 

good at defining that,” Choe said. “We emphasize engaging our 

end users — the actual facility occupants and users — to find 

out what we need.”

As Katie observes, in large public sector projects, it’s common 

for internal and external stakeholders (including elected 

officials) to have differing goals and opinions, which can make 

alignment challenging. Sometimes, due to conflicting priorities 

within an organization, there’s a lack of agreement on what’s 

truly important. Katie stressed that if stakeholders aren’t 

engaged early, scope adjustments mid-project can drive up 

costs, cause delays, and create stress across teams. The owner’s 

role is crucial in securing buy-in and establishing alignment, 

ensuring the project’s scope is realistic and prioritized.

3. PRIORITIZE STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT AND 

COMMUNICATION

The panel also discussed the value of engaging the right 

stakeholders at the right time, which is a critical factor in the 

success of any public project. Skip Vaughn, Chief Facilities 

Management Officer and Director of the Office of Facilities and 

Property Management at the National Institute of Standards 

and Technology (NIST), stressed the importance of clear, 

consistent communication with all stakeholders — particularly 

when technical expertise is involved. “Clear, consistent 

communication across all organizational levels and with 

contractors is essential,” Vaughn said.

Skip described how NIST’s leadership works hard to keep 

both technical and non-technical stakeholders — including 

scores of scientists working in custom lab space — informed 

on the project’s progress, which helps to ensure alignment 

and prevent miscommunication. Darrin Lambrigger, PE, CCM, 

FCMAA, Director of the Construction Management Division for 

the Port of Long Beach, echoed this approach, noting he had 
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orders; they act as a counselor, pointing out when issues arise 

or when a decision might steer the project off track,” he shared.

Finally, the panelists admitted that owners are often more 

comfortable treating their designers as partners than the 

consultants. Skip noted, “We work for several years with a 

designer and they really get to know our project and our 

organization. Then, the tendency is to throw it to a contractor 

and get really demanding in them delivering performance.” 

Investing effort in building a successful partnership with the 
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